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Abstract 

This study explored the levels of academic success in online classes for students, both 

non-student-athletes and student-athletes at a NCAA Division II institution, as well as 

their experiences in online classes.  The aim of the study was to create an evidence-based 

framework for the institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on 

course selection, including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of 

achieving academic success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  The study 

used a convergent mixed method methodology that consisted of collecting quantitative 

and qualitative data concurrently and merging the two sets of data to answer research 

questions and develop the proposed solution. Quantitative data that showed the academic 

performance of student-athletes and non-student-athletes at the institution since 2007 was 

analyzed while qualitative face-to-face interviews were conducted with 8 student-athletes 

and 7 non-student-athletes.  The results of this study indicated that online classes are not 

an effective way for improving academic success for student-athletes.  The results also 

showed that student-athletes and non-student-athletes were not different in terms of 

academic performance.  The proposed solution that this study created is a framework for 

academic advisors to use to determine if student-athletes should take an online version of 

a course or not.  The solution recommends that any student-athlete who is a freshman, 

has a cumulative grade point average below 2.5, or is considering specific course subjects 

such as English, Statistics, or complex Science subjects such as Oceanography should 

avoid exclusively online courses.  Academic advisors are able to use the solution to 

provide recommendations for course selection based on data rather than assumptions. 

Keywords: Online courses, Student-Athletes, Academic Success, NCAA Division II 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

 The explosion of technology created opportunities for higher educational 

institutions to deliver education through methods other than traditional face-to-face 

settings.  Exclusively online classes, as well as a hybrid of traditional and online classes, 

are commonly offered at many institutions.  For the intercollegiate student-athlete, a 

student whose time is limited due to his or her athletic obligations, online courses 

potentially improve the level of academic success in and engagement with classes.   

 Research done on the effectiveness of online course delivery options focused on 

several academic fields and student populations (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Allen & 

Seaman, 2014; Ally, 2008; Anderson, 2008; Hsu & Hsieh, 2011; Lu & Lemonde, 2013; 

Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  However, the research done on student-athletes in this emerging 

area of importance in higher education is limited in number and scope – focusing on 

student-athletes that participate at the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 

Division I level.  Typically, the Division I level is a level that provides higher scholarship 

amounts as well as greater institutional academic support systems such as tutors and 

multiple academic advisors (Healy, 2013; Kreb, 2008; Kreb, 2009).  To date, research 

regarding this topic has not considered NCAA Division II student-athletes.  Division II 

student-athletes, due to limited institutional budgets, typically do not benefit from an 

academic support structure such as available academic tutors and advisers that Division I 

student-athletes enjoy (Division II, n.d.).  However, these student-athletes must still 

achieve certain academic standards to remain eligible for athletic participation and on 

track to graduate. 
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 Data and conclusions that help direct course selection decisions for individual 

student-athletes to maintain academic success and progress towards degree are needed in 

order to assist academic advisors and administrators charged with counseling Division II-

level student-athletes.  This convergent mixed method study was completed using data of 

student-athletes from Dixie State University (DSU), an institution located in Utah, whose 

student-athletes compete at the NCAA Division II level.  The study created an evidence-

based framework for the institution to implement to advise student-athletes on course 

selection to maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic success, maintaining 

athletic eligibility, and graduating. 

Statement of the Problem  

 Are online classes useful for NCAA Division II student-athletes to improve 

academic success?  Is the academic performance of student-athletes in online classes and 

traditional classes different than non-student-athletes?  Do student-athletes perform better 

in online course than they do in traditional classes?  Can a student-athlete’s year in school 

or grade point average help determine possible academic performance in online courses?  

Does the course subject affect the academic performance?  What advantages and 

disadvantages do online classes provide student-athletes?  What are the qualities an 

advisor should look for to help determine if an online course is a good choice for an 

individual student-athlete?  The literature surrounding online education and 

intercollegiate student-athletes to help answer these questions for NCAA Division II 

student-athletes is very limited and examined only student-athletes at the Division I level, 

a level that provides higher scholarship amounts as well as greater institutional academic 

support systems such as tutors and multiple academic advisors (Healy, 2013; Kreb, 2008; 
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Kreb, 2009).  Despite the NCAA division of competition, student-athletes, considered a 

unique population of students (Carodine, Almond, & Gratto, 2001; Comeaux & Harrison, 

2011; Davis, 2014; Jolly, 2008; Sedlacek & Adams-Gaston, 1992; Wilson & Pritchard, 

2005), are faced with challenges to balance the time demands of academics and athletics 

to ensure success on both fronts (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Healy, 2013; Kreb, 2008; 

Kreb, 2009).   

 The Division II student-athlete is faced with the pressure to succeed academically 

and athletically just as any other student-athlete at any other level of competition is.  

However, the smaller levels of financial support found within Division II athletic 

departments does not allow for those student-athletes to benefit from increased levels of 

academic support (Divisional Differences, n.d.).  A unique characteristic of Division II 

athletic department budgets is that they are mostly funded through the institution’s budget 

just like any other department on campus (Divisional Differences, n.d.).  While external 

funding for Division II athletic department budgets from sources such as corporate 

sponsorships, ticket sales, and donations are pieces of their budgets, the percentages of 

the overall budget those sources comprise are typically very small and not large enough 

to fully support the department (Divisional Differences, n.d.).  Division I budgets, on the 

other hand, are more aligned with a corporate model and rely heavily on larger external 

revenue generation from corporate sponsorships, ticket sales, television revenue, and 

private donations (Divisional Differences, n.d.).  This increased level of financial support 

allows top resource-level Division I student-athletes to enjoy student-athlete academic 

support centers with budgets ranging from $1 million to $3 million annually (Wolverton, 

2008) as well as large donations such as the $12.5 million anonymous donation the 
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University of Florida received to bolster student-athlete academic support (Gators Donor, 

2014).  For perspective, the median Division II athletic department expense is $5.6 

million for schools with football and $4.2 million for schools without football (NCAA 

Finances, n.d.).  On the other hand, Division I median expenses are $81.7 million for the 

top five highest-resource Division I conferences and $28.8 million for all other 

conferences (NCAA Finances, n.d.).  Due to the differences in academic support 

surrounding the Division II student-athlete compared to the Division I student-athlete, the 

road to academic success may be even more challenging for the Division II student-

athlete (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Division II, n.d.; Gayles & Hu, 2009; Ting, 2009).  

 Due to the limited research on this topic, there is very limited information for 

academic advisors and athletic administrators at Division II institutions to utilize to help 

guide student-athletes on course selection to choose the most effective delivery method 

for each individual.  As a result, academic advisors and athletic administrators at these 

institutions are left to guess about the potential effects of an online course on the student-

athlete.  Research on this topic will begin to provide a knowledge pool for those advising 

student-athletes to draw from.   

