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Online learning isn't a niche experiment — or even an optional offering — anymore. A decade ago, the suggestion 
that digitally-facilitated education would become a crucial strategy for colleges and universities might have been 
met	with	polite	skepticism	or	dismissed	outright.	But	in	recent	years,	persistent	enrollment	declines	have	compelled	
some institutions to consider how they could leverage online channels to expand their recruitment efforts and 
strengthen	their	financial	position.	

In	this	white	paper,	we	argue	that	online	learning	will	become	a	crucial	strategy	for	institutions	seeking	to	tap	into	
new	learner	pools	and	bolster	education	accessibility.	However,	to	take	advantage	of	the	opportunity	that	digital-
ly-facilitated learning modalities provide, educators need to be deliberate in how they design and deploy their online 
learning programs. Our experts consider: 

• • Why institutions may no longer be able to rely on in-person enrollees as their sole revenue sourceWhy institutions may no longer be able to rely on in-person enrollees as their sole revenue source
• • How colleges and universities might leverage online programs to tap into non-traditional learner poolsHow colleges and universities might leverage online programs to tap into non-traditional learner pools
• • What constitutes a “good” online program experience — and why institutions can’t apply conventional  What constitutes a “good” online program experience — and why institutions can’t apply conventional  

pedagogy when developing online offeringspedagogy when developing online offerings

Executive Summary



Online Learning Presents New Engagement and Revenue Opportunities for Higher Ed 01  | 

Online learning isn't a niche experiment — or even an optional offering — any-
more. A decade or two ago, the suggestion that digitally-facilitated educa-
tion would become a crucial strategy for colleges and universities might have 
been met with polite skepticism or dismissed outright. While online courses 
may have had a place at a few pioneer institutions or within certain academic 
contexts, they were far from accepted, much less welcomed by the higher 
education community. For many schools, on-campus, in-person learning was 
the default (if not the only) option available to students.  

Needless to say, the situation has shifted. In early 2020, the rapid spread of 
Covid-19 compelled institutions worldwide to close down their campuses 
and find a way to make remote learning functional for millions of students. 
According to Inside Higher Ed, 85% of surveyed institutions converted their 
courses to "emergency remote learning" in the fall of 2020 due to the pan-
demic. Nearly two-thirds of students enrolled in postsecondary programs 
received instruction entirely (44.7%) or partially (28%) online. These metrics 
represented a startling leap from the comparably paltry 17% engaged in digi-
tal learning in 2019.1 

Higher education's pandemic-prompted shift into online learning was a 
mass-scale experiment borne out of sheer necessity — and frankly, despite 
normalizing remote education to an extent, it didn't go very well. When 
asked to "grade" their online education experiences during the pandemic, only 
47% of surveyed students and 43% of faculty members gave their institutions 
an "A." Per another survey conducted by the learning platform provider Top 
Hat, the transition to digital learning channels resulted in reduced engage-
ment and low motivation for students across the board.2, 3

Many students even opted to delay enrollment instead of attending their class-
es online. Reports indicate that colleges and universities enrolled 650,000  
fewer students in Fall 2020 than in Fall 2019.1 The sudden lapse of on-campus 
learners (and their commensurate tuition dollars) posed a sudden and over-
whelming financial shock to higher education institutions across the country, 
says Gerent's Senior Vice President of Education and Nonprofit, Jenny Hall.

"The consequences of Covid-19 hit schools hard," she explained in an inter-
view. "I was working in international education at the time, and I remember 
seeing 50 full-paying students who had planned to study abroad retract their 
admission within the same week. They left and took four years of anticipated 
tuition revenue with them."

Once niche, now necessary: 
online learning becomes increasingly 

crucial in higher education

20202019

17%

44.7%

Nearly two-thirds of students enrolled in post-

secondary programs received instruction entirely 

(44.7%) online, compared to just 17% engaged in 

digital learning in 2019
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Nearly three years on, colleges and universities have returned to a state of 
relative normalcy. Campuses are open and bustling as classes once more 
welcome students into (in-person) sessions. But even as the higher education 
community breathes a collective sigh of relief, lingering anxiety around the 
sector's dependence on in-person attendance persists. After all, the pandemic 
demonstrated that even a moderate decline in in-person enrollment and at-
tendance could lead to significant — or even staggering — revenue loss for 
colleges and universities already under financial stress. 