 Placing students into the appropriate courses with the most effective delivery 

method for the individual student-athlete is a way to overcome the lack of academic 

support that Division II student-athletes face.  According to the literature from other 

studies not focused on student-athletes, the effectiveness of each type of online class is 

dependent on the student, the instructor, the delivery method, and even the course 

material itself (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Appana, 2008; Chasek, 2013; Coates et al., 

2001; Hurt, 2008; Lu & Lemonde, 2013; Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005; Xu & Jaggars, 
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2014).  This study analyzed the academic performance of student-athletes in online 

classes as well as their experiences and preferences regarding online classes.  It then 

developed a framework that will assist academic advisors and athletic administrators to 

choose the appropriate course delivery option for student-athletes based on each 

individual student-athlete’s unique circumstances.  The framework places student-

athletes into the appropriate course with the delivery method that suits him or her best, 

increasing the student-athlete’s chances of success in the course. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this convergent mixed method study was to explore the levels of 

academic success in online classes for various student-athlete demographics and the 

experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA Division II university.  Quantitative data 

was collected from Dixie State University that outlined the academic performance of 

student-athletes and non-student-athletes between the 2007-2008 and 2013-2014 

academic years.  At the same time, qualitative interviews explored aspects of the 

students’ experiences and preferences related to online classes with eight student-athletes 

and seven non-student-athletes. 

Research Questions 

 The result of this study was a framework for advisors and athletic administrators 

to use to help place NCAA Division II student-athletes at Dixie State University into 

online classes or potentially to avoid online classes for certain types of student-athletes.  

To establish the framework, the following overarching research question and 

supplemental research questions were asked for this mixed method study: 
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 Research Question:  Are online classes useful for NCAA Division II student-

 athletes to improve academic success? 

  Supplemental Research Question 1:  Is the academic performance of  

  student-athletes in online classes and traditional classes different than non- 

  student-athletes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 2:  Do student-athletes perform better in  

  online classes than traditional classes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 3:  Are there certain online course  

  subjects that student-athletes should avoid to help with academic success? 

  Supplemental Research Question 4:  Are there certain types of student- 

  athletes that should avoid online classes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 5:  What advantages and disadvantages  

  do online classes provide student-athletes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 6:  What are the qualities an advisor  

  should look for to help determine if an online course is a good choice for  

  an individual student-athlete? 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this study will be measured by how it will provide new 

research to a topic that has never been analyzed using NCAA Division II student-athletes.  

This study will also improve practice for advisors to guide student-athletes in course 

selection throughout their college experiences.  Additionally, this interdisciplinary study 

produced an evidence-based framework that incorporated the input and views of all 
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impacted areas of campus and used reflective practices to solve an important issue facing 

student-athletes. 

 The resulting framework this study provided is designed for NCAA Division II 

institutions and athletic programs that do not have specific staffs assigned to exclusively 

handle student-athlete academic advising and support.  In such situations, the student-

athletes are left to guide themselves with assistance from general academic advisors who 

may not understand the unique demands of a student-athlete such as juggling rigorous 

daily practice schedules, travel for competitions, and even a part-time jobs if necessary.  

The student-athlete’s chances for success increase with well-researched course planning.  

As a student-athlete enjoys continued academic success, she will maintain athletic 

eligibility, which in turn provides the continuing scholarship support needed for her to 

finish school and graduate. 

 This study provided useful research for institutions to assist their NCAA Division 

II-level student-athletes allowing them to begin to understand how online courses impact 

a significant segment of its student population.  The research done on Division I student-

athletes is helpful to begin to understand student-athletes, but considering the unique 

differences between the financial and other support structures between Division I and 

Division II student-athletes (Division II, n.d.), that data does not completely apply to the 

Division II level. 

 This study’s framework also allows institutions to gain a better understanding of 

what types of course delivery methods may be more effective for specific subjects – 

possibly leading to targeted course planning opportunities catered to each specific 

institution.  Research suggested that in certain social science and applied profession 
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courses such as anthropology, business, nursing, law, and psychology students did not 

perform as well online compared to face-to-face perhaps due to the high level of hands-

on requirements or necessary interaction with the professor in those courses (Xu & 

Jaggars, 2014).  However, in other types of online courses the performance difference by 

students in online courses compared to face-to-face courses was not as large (Xu & 

Jaggars, 2014).  Research also concluded that students in blended format courses, using 

both face-to-face and online instruction components, performed equally as they did in 

strictly face-to-face courses (Melkun, 2012; Woltering, Herrler, Spitzer, & Spreckelsen, 

2009).  However, when the blended format was compared to the exclusively online 

format, blended was the most effective and preferred version of online delivery methods 

– due to its combination of face-to-face contact and online advantages (Black, 2002; 

Comey, 2009; Hsu & Hsieh, 2011; Mosca, Ball, Buzza, & Paul III, 2010; Owston, York, 

& Murtha, 2013).  

 This participative study involved the athletic administration, academic advising, 

student-athletes, coaches, and faculty on campus where the study was performed.  The 

coordination between these various entities created a dynamic solution that addressed 

online course selection for a unique student population.  This study produced a reflective, 

transformative solution that assists multiple areas on campus.  The transformative nature 

of the framework through continual reflection will allow it to remain as dynamic as 

technology is and continually evolve with changes in technology in the future.  

 Reflection played an integral role in creation of this participative solution.  During 

the development of the framework reflection-on-action, or thinking back to how student-

athletes have been advised and guided in the past, led to reflection-for-action, or how the 
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ultimate solution needed to look (Lupinski, Jenkins, Beard, & Jones, 2012).  This level of 

reflection allowed advising from the past to be critiqued to influence future decisions and 

the ultimate resulting course selection framework.  In other words, to develop a dynamic 

framework that progresses with technology on a regular basis, the events of the past were 

needed to direct the framework decisions and ultimately class selection advice for the 

student-athletes in the future.  Additionally, deliberative reflection (Lupinski et al., 2012; 

Valli, 1997) was practiced through the research, experience, advice, personal beliefs and 

values of all individuals involved in the solution formation to ensure that all viewpoints 

were heard.  This ensured that the framework creation process was highly participative 

and the resulting solution was not only authentic, but also accepted by the entities on 

campus that will use it. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework for the 

institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course selection, 

including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic 

success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating. 

Methodology Overview 

 A convergent mixed methods design was used to gather information to develop 

the final framework.  Quantitative and qualitative data were collected simultaneously and 

converged to help develop the solution.  In the quantitative portion of the study, 

institutional data was gathered that showed the academic performance of students at 

Dixie State University in online courses from 2007-2008 through 2013-2014.  The data 

indicated the course taken, various demographical information of the students, the 
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academic performance of each student, the student’s grade point average, if the student 

was a student-athlete or not, and if so, what sport the student-athlete played.  