"Institutions are realizing that they might not be able to rely solely on reve-
nue from conventional, in-person learners," Hall said. "Online learning was far 
from perfectly executed during the pandemic. However, there's no doubt that 
the mass experiment with distance learning in 2020 prompted more conver-
sations about how institutions might leverage remote education to maintain 
funding and operations." 

"Right now, institutions might view online learning as a makeshift replacement 
for in-person learning. But in the future, it could become an accepted means of 
engaging learners, boosting education accessibility, and compensating for the 
revenue losses incurred by declining student enrollments," she said.

Declining	 enrollment	 pushes	 institutions	 to	 find	 new	 channels	
for	student	engagement	and	revenue	intake

Student enrollment is on an undeniable downward slide. Between the spring 
of 2011 and the spring of 2022, U.S. institutions reported a collective loss of 
approximately 3.3 million students. Nearly a third of that enrollment loss — 1.3 
million students — occurred in the two years following Covid-19's 2020 emer-
gence. And, despite widespread campus reopens and a near-universal return 
to in-person learning, many students are still second-guessing their enrollment 
decisions.3, 4

But why are these declines so persistent if in-person learning is feasible again? 
The answer may be that Covid-19 isn't the underlying problem. For nearly a 
decade, factors such as falling birth rates and rising college prices have put 
steadily increasing pressure on students and institutions alike. Put simply: the 
pool of conventional, college-age students is shrinking, and many within it 
can no longer afford to pay current market rates for education.

Per an analysis conducted by economist Nathan Grawe, the traditional col-
lege-age (e.g., 18 to 23-year-old) population is on track to drop by 15% between 
2025 and 2029. Grawe himself attributes the slide, at least in part, to economic 
uncertainty following the 2008 financial crisis. As he commented in an article 
for the Hechinger Report: "Young people viewed that economic uncertainty as 
a cause for reducing fertility [...] Fast forward 18 years to 2026, and we see that 
there are fewer kids reaching college-going age."5

Right now, institutions might view online 
learning as a makeshift replacement for 
in-person learning. But in the future, it 
could become an accepted means of 
engaging learners, boosting education 
accessibility, and compensating for the 
revenue losses incurred by declining 
student enrollments."

Jenny Hall
SVP of Education and Nonprofit at Gerent

“

2021 metrics: Students continue 
second-guessing their enrollment 
decisions3, 4

16% of surveyed students canceled 
all plans to attend

12% of surveyed students said they 
would take fewer courses

32% of bachelor's degree students 
and 41% of associate degree 
students report that they have 
"considered stopping out in the past 
six months"
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The other significant factor at play is, of course, rising college costs. Today, 
the average student in the United States pays a whopping $35,551 per year 
for tuition, books, supplies, and other expenses. Some learners may pay more 
or less depending on the type of school they attend — for example, the aver-
age private, nonprofit university student shells out roughly $54,501 in tuition, 
fees, and expenses every year. Given these prices, it's not surprising that more 
than half of unenrolled adults surveyed in a 2021 study say that "the cost of a 
college degree is a very important reason they have not continued their edu-
cation."4

"We all know that a $50,000 annual price tag isn't sustainable or accessible," 
Hall said. "We've known that for a long time. It's just that now, the consequenc-
es of pricing inaccessibility are hitting schools hard." 

It's a self-fulfilling cycle; institutions raise their prices to compensate for 
falling enrollment numbers and (in some cases) state funding cuts — but 
the upticks in cost only make it harder for students to enroll. The financial 
consequences for colleges are, in a word, profound.

Statistics: Financial hardship leads to college closures7, 8, 9

861 colleges and 9,499 campuses in the U.S. have closed 
down since 2004

35 colleges closed their only or final campus in 2021, and 48 
did so in 2022

The number of college closures in the last decade has in-
creased by 400% compared to the decade before

Of course, not every institution feels the pinch to the same degree. According 
to the Hechinger Report, while regional four-year institutions are expected to 
record substantial enrollment declines by 2029, elite institutions will likely ex-
perience a much lighter loss — and student demand for high-tier colleges may 
even increase.5 

We all know that a $50,000 annual price 
tag isn't sustainable or accessible. We've 
known that for a long time. It's just that 
now, the consequences of pricing inac-
cessibility are hitting schools hard." 

Jenny Hall
SVP of Education and Nonprofit at Gerent

“
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"Harvard, Princeton, Yale; all those schools receive a flood of applications ev-
ery year," Hall said. "But the smaller state schools who see a modest stream of 
applications come in every fall — if that stream of enrollees shrinks to a trickle, 
they're going to start having revenue problems."

How, then, can institutions avoid budget shortfalls and boost enrollment num-
bers when the number of available students has decreased significantly? The 
answer may be to look beyond the traditional learner pool and tap into new 
audiences, via well-designed online learning opportunities.

Nontraditional learner bases represent a valuable opportunity 
for online-amenable institutions 

Traditionally, higher education institutions have centered their efforts on a sin-
gle demographic: 18 to 24-year-olds. These students are, by and large, recent 
high school grads who are unmarried, childless, and able to live on campus. 
Given this target audience, it's unsurprising that conventional degree pro-
grams usually assume a full-time academic schedule; however, this intensive 
format can deter prospective learners who don’t fit perfectly into the traditional 
student persona.

"The conventional postsecondary experience isn't the most accessible for 
older learners who have more responsibilities to manage," Hall pointed out. 
"A 19-year-old might have no problem attending a three-hour seminar every 
Thursday evening. But if you're a working adult with a day job and two kids, just 
getting to class — much less tuning in and getting your homework done — the 
prospect can feel overwhelming." 

However, if institutions can develop online-friendly programs that take the 
needs of nontraditional learners into account, they could tap into new reve-
nue streams that could help offset the financial losses incurred by enrollment 
declines. These digitally-facilitated programs would cater to an entirely new 
subset of learners — people who may not currently have the means or incli-
nation to attend in-person classes. Critically, these offerings can coexist with 
conventional programs, thus expanding institutions' enrollee bases rather 
than diluting them.

That said, taking advantage of the opportunity for flexible learning poses 
will be a challenge, Hall says. To successfully tap into unconventional, re-
mote-friendly learner pools, postsecondary institutions must overcome a 
long-held stigma against distance learning and establish an online educa-
tion model that genuinely works. 

"Schools aren't going to get away with having a handful of online courses in 
some forward-thinking dean's program suite," she said. "And they can't hold a 
few classes on Zoom and call it a day. Online programs need to be accredited 
and adhere to specific guidelines; there are a ton of implications to consider." 

A 19-year-old might have no problem 
attending a three-hour seminar every 
Thursday evening. But if you're a work-
ing adult with a day job and two kids, just 
getting to class — much less tuning in 
and getting your homework done — the 
prospect can feel overwhelming." 

Jenny Hall
SVP of Education and Nonprofit at Gerent

“

Factors preventing unenrolled 
adults from seeking an education4

38% say childcare and adult care-
giver responsibilities inhibit taking 
courses or pursuing a degrees

24% say they cannot take courses 
because of work conflicts

23% say they cannot take courses 
because of in-person requirements
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But despite the challenges, it's become increasingly clear that now is the time 
for schools to explore how online offerings could elevate their student bases 
and boost revenue. Today, 99% of surveyed chief online officers expect an 
increase in online instruction — a double-digit leap from the 70% who said 
the same before Covid-19. Moreover, 59% of polled postsecondary institutions 
report that they intend to "continue some or all of their emergency remote 
learning offerings via distance education" following the pandemic.10, 11 

"The pandemic was an accelerator," Hall asserted. "Covid-19 compelled the 
provosts, deans, and other leaders who were skeptical about online learning to 
put real thought, effort, and resources into program development. Those resis-
tant had to go hybrid and start launching alternatives within three years. The 
pandemic cracked the door open — and now, it's up to institutions to explore 
online learning's educational and revenue potential."

of surveyed chief online 

officers expect an increase 

in online instruction99%
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Despite its historically quiet presence in the higher education sector, online learning has been available for a long time; dis-
tance academic programs conducted by snail mail and parcel post date back to as early as the 18th century. However, the 
online model we would recognize as modern remote education took root in 1989 when the University of Phoenix began exper-
imenting with online course design and delivery. 