Additionally, data was also collected on the academic performance in traditional face-to-

face courses of the top ten online courses shown in the data.  This information was 

analyzed to determine any significant difference between the delivery methods.  The 

qualitative portion included interviews of eight student-athletes and seven non-student 

athletes.  Invitations to participate were sent via e-mail to students who were still enrolled 

at the institution and had completed at least one online course.  Those students who 

responded and volunteered to be interviewed were chosen. 

 The quantitative data was collected with the assistance of the Office of 

Institutional Research at the institution, as it was readily available institutional data.  The 

qualitative portion of this study utilized a pre-determined interview protocol to collect 

data through face-to-face interviews using open-ended questions.  The instrument used 

for the qualitative portion was the same list of questions used by Healy (2013) to analyze 

the preferences and experiences of NCAA Division I student-athletes in online classes.  

The open-ended questions asked were consistent for each participant and focused on 

gaining a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences and preferences in online 

classes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Audio-recorded text data was transcribed 

following the interviews and entered into MAXQDA for analysis of the data.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 Several terms used throughout this study have various definitions, but only one 

meaning was used for this study.  The following is how these terms were defined for this 

study. 
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 Academic success for student-athletes: Satisfactorily passing a course in order to 

 remain athletically eligible (Kreb, 2008). 

 Blended method: A course where 30 to 79% of the course is delivered online, but 

 is blended with some face-to-face interaction with the professor (Allen & Seaman, 

 2013). 

 Exclusively online method: A course where students receive at least 80% of the 

 course  content delivered online without, in most cases, any face-to-face contact 

 with the professor (Allen & Seaman, 2013). 

 Graduation: Successful completion of degree requirements within six years of 

 first enrollment in school (Graduation, n.d.). 

 NCAA: The National Collegiate Athletic Association is the governing body that 

 serves athletic programs at nearly 1,100 colleges and universities (NCAA, n.d.). 

 Student-athlete: An enrolled, full-time status student that is a member of a NCAA 

 intercollegiate team. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 A delimitation of this study is that it only included data from one institution.  

There may be unknown factors at this institution that contributed to the data and the 

resulting solution.  For example, Dixie State University is an open enrollment institution 

with no minimum academic requirements for acceptance into the university.  However, 

the student-athletes must meet minimum NCAA mandated initial eligibility academic 

standards such as completing 16 core courses in high school as well as minimum 

standardized test scores and grade point average, before incoming students can participate 

athletically (Division II Eligibility, n.d.).  When comparing the academic performance of 
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student-athletes versus non-student-athletes, the academic data for the non-student-athlete 

population compared to the student-athletes may not accurately produce a similar 

comparison at other, more selective, institutions.  Additionally, the qualitative sample 

included the thoughts of only eight student-athletes and seven non-student-athletes, 

which was another delimitation.  Given this small sample size and based upon the 

participants that chose to be interviewed, the data collected may not truly represent either 

population in its entirety. 

 A limitation of this study is that the convergent mixed methodology of this study, 

combined with the dearth of existing research for this unique sample of the intercollegiate 

student-athlete population, only helps to begin to explain the effect of online classes for 

NCAA Division II student-athletes.  Therefore, the study is limited in the effectiveness of 

the data that it collects. 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

The issue that this study investigated, online courses and student-athletes, is one 

that leaders on campuses across the country face every day.  In fact, this issue is larger 

than just how online classes affect student-athletes.  It is an issue that affects all students 

in higher education.  As technology continues to evolve and present new ways to deliver 

higher education, leaders on campuses must have tools available to assist students with 

constructing course schedules that put the students in the best position to succeed.  The 

framework developed from this study will begin to satisfy this need.  However, for the 

solution to be effective, various leadership tools were used during its creation. 

This study produced a campus-wide solution as its creation process involved the 

coordination of several entities on campus including academic leadership, academic 
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advising personnel, athletic department administration, coaches, and the student-athletes.  

Additionally, to properly coordinate all aspects of this framework with all affected 

parties, it required a transparent, participative process that included the thoughts and 

input from all areas involved.  Further, the dynamic nature of online course technology 

and its ability to change rapidly demanded a very fluid solution, one that would be 

constantly reviewed for effectiveness.  Therefore, in utilizing reflection-in and reflection-

on-action which created reflection-for-action as outlined by Lupinski, Jenkins, Beard, and 

Jones (2012), a culture of trust was created across campus that allowed this framework to 

develop naturally with everyone’s involvement. 

Summary 

Online education opportunities in higher education have provided new delivery 

methods for students to learn with and take classes within.  Students today are faced with 

choices that students a short time ago never faced.  The purpose of this convergent mixed 

method study was to explore the levels of academic success in online classes for various 

student-athlete demographics and the experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA 

Division II university.  The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework 

for the institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course 

selection, including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving 

academic success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  Division II student-

athletes face unique challenges that student-athletes competing at other levels of 

competition do not (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Division II, n.d.; Divisional Differences, 

n.d.; Gayles & Hu, 2009; Ting, 2009). 
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This mixed methods study concurrently gathered quantitative and qualitative data.  

The data was converged to create a class selection framework with the input and 

coordination of various entities on campus that help guide student-athletes on appropriate 

course delivery method selection choices.  The lack of previous research on this topic and 

the focus on only one institution were limiting factors for this study, but it still created 

useful information for future studies on similar topics to build from. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The first fully online undergraduate course was offered in 1984 (Harasim, 2000).  

The launching of the internet in 1989 and the invention of the world wide web in 1992 

allowed the idea of online education to grow exponentially to the levels seen today  

(Harasim, 2000).  During this time online educational offerings have been widely studied 

which has led to a large amount data and literature.  Additionally, intercollegiate athletics 

have existed since 1840 (Smith, 2000), which has allowed for a plethora of research on 

student-athletes and their struggles to balance athletics and academics.  However, when 

combining the two topics, the amount of available literature is much smaller – giving 

significance to this study.  Further, what literature that does exist on student-athletes and 

online classes has focused on student-athletes at Division I, the largest, most supported 

level of the NCAA, both financially and administratively.  This absence of literature 

focusing on the Division II student-athlete is another reason for the significance of this 

study. 

 Literature on topics for this study such as the different types of online class 

delivery methods, their effectiveness compared to each other and to face-to-face 

traditional classes, student-athlete academic studies, and the history of the NCAA and its 

academic reform efforts were relatively easy to uncover.  The literature focusing on 

student-athletes and online classes was difficult to locate.  Further, literature that 

specifically addressed Division II student-athletes and online classes could not be located.  

The researcher attempted to uncover literature focused on Division II student-athletes and 

online classes from various databases including those found within EBSCO such as 
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Academic Search Premier, Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), and 

SPORTDiscus.  Other databases searched included JSTOR, WorldCat, and Google 

Scholar.  Additionally, general searches for non-scholarly literature and information were 

performed using Google.  Within each search attempt, terms in varying iterations such as 

“Student-athletes and online classes,” “Student-athlete academic success,” and “NCAA 

Division II student-athlete” among others were used.  The results were then examined for 

applicable literature to build the review below. 