The Arizona-based university's initial foray into digitally-facilitated courses prompted a strong, if short-lived, wave of interest 
among other institutions. However, these initial explorations were largely unsuccessful, as those who attempted to launch 
online learning programs often lacked a thorough understanding of online pedagogy and could not achieve sufficient buy-in 
from faculty members. These shortfalls resulted in online learning experiments that failed to engage or excite educators and 
students. 

As Hope Kentnor, a Director and Associate Professor at the University of Denver's Sturm College of Law, contextualized in a 
2015 dialogue, "Professors merely provided the online students with lecture notes from the traditional classroom, with the 
assumption that this would suffice."12

Three decades later, institutions face the same practical challenges — and risk making the same missteps — as these would-
be early adopters. Student responses to online learning during the lockdown illustrate this; per a 2021 Frontiers in Education 
report, surveyed students "overwhelmingly" preferred in-person instruction over remote learning. They also tended to appreci-
ate synchronous remote instruction with live streaming and chat more than asynchronous remote lectures.13

Does this mean that online courses need to be synchronous to be successful? No — instead, this data affirms that trying to 
duplicate a conventional lecture environment within a video chat format is a losing strategy. If a student's sole connection 
with their class and instructor is via a Zoom window, it's no surprise they might feel disconnected and underwhelmed. As the 
report's researchers conclude in their analysis: "Students miss the social aspects of learning on campus, and it is possible that 
synchronous learning helps to mitigate some feelings of isolation." 

By this logic, it stands to reason that if an online course is designed to engage learners and create a community in addition 
to conveying material, students may experience better outcomes. Per Kentnor's paper, past investigations have found "that 
a well-designed, documented, and structured online course that facilitates active engagement with the students is essential 
for success." 

It's also important to consider the influence students' expectations may have on how they perceive their experiences. Ac-
cording to research published in a 2021 issue of the International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, the 
perceived quality of online instruction is directly tied to how accepting students are of online learning. Students who prefer 
online learning over conventional classroom settings tend to view their remote course experiences more positively than those 
who prefer face-to-face instruction. 

To	evoke	buy-in	and	boost	enrollment,	
institutions will need to reimagine 

the online learning experience
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In short: it would be a mistake to take students' lukewarm responses to on-
line learning during the pandemic as proof that online learning cannot work 
for higher education. Instead, institutions should take this feedback as a sign 
that: 

1. Online programs need to be better designed to provide optimal 
experiences. 

2. Learners who expect and want distance learning may be naturally 
inclined to enjoy remote formats more than conventional post-
secondary students (e.g., 18 to 24-year-old learners enrolled in a 
full-time, in-person class schedule).

As colleges and universities continue to explore remote learning's value as an 
academic format, they must be more intentional in designing their online edu-
cation programs. Rather than seeking to duplicate the conventional lecture for-
mat — which may not suit learners outside the traditional demographic — via 
digital channels, institutions will need to develop experiences that recognize 
and meet the needs of their distance learners.

Blueprinting a successful online program starts with under-
standing the needs and expectations of an unconventional stu-
dent base

Regardless of course content, designing a successful online program always 
starts with the same step: understanding who the target learners are and what 
they need. Applying a one-size-fits-all approach to academic offerings is a fun-
damentally flawed strategy, Hall says, because the target consumers are en-
tirely different. 

"A person who attends in-person classes at DePaul in pursuit of a three-year 
Master's program is a completely different market person than a student who 
would enroll in an 18-to-24-month online degree program," she noted. "The on-
line courses aren't of lesser quality; the on-campus and remote courses are all 
accredited by the same accreditors. It's just a different modality of learning." 

Some universities have recognized this reality and begun developing courses 
tailored to remote learner priorities. Hall pointed to the institutions that offer 
master's degree programs designed to suit military spouses as an example. 