 This review of the literature provides a description of the NCAA and describes 

the differences between its three divisions of competition while focusing primarily on the 

characteristics of Division II.  It also illustrates how the NCAA over time has improved 

its monitoring of the academic performance of its student-athletes and the role of each 

institution in this effort.  The Division II student-athlete is then described as the research 

explained the distinction and the unique challenges that student-athletes competing at this 

level face in order to succeed academically, athletically, and socially.  Then, the two 

primary delivery methods of online courses, the exclusively online method, and the 

blended method are outlined.  The NCAA and student-athlete discussions are then 

combined with the online class discussion to describe what the research stated regarding 

student-athletes and online classes.  Lastly, this chapter discusses Dixie State University, 

the setting where this study was performed. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this convergent mixed method study was to explore the levels of 

academic success in online classes for various student-athlete demographics and the 

experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA Division II university. 
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Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework for the 

institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course selection, 

including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic 

success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and its Divisions 

 Intercollegiate athletic competitions have been occurring since 1840 with the first 

competitions being regattas between Harvard and Yale (Smith, 2000).  As intercollegiate 

athletic competitions increased in number, oversight became necessary to ensure fairness 

and the safety for the athletes.  As a result, the NCAA was created in 1910 with the 

mission to create rules that would be applicable to all sports (Smith, 2000).  Following 

World War II, additional institutions began adding intercollegiate athletic programs and 

the NCAA was faced with new issues such as gambling and recruiting inconsistencies, 

which required additional regulation and enforcement by the NCAA (Smith, 2000).  Over 

time, numerous institutions issued claims of unfairness regarding how the rules were 

being enforced from one institution to the next (Smith, 2000).  In 1973, in response to the 

growing concerns from the member schools, NCAA institutions voted to create divisions 

within the association which placed institutions more appropriately into competition 

levels that more closely represented each institution’s level of competition (NCAA 

History, n.d.; Smith, 2000).  With the implementation of the divisions, the NCAA was 

able to provide more equitable treatment to the institutions and it created additional 

opportunities for student-athletes to compete for championships (NCAA History, n.d.; 
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Smith, 2000).  The three divisions, simply labeled Divisions I, II, and III, are still used 

today by the nearly 1,100 membership institutions (NCAA History, n.d.). 

 Four factors are weighed when an institution considers which NCAA division it 

wishes to belong to.  The size of the institution’s student body, the amount of the athletic 

department budget, the level of academic support provided to the student-athletes, and the 

amount of scholarships allowed per team are equally weighed to determine the best 

division placement for the institution.  Based on the requirements, institutions decide 

which division to belong to by choosing how much of a financial commitment to athletics 

it wants to make.   

 At one end of the spectrum lies Division I.  Division I institutions typically have 

the largest student bodies, athletic department budgets, and academic support (Division I, 

n.d.).  Division I institutions offer the largest amount of athletic scholarships (Division I, 

n.d.).  There are almost 350 institutions in Division I, comprising over 6,000 teams and 

over 170,000 student-athletes (Division I, n.d.).  At the other end of the spectrum lies 

Division III, the largest NCAA division in terms of institutions, teams, student-athletes, 

and conferences (NCAA History, n.d.).  Division III institutions however, do not provide 

any athletic scholarships and have the lowest athletic department budgets (NCAA History, 

n.d.).  However, they have the smaller student body numbers of the three divisions 

(NCAA History, n.d.).  Additionally, Division III has shorter playing and practice seasons 

than Division I or II, which allows it to maintain its emphasis on academics for the 

student-athletes (NCAA History, n.d.). 

 In the middle of the divisions lies Division II, where this study was performed.  

Division II is the smallest of the three divisions in terms of number of institutions, teams, 



ONLINE CLASSES AND DIVISION II STUDENT-ATHLETES 19 

student-athletes, and conferences.  However, it allows its student-athletes to compete for 

national championships at an elite athletic level with its partial scholarship model, while 

emphasizing a student-athlete life balance to ensure that student-athletes are not deprived 

of other college experiences than just athletics (NCAA History, n.d.).  The partial 

scholarship model allows Division II institutions to produce high-quality, highly 

competitive athletic teams without having to meet the high financial burden that the 

Division I full scholarship model mandates (Division II, n.d.).  As a result, the Division II 

structure produces a revenue generation model for the institutions by attracting a large 

number of students to the institution that bring more money than they are provided in 

scholarships (Division II Scholarships, n.d.; Division II Values, n.d.).  However, due to 

the lack of a complete scholarship to cover the full cost of tuition, student-athletes at the 

Division II level are forced to make up the difference with academic scholarships, student 

loans, employment, or assistance from parents, for example, similar to other students 

(Division II Scholarships, n.d.).  It should be noted that while Division I institutions are 

permitted to offer multi-year scholarships per NCAA policy, all intercollegiate athletic 

scholarships at the Division II level, per NCAA policy, are not guaranteed for more than 

the academic year that they are issued (NCAA Scholarships, n.d.). 

 The lower athletic budgets found within Division II also mean lower amounts of 

support for the student-athlete specifically in areas such as academic advising and 

tutoring (Orszag & Orszag, 2005).  While all NCAA divisions emphasize academics as 

integral parts of their missions, the higher levels of financial support at the Division I 

level provide considerably more resources to the student-athletes with both the athletic 
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and academic components of college.  Table 1 illustrates the differences between average 

athletic department expenses per student-athlete within each NCAA division.  

Table 1 

2013 Average Athletic Department Expenses per Student-Athlete by NCAA Division 
 

Note. FBS = Football Bowl Subdivision; FCS = Football Championship Subdivision; FB 
= Football. Adapted from “Finances of Intercollegiate Athletics,” found at 
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/finances-intercollegiate-athletics. 
 

Unfortunately, the amount spent per athlete on academic support across the divisions 

could not be determined.  However, academic spending at the FBS level of Division I 

averaged over $1 million in 2007 with one program, the University of Oklahoma, 

spending $2.9 million, or $6,213 per student-athlete (Wolverton, 2008).  More recently, 

the University of Florida, a Division I institution that participates in the Football Bowl 

Subdivision further illustrated this financial discrepancy between Division I and other 

levels within the NCAA.  The institution recently received an anonymous donation of 

$12.5 million that will be matched with $12.5 million in university funds to create a 

center for academic and personal excellence for Florida’s 480 student-athletes (Gators 

Donor, 2014), an average cost of over $52,000 per student-athlete.  

 Another unique aspect of Division II is its commitment to ensuring that the 

student-athletes have lives that are balanced athletically, academically, and socially on 

campus and in the community.  Implemented in 2006 as part of a strategic position 

 Div. I 
FBS 

Div. I 
FCS 

Div. I 
w/o FB 

Div. II 
w/ FB 

Div. II 
w/o FB 

Div. III 
w/ FB 

Div. III 
w/o FB 

Avg. # of 
athletes 611 512 366 429 267 531 281 

Avg. 
expenses / 

athlete 
$55,500 $20,000 $24,500 $9,700 $11,050 $3,450 $3,300 
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platform to better identify the strengths of the division, the “Life in the Balance” 

approach aims to ensure that student-athletes are not focusing completely on only the 

athletic area of their college experience (Life in the Balance, n.d.).  This emphasis allows 

student-athletes the ability to spend time on not only academics but also other college 

experiences such as student life activities, part-time employment, and internships.  It is 

hoped that this balanced emphasis will allow student-athletes to graduate as well-rounded 

individuals ready to embark on a career (Life in the Balance, n.d.).   

 The emphasis on a balanced approach is only one of six key attributes that 

Division II athletic departments focus on – learning, service, passion, sportsmanship, 

resourcefulness, and balance (Life in the Balance, n.d.).  Additionally, Division II 

institutions utilize a set of action goals in five areas to measure their efforts.  These areas 

are academic and life skills, athletics operations and compliance, game day environments 

along with conference and national championships, membership and positioning 

initiatives, and diversity and inclusion (Life in the Balance, n.d.).  This explicit emphasis 

on the overall development of the student-athlete ensuring for a balanced life not focused 

too much on academics or athletics, something not found in Division I or III, is unique to 

Division II. 

NCAA Academic Monitoring 

 The ultimate goal of student-athletes is to achieve academic success and graduate.  

To do so, the student-athlete must maintain certain academic performance levels to 

remain eligible to compete athletically.  Therefore, as a way to keep institutions and their 

athletic teams focused on academic priorities, the NCAA has gradually increased 

monitoring and enforcement of academic performance.  The NCAA implemented certain 
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tools for institutions to use to measure the academic success of its athletic programs.  

Failure of the athletic teams to meet the standards established by the NCAA can result in 

loss of scholarships and eligibility to compete for championships.  The focus on 

academics by the NCAA did not occur in earnest until 1983 (Heck & Takahashi, 2006). 

 At the 1983 annual NCAA membership convention, debates centered on civil 

rights issues and a reliance on standardized tests, and the perceived impact on athletic 

programs.  As a result, Proposition 48 passed.  Proposition 48 implemented stricter 

academic standards for incoming student-athletes to meet in order to compete (Heck & 

Takahashi, 2006).  The demand for this policy change also came as a result of a study 

performed by the NCAA.  The study concluded that only 42% of Division I football 

players between 1975 and 1980 graduated (Heck & Takahashi, 2006).  The expectation 

of Proposition 48 was to increase the initial eligibility standards for freshmen and force 

coaches to recruit student-athletes better prepared for college, and thus, better prepared to 

graduate.  Graduation rates rose to 53% for the first freshmen class entering after 

Proposition 48 was implemented (Heck & Takahashi, 2006).  However, the percentage 

plateaued (Heck & Takahashi, 2006).  Even though the NCAA is responsible for 

enforcing compliance to policy, it could not penalize institutions in violation of 

Proposition 48 other than declaring student-athletes ineligible for competition. 

 Seven years later, the Student Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act passed 

mandating all institutions of higher education that receive federal funding to report 

graduation statistics to the Department of Education and identify the graduation rates of 

student-athletes. (Ferris, Finster & McDonald, 2004; LaForge & Hodge, 2011; Petr & 

McArdle, 2012).  These rates are referred to as the Federal Graduation Rate (FGR).  
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While Proposition 48 and the FGR were significant academic reform initiatives, 

institutions still did not have a measuring line to reach for or to compare to other schools 

with in terms of defining what academic success truly was.  The FGR proved to be 

useful, but flawed.  Since the FGR does not take into consideration the diversity of the 

students and institutions included in the measurement, it is not a valid measure to 

generalize academic performance comparisons between institutions (Ferris et al., 2004; 

LaForge & Hodge, 2011; Petr & McArdle, 2012).  

 The NCAA further tightened academic monitoring in 2003 with another round of 

academic reform initiatives.  The introduction of the Graduation Success Rate (GSR), 

along with the Academic Progress Rate (APR) used only at the Division I level, that 

revised initial eligibility standards and implemented new progress-towards-degree 

standards (LaForge & Hodge, 2011; Petr & McArdle, 2012), helped institutions monitor 

academic success much closer.  The GSR, measured over the same six-year period as the 

FGR, is the NCAA’s attempt to address the shortcomings of the FGR.  The GSR provides 

a clearer picture to athletic leadership at a given institution of its student-athletes’ 

graduation rate by modifying the cohort group, giving credit to institutions for the 

graduation of in-coming transfers or midyear enrollees, and does not punish for students 

that leave the institution early in good academic standing (LaForge & Hodge, 2011; Petr 

& McArdle, 2012).  However, the GSR does not provide a good comparison to the 

general student body graduation rate, as there is not a similar measurement for non-

athletes. 

 In 2006, the Academic Success Rate (ASR) was implemented for Division II 

only.  The ASR was created in response to the presidents of Division II institutions that 
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“wanted graduation data that more accurately reflect the mobility among college students 

today,” (ASR, n.d.).  Similar to the APR, which is only utilized at the Division I level, the 

ASR includes transfer students who are not accounted for in the FGR.  However, the 

ASR accounts for all student-athletes, those receiving athletically related financial aid 

and those not receiving any aid, not just those receiving athletically related financial aid 

as the APR does in Division I (ASR, n.d.).  Documentation on all student-athletes allows 

the ASR measurement to produce a more accurate reflection of the unique characteristics 

and demographics of Division II student-athletes. 

 The NCAA has aggressively attempted to place a new emphasis on academics 

over the last thirty years.  History has shown that every ten years since 1983, the NCAA 

has implemented tighter control of academic monitoring, which increases the standards 

for student-athletes.  It has moved from focusing primarily on freshman eligibility for 

academic success in college with Proposition 48 to focusing on what happens to the 

student-athlete while at the institution (Petr & McArdle, 2012).  The NCAA’s efforts 

however, have only focused on providing data and only recently provided real-time data 

with the APR in Division I and the ASR in Division II.  The NCAA only implements the 

academic measurements and imposes the penalties for non-compliance.  It does not 

attempt to develop any information or evidence from its data.  Additionally, due to the 

unique academic situations and autonomy of each institution, the NCAA has not 

implemented any policies instructing how schools are to achieve compliance.  Each 

individual institution evaluates and implements policies based on the information 

provided by the APR and ASR. 
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Division II Student-Athletes 

 Student-athletes in all divisions within the NCAA face similar circumstances that 

affect their academic, athletic, and social collegiate experiences differently than non-

student-athletes (Carodine et al., 2001; Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Gayles & Hu, 2009; 

Howard-Hamilton & Sina, 2001; Jolly, 2008; Nite, 2012; Stansbury, 2004; Ting, 2009; 

Watt & Moore, 2001).  All student-athletes face the time demands of balancing athletic 

and academic schedules (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011).  Many student-athletes feel 

isolated on campus, due to their athletic and academic workload (Comeaux & Harrison, 

2011).  Student-athletes competing at the Division II level face unique circumstances that 

affect their college experience that other student-athletes at Divisions I and III do not.  