"Trying to get a degree was incredibly frustrating for military spouses because 
they would put all this time, effort, and money into earning credits — only to lose 
them whenever their partner was transferred to a new base," she explained. 
"They were fed up with it. They thought, 'Why do I keep sinking resources into 
this when I don't make enough as it is?'"

A person who attends in-person class-
es at DePaul in pursuit of a three-year 
Master's program is a completely differ-
ent market person than a student who 
would enroll in an 18-to-24-month on-
line degree program. The online courses 
aren't of lesser quality; the on-campus 
and remote courses are all accredited by 
the same accreditors. It's just a different 
modality of learning."

Jenny Hall
SVP of Education and Nonprofit at Gerent

“
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For these students, a well-designed online learning program can be invaluable. Today, certain universities offer remote mas-
ter's degree programs that provide partial- or all-asynchronous instruction, remote access, and — most importantly — con-
sistency. Rather than (poorly) adapting in-person lectures into online formats, these forward-thinking institutions deliver 
an academic experience designed from the ground up to support remote, asynchronous learners who may not have the 
means or opportunity to attend classes at a specific time or place. Above all else, these programs aim to accommodate 
learners by providing a learning experience that recognizes their unique needs and goals.

Unpacking the Ideal Online Program Experience

• Asynchronous learning opportunities — Students can access their course materials whenever and wherever  
they are via a convenient and intuitive online student portal. 

• Centralized rich media — Students learn via on-demand webinars, online exams, digital handouts, gamified quiz-
zes, and more. All engagement activities are intuitive and readily accessible.  

• Omnichannel learning delivered strategically — Students use the proper digital channel for each activity. They lev- 
erage real-time video chat for small group projects and professor one-on-ones, instant messaging for minor pr- 
actical concerns, student forums for community participation, and their personal page for assignment acquisi-
tion and submission.  

• Effortless connectivity with peers, professors, and advisors — Students never feel disconnected or adrift. Their  
online student portal provides instant access to student community forums, small peer group chats, and other 
community-building features. Learners can also contact their professors to set up one-on-one video conversa-
tions or address minor concerns via instant messaging.   

• 24-hour, white-glove service — The institution maintains a concierge team that leverages real-time student data to 
proactively flag and address potential problems before they arise. Students can engage with a chatbot to address 
small practical questions or call into a 24-hour call center to receive immediate assistance for their concerns.  

Modern online learning has a way to go regarding adoption and execution. However, there's no doubt that students and  
institutions are more aware — and excited about — digitally-facilitated learning than ever before. According to recent research,  
over half (57%) of students are more optimistic about wholly-online courses than before the pandemic.1 Institutions,  
for their part, can tap into new learner bases and provide increased flexibility to existing ones.                                           . 

"It's an inspiring moment for education," Hall said. "People are reimagining what online education can be and do for a wide 
variety of students. The people who were on board with digital learning before the pandemic are enthused because they finally 
have the support they need to pursue these initiatives. And the people who were skeptical are now saying, 'Okay, I understand 
now; we need this to serve students better and maintain a financially-secure position.’" 

Over half (57%) of students are more optimistic about wholly-online 
courses than they were before the pandemic.1
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Personas in Practice: Iona M. accesses lecture notes after a hurricane

The Student: Iona M., a 25-year-old grad student pursuing an online degree in business 
administration

The Situation: Iona loses power for several days after a severe tropical storm sweeps 
through her Florida town

The Goal: Iona needs to inform her professor about the inclement weather, gather class-
materials, and request an extension on a homework assignment

The Subpar Learning Experience: The Optimal Learning Experience:

Iona messages her professor before class to warn him 
that she may have trouble logging into an upcoming 

class because of the inclement weather. 

Iona loses power and cannot log into her scheduled 
lecture or access the homework assignment 

given during class.

On the day of, the professor — who doesn't remember 
Iona's message — marks her absent from the lecture and 

doesn't send her the homework assignment. 

When her power switches on, Iona messages her 
classmates to ask for lecture notes and the class 

assignment. She also contacts her professor (again) 
to remind him of her situation, request an extension,

and ask that her attendance record be revised. 

The result
Iona is stressed and unhappy because the burden of 

managing her online learning experience falls squarely 
on her shoulders. She feels like she has no support — 
or understanding — from her professor or institution.