For example, Division II student-athletes have increased pressure to succeed athletically 

compared to Division III due to the Division II student-athlete’s scholarship being 

athletically-based (Nite, 2012).  Failure athletically could lead to removal of aid, which 

could result in failure to graduate.  At the same time, the Division II student-athlete 

competes at a level where the financial resources and administrative support to assist with 

both athletics and academics is very limited compared to the Division I student-athlete 

(NCAA Finances, n.d.; Nite, 2012; Wolverton, 2008).  Therefore the struggle for the 

student-athlete at the Division II level to balance his academic, athletic, and social lives 

involves unique challenges. 

 Another stressor for the Division II student-athlete is finances.  The partial 

scholarship model in Division II provides a cost-savings to institutions allowing them to 

field highly competitive teams, but it also means that the student-athletes rarely receive 

athletic-based scholarships that cover all of their costs for going to school (Divisional 
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Differences, n.d.; Division II Scholarships, n.d.).  Partial scholarships result in the 

majority of Division II student-athletes combining athletic scholarships, academic 

scholarships, grants, loans, and even outside employment to pay for tuition, books, fees, 

athletic gear, room, and board (Divisional Differences, n.d.; Division II Scholarships, 

n.d., Nite, 2012).  However, their athletic scholarships, albeit not full scholarships, in 

most cases are the primary funding source for their education.  Without athletic 

scholarships, many student-athletes would face a difficult time paying for or receiving a 

college education (Jolly, 2008; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005).  

 Beyond the individual financial circumstances that challenge Division II student-

athletes, external factors that affect all student-athletes exist that affect their experience as 

well.   Research found that social judgments by peers as a common external challenge.  

Student-athletes face such the “dumb jock” stereotype and other negative attitudes from 

other students and faculty.  Rigid practice, game schedules, and extensive travel take 

away from class and study time (Comeaux, 2011; Comeaux & Harrison, 2011; Horton, 

2011; Jolly, 2008; Purdy, Eitzen, & Hufnagel, 1982; Sedlacek, & Adams-Gaston, 1992; 

Wilson & Pritchard, 2005).   

 Athletic departments at the Division II level are not funded as well as their 

Division I counterparts (NCAA Finances, n.d.; NCAA History, n.d.).  As a result, Division 

II athletic departments are forced to allocate most, if not all funding on the athletic 

functions of their missions, leading to academic support functions being neglected or 

even removed (Nite, 2012).  The administrative staffing levels among Division II athletic 

departments meet only the minimum requirements to properly function, due to finances 

(Nite, 2012).  At the Division I level, for example, the University of Mississippi has four 
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full-time staff members that oversee as many as 800 student-athlete tutoring sessions per 

week and assist student-athletes that may need additional academic assistance 

(Wolverton, 2008).  Conversely, at Dixie State University where this study was 

performed, there is one full-time academic advisor who assists the nearly 300 student-

athletes with class selections, monitors student-athlete study halls and provides no 

tutoring assistance, while also performing additional academic advising functions for 

non-student-athletes at the institution (K. Armstrong, personal communication, June 18, 

2015).  The lack of financial and administrative support found at the Division II level 

does not provide the student-athletes the level of assistance many require for selecting 

courses or for necessary tutoring while in class.  Without this support, student-athletes 

turn to their coaches for assistance in these areas.  In most cases, the coaches worry more 

about winning than the student-athletes’ education (Nite, 2012).  Winning equals job 

security.  As coaches most likely do not possess the knowledge to properly guide student-

athletes in academic concerns, the student-athlete suffers (Nite, 2012). 

 Given the unique circumstances that Division II student-athletes face, the data 

shown in Table 2 is not surprising.  It reflects that Division I student-athletes graduate at 

a higher percentage than Division II student-athletes and using the GSR and the ASR 

statistics, Division I student-athletes are more successful than Division II student-athletes 

(Division I Grad Rate, n.d.; Division II Grad Rate, n.d.).   

Table 2 

NCAA Academic Success Measurements for 2004-2007 Student-Athlete Cohorts 
 

 Division I Division II 

Federal Graduation Rate 66% 55% 
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Note. Data is most recently available information published in October 2014. Adapted 
from “Trends in Graduation Success Rates and Federal Graduation Rates at NCAA 
Division I Institutions,” found at http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2014-d1-grad-
rate-trends.pdf and “Trends in Academic Success Rates and Federal Graduation Rates at 
NCAA Division II Institutions,” found at http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2014-d2-
-grad-rate-trends.pdf. 
 
Within the Division II data from the FGR and ASR, female student-athletes performed 

better than males while football student-athletes performed the lowest among the entire 

division as shown in Table 3 and Table 4 (Division II Grad Rate, n.d.).  However, when 

compared to non-student-athletes using the FGR, Division II student-athletes performed 

better (Division II Grad Rate, n.d.) as shown in Table 3.   

Table 3 

Division II Institution Academic Success Measurements for 2004-2007 Cohorts 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. FGR = Federal Graduation Rate, ASR = Academic Success Rate.  Data is most 
recently available information published in October 2014. Adapted from “Trends in 

 Division I Division II 

Graduation Success Rate 82% n/a 

Academic Success Rate n/a 71% 

 
FGR ASR 

Student-athletes 55% 71% 

Non-student-athletes 48% n/a 

Male student-athletes 48% 64% 

Female student-athletes 64% 83% 

Male non-student-athletes 44% n/a 

Female non-student-athletes 51% n/a 
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Academic Success Rates and Federal Graduation Rates at NCAA Division II 
Institutions,” found at http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2014-d2--grad-rate-
trends.pdf. 
 
Table 4 

Division II Academic Success Measurements for 2004-2007 Cohorts by Sport 
 

 
Male FGR Female FGR Male ASR Female ASR 

Baseball 50% n/a 70% n/a 

Basketball 45% 60% 58% 78% 

Bowling n/a 62% n/a 79% 

Crew n/a 69% n/a 88% 

Cross Country/Track 53% 63% 70% 81% 

Fencing 90% 100% 100% 73% 

Field Hockey n/a 78% n/a 95% 

Football 41% n/a 53% n/a 

Golf 56% 63% 74% 85% 

Gymnastics n/a 66% n/a 89% 

Ice Hockey 57% 66% 79% 83% 

Lacrosse 53% 74% 74% 91% 

Rifle (Mixed M/W) 72% n/a 83% n/a 

Skiing 59% 77% 89% 91% 

Soccer 53% 63% 72% 84% 

Softball n/a 61% n/a 81% 
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Note. FGR = Federal Graduation Rate, ASR = Academic Success Rate.  Data is most 
recently available information published in October 2014. Adapted from “Trends in 
Academic Success Rates and Federal Graduation Rates at NCAA Division II 
Institutions,” found at http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2014-d2--grad-rate-
trends.pdf. 
 
Division II student-athletes, a unique student population, performed better than traditional 

students academically, while faced with unique challenges that prevented some student-

athletes from succeeding academically. 

Online Course Delivery Methods 

 The rapid growth of online educational opportunities in higher education 

established two primary options for students to choose from when selecting a course 

delivery method other than the traditional face-to-face class.  Exclusively online classes 

where students receive at least 80% of the course content delivered online without, in 

most cases, any face-to-face contact with the professor is one option (Allen & Seaman, 

2013).  Another option that has gained popularity over the last few years is a blended 

method where 30 to 79% of the course is delivered online, but is blended with some face-

to-face interaction (Allen & Seaman, 2013). 

 An array of research addressed the various components of each method describing 

its advantages, disadvantages, and learning outcomes (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; 

 Male FGR Female FGR Male ASR Female ASR 

Swimming 61% 70% 77% 86% 

Tennis 57% 68% 79% 87% 

Volleyball 54% 65% 70% 85% 

Water Polo 50% 65% 75% 88% 

Wrestling 40% n/a 55% n/a 
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Drysdale, Graham, Spring, & Halverson, 2013; Emerson & MacKay, 2011; Estelami, 

2012; Gerbic, 2011; Hsu, 2011; Hsu & Hsieh, 2011; Lim, Morris, & Kupritz, 2007; 

López-Pérez, Pérez-López, Rodríguez-Ariza, 2011; McKenzie et al., 2013; Moskal, 

Dziuban, & Hartman, 2013; Owston et al., 2013; Pérez-Marín & Pascual-Nieto, 2012; 

Schedlitzki, Young, & Moule, 2011; Sussman & Dutter, 2010; United States Department 

of Education, 2010; Woltering et al., 2009).  While the infusion of online delivery 

methods is still developing and growing, the effectiveness of the methods compared to 

the traditional method is generally positive (Emerson & MacKay, 2011; Sussman & 

Dutter, 2010).  However, when comparing the two primary online options with each 

other, the results are less clear and any advantages or disadvantages that are evident are 

based on the individual student and the instructor (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Estelami, 

2012; Lim et al., 2007; Schedlitzki et al., 2011).  Each student and instructor has 

individual strengths, weaknesses, cognitive abilities, and attitudes (Akyol & Garrison, 

2011; Estelami, 2012; Lim et al., 2007; Schedlitzki et al., 2011).  Additionally, the ability 

of the instructor and students to adapt to the new style of teaching and learning is very 

important to the effectiveness of the method (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Estelami, 2012; 

Lim et al., 2007; Schedlitzki et al., 2011).  This section will describe each of these online 

delivery methods. 

Exclusively Online Method 

 The advantages for exclusively online courses were wide-ranging in the literature.  

Flexibility and convenience were the primary advantages found that exclusively online 

classes provide students (Healy, 2013; Hurt, 2008; Kreb, 2008).  Students are able to set 

their own schedule.  Athletic and work schedules do not have to revolve around class 
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times.  Lectures can be viewed and class assignments can be completed while the 

student-athlete is travelling, for example (Healy, 2013; Hurt, 2008; Kreb, 2008).  Online 

courses by their nature force students to become independent learners.  The additional 

reading and writing accompanying most online courses show improved reading, writing 

and problem solving skills of students (Hurt, 2008).  Online courses naturally help 

improve the technological skills of the students (Hurt, 2008).  Lastly, the online 

environment provides a more comfortable platform for some students to join class 

discussions via discussion boards rather than the in person discussions found in a 

traditional class format (Hurt, 2008). 

 Online classes provide advantages for teachers too.  Convenience and flexibility 

remain the largest advantages found in the research (Appana, 2008; Hurt, 2008; Tang & 

Byrne, 2007).  Additional benefits to teachers include learning to change roles from a 

lecturer or content expert to a facilitator and manager of knowledge, the ability to provide 

tutoring online, timely feedback to and from the students, and timely feedback from 

quizzes and tests that have improved student learning (Appana, 2008; Hurt, 2008; Novo-

Corti, Varela-Candamio, & Ramil-Díaz, 2013; Tang & Byrne, 2007).  Online courses 

provide a unique opportunity for teachers to implement creative learning opportunities 

with technology that may improve learning for the students (Hurt, 2008). 

 The disadvantages of online courses that students listed included a feeling of 

isolation in an online class, because they do not have any physical contact with other 

classmates and the instructor (Hurt, 2008).  For some students, this negatively affected 

their satisfaction level of the course (Hurt, 2008).  Another disadvantage that students 

noted was experiencing technical difficulties with their computer such as computer 
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crashes, slow or intermittent internet connections, or malfunctioning software that the 

class is delivered on (Hurt, 2008).  When students were not able to access class materials, 

it negatively impacted both grades and satisfaction levels (Hurt, 2008). 

 For instructors, the largest disadvantage to online courses is the longer amount of 

preparation time required to initially get the class built and set up online versus a 

traditional face-to-face course (Hurt, 2008; Kreb, 2008).  Additionally, once the class is 

built and the students are engaged with the material, instructors did not like the lack of 

rapport and interaction with students online that they experience face-to-face (Hurt, 

2008).  This is also related to a lack of immediate feedback from the students online that 

instructors face compared to in-person classroom discussion (Kreb, 2008).  As a result, 

the lack of contact and rapport do not allow instructors to identify potentially under-

prepared students as quickly as in traditional classes and are not able to factor in varying 

learning characteristics of their students into the course in a timely manner – leading to 

negative learning outcomes (Hurt, 2008; McKenzie, 2013). 

 The learning outcomes of online courses, despite the disadvantages described by 

instructors above, are generally positive.  While some literature suggested that there is no 

significant difference in the learning outcomes between online and face-to-face delivery 

methods (Coates et al., 2001; Felder, Fauler, & Geiler, 2013; Schmidt, 2012), additional 

literature confirmed otherwise.  For example, online courses improved learning in 

situations that capitalize on the strengths and learning style of the student, and on the 

preparation of the instructor and student (Allen & Seaman, 2014; Lu & Lemonde, 2013; 

Sussman & Dutter, 2010; Witowski, 2008; Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  Additionally, some 
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students were found to prefer the online method to strictly learning face-to-face (Novo-

Corti et al., 2013).   

 One key aspect to the success of online classes is the support of the instructor.  

Without it, the learning outcomes for online courses fail (Witowski, 2008).  Additionally, 

the previous academic performance of the individual student impacts the learning 

outcomes.  Students prepared academically prior to taking an online course performed 

equally or better in the online course than academically prepared students in a face-to-

face setting (Lu & Lemonde, 2013; Sussman & Dutter, 2010).  Additionally, students in 

online courses that were more prepared for the online environment with skills such as 

refined computer and writing skills plus personal skills such as time management, 

organization, and discipline excelled compared to those unprepared for the online 

environment (Sussman & Dutter, 2010).  Naturally, those students that were lower-

performing students academically and lacking in time management skills performed 

worse in online classes than in face-to-face (Lu & Lemonde, 2013).   