Iona's school proactively flags the tropical storm as a potential 
problem for Florida-based students and notifies faculty 

members to be aware of potential weather-related absences.

Iona's professor proactively reaches out to her to assure 
her that she will have an extension if the weather results 

in widespread power outages. 

When Iona misses class, her school proactively sends her the 
lecture recording, relevant materials, and homework assignment 

— all of which she can access via her student portal. 

Iona completes her work after the storm 
and returns to class fully caught up and in the loop.

The result
Iona feels supported and at ease knowing that her school 

understands her situation and will provide the flexibility she 
needs to continue learning despite the adverse weather. 
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Today, colleges and universities stand at an online learning inflection point. 
Institutions have the opportunity and motive they need to innovate digital 
learning formats and access previously untapped and lucrative learner pools. 
However, to avoid repeating the execution mistakes — and failures— of their 
90s-era predecessors, institutions need to be more strategic and intentional in 
their approach to program development. 

"I've seen traditional schools try to adopt online learning without realizing how 
much infrastructural support goes into serving distance learners," Hall noted. 
"These institutions know how to bring in-person students to campus and ori-
ent them in face-to-face settings. However, they have no idea how to execute 
orientation online or engage parents who speak different languages. There's a 
lot to consider, and it can be overwhelming — and when it gets overwhelming, 
institutions tend to throw in the towel and dismiss their attempt as a failure." 

"Institutions point to their attempts and say, 'See, it was terrible! It didn't work; 
the video was fuzzy.' I hear that one a lot," she said.  

Aside from the not-inconsiderable task of designing a digital framework that 
empowers students to learn and connect with their academic community, 
institutions need to consider the sheer scale of an online learning program. 
Brick-and-mortar institutions, by definition, are limited in terms of the number 
of students and faculty members they can support. In an online context, how-
ever, organizations can expand indefinitely; their class offerings are limited 
solely by the number of faculty members they can afford to hire. 

However, a sudden scale can pose significant logistical and practical chal-
lenges to colleges and universities that may not know how to manage virtual 
classrooms or provide adequate support to a broad student population. Con-
sider the challenges posed by admissions as an example; at a conventional 
institution, a team of ten people might be responsible for manually screening 
and processing a few thousand student applications every year. That team 
cannot reasonably take on the thousands — if not tens of thousands — of ap-
plications that might funnel into a large-scale online operation. 

"You need a robust infrastructure and team to manage online student recruit-
ment, admission, and academic experience," Hall said. "You can't commit to 
online learning while continuing to leverage old-school processes. Innovation 
and investment are required." 

Delivering top-tier online learning 
experiences will require strategy, technology, 

and deliberate transformation

You need a robust infrastructure and 
team to manage online student recruit- 
ment, admission, and academic exper- 
ience. You can't commit to online learn-
ing while continuing to leverage old-
school pro-cesses. Innovation and in-
vestment are required."

Jenny Hall
SVP of Education and Nonprofit at Gerent

“
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At Gerent, we specialize in helping institutions of all sizes conceptualize, design, and deploy online learning programs. Our team 
can establish the Salesforce CRM foundation that colleges and universities need to gain crucial insight into their student bases 
and deliver a genuinely delightful academic experience at scale.

"We want to be the team that addresses real problems in education," Hall shared. "We want to help the innovators who are he-
roically jumping into online learning spaces they have never seen or tried before. For so long, it's been taboo for institutions to 
ask for help or roll out this mode of learning on a broad scale — but now, there's this incredible opportunity to bolster access and 
empower institutions to reach more students."

"This is a critical moment for education, and those of us at Gerent are ready to provide support however we can," she concluded. 
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Begin your online learning 
transformation with Gerent

At Gerent, we craft Salesforce solutions that 
empower students, educators, and institutions 

alike. Our team of veteran consultants holds 
decades of collective experience in fields 

including but not limited to K-12, higher education, 
online learning, corporate training, and more. In 

the 15 years since our founding, we've completed 
over 1,000 successful projects and maintained a 

5-star customer satisfaction score. 

Check out our Education homepage or
 contact us today to kickstart your institution's 

Salesforce transformation! 
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