  In a recent study of community college courses delivered online compared to 

face-to-face, Xu and Jaggars (2014) analyzed specific student demographics and subjects, 

and found a significant performance gap between the two.  The analysis showed that 

students of all demographic types performed worse in online courses than in face-to-face 

courses (Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  Xu and Jaggars (2014) found that males, younger 

students, black students, and students with lower grade point averages had the largest 

difference in online performance compared to face-to-face class performances by the 

same groups.  The research also concluded that certain courses in social sciences (i.e. 
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anthropology, philosophy, psychology) and applied professions courses (i.e. business, 

law, nursing) produced large performance gaps (Xu & Jaggars, 2014).   

 In order to bridge these performance gaps and enjoy the benefits that online 

courses can bring to an institution and its students, Xu and Jaggars (2014) offered three 

recommendations for institutions to consider.  First, institutions need to screen students 

prior to enrolling them in online courses, identifying online courses as a privilege rather 

than a right and only allow those students that demonstrate a certain level of academic 

preparation into them (Xu & Jaggars, 2014).  Second, early warning devices must be 

installed into their online courses to detect struggling students early enough to either get 

the students the necessary help or place them into a traditional class (Xu & Jaggars, 

2014).  Third, institutions must incorporate learning activities into online courses to teach 

students how to become self-directed learners – a skill that will not only help them 

succeed in the online class environment, but also in traditional classes and in their careers 

(Xu & Jaggars, 2014). 

Blended Method 

 The blended method of online instruction is where 30 to 79% of the course is 

delivered online, but is blended with some face-to-face interaction (Allen & Seaman, 

2013).  When the blended method was compared to traditional face-to-face teaching, the 

largest advantages of the blended method highlighted the additional flexibility that the 

online portion of the method provides for the students and teachers (Hsu, 2011; United 

States Department of Education, 2010).  When combining the online component with the 

face-to-face interactions, the cumulative effect for the students in the blended classes was 

positive (Hsu, 2011; United States Department of Education, 2010).  However, research 



ONLINE CLASSES AND DIVISION II STUDENT-ATHLETES 36 

showed that most of the advantages for the blended method are found when comparing it 

with the exclusively online method (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; Estelami, 2012; Lim et al., 

2007).  Blended students had higher perceptions of learning, cognitive satisfaction, and 

teaching and social presence than online students (Akyol & Garrison, 2011).  Additional 

advantages of the blended method when compared with online were lower dropout rates 

and higher levels of engagement with the instructor through routine face-to-face 

interaction (Estelami, 2012). 

 Advantages of the blended method on its own were also noted for both teachers 

and students without any comparison to other methods (Geçer & Dağ, 2012; Gerbic, 

2011; Hsu, 2011; López-Pérez et al., 2011).  While internet-based teaching has caused 

disruptions within higher education such as new teaching and learning styles, the blended 

method has strengthened universities by emphasizing the benefits of old and new 

teaching techniques (Gerbic, 2011).  Further, teacher-student and student-student social 

connections are developed online and then strengthened in the face-to-face setting 

(Gerbic, 2011) bridging the traditional gaps that exist between the two groups (Hsu, 

2011).  As such, the blended method is able to complement traditional forms of teaching 

and should not be used to replace it (López-Pérez et al., 2011). 

 The disadvantages for students and teachers within the blended method were most 

significant when compared to online classes (Estelami, 2012; Gerbic, 2011; Lim et al., 

2007; Schedlitzki et al., 2011).  For some students, the requirement to attend an in-person 

class setting made the method a difficult setting compared to the flexibility that an online 

class provided (Estelami, 2012).  This supported the research that showed that students 

with too many outside responsibilities other than school such as work or family 
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obligations let the online piece suffer as it was not a strict requirement to be somewhere 

at a specific time like a traditional class (Schedlitzki et al., 2011).  Teachers have voiced 

their concern over distance learning as a threat to their jobs, but in some cases, after 

taking a blended or online class students valued their traditional face-to-face classes more 

(Gerbic, 2011).  Lastly, the limited amount of engagement found in some blended courses 

can alienate students causing them to feel like an outsider to the class (Lim et al., 2007). 

 The learning outcomes and the associated levels of satisfaction was the final 

theme associated with the blended method in the literature.  In comparison with 

traditional face-to-face instruction, the blended method produced higher levels of 

learning outcomes and satisfaction among various fields including nursing, health 

sciences, computer sciences, and psychology (Hsu & Hsieh, 2011; McKenzie et al., 2013; 

Pérez-Marín & Pascual-Nieto, 2012; United States Department of Education, 2010; 

Woltering et al., 2009).  However, it was determined that the type of course taught had a 

significant impact on the levels of learning outcome and satisfaction (Estelami, 2012; 

Hsu & Hsieh, 2011).  The comparison of the blended method with an exclusively online 

class demonstrated higher levels of learning and satisfaction, although not as significant 

as when compared to a traditional course (Drysdale et al., 2013; Lancaster, McQueeney, 

& Van Amburgh, 2011; United States Department of Education, 2010), and in some 

cases showed no difference at all between the two methods (Akyol & Garrison, 2011; 

Lim et al., 2007).  However, it was noted that for the millennial generation of students, 

those comfortable with technology, the blended method enhanced their learning 

(Lancaster et al., 2011).  Additionally, most research showed that of the two primary 

online course delivery methods, the blended method was the most effective for learning 
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outcomes, and the one most preferred by students and teachers (Black, 2002; Comey, 

2009; Mosca et al., 2010).  Conversely, due to the relative youth of the method and the 

unproven levels of the effectiveness of the method itself compared to online classes, it 

may be wise for institutions to wait for additional research to be done on the method 

before fully implementing it across campus as the primary online course delivery method 

(Emerson & McKay, 2011). 

Student-Athletes and Online Courses 

 The literature surrounding student-athletes and online courses focused on 

Division I student-athletes only.  The primary reason listed for student-athletes to enroll 

in an online course was the flexibility the format provided along with the ease of fitting 

the coursework into a busy student-athlete schedule (Davis, 2014; Healy, 2013; Kreb, 

2008).  Additionally, the blended method was seen as the most effective format for 

student-athletes due to the requirement to attend a class during the week, combined with 

the flexibility that the online portion offered (Davis, 2014).  This finding matched Kreb’s 

(2008) finding that the student-athletes wanted the best of both worlds, the convenience 

of online and regular contact and interaction with instructors and classmates.   

 Not all student-athletes preferred online courses.  Differences in type of sport 

generated different preferences.  Athletes in sports other than football and basketball, the 

non-revenue sports, preferred traditional classes as they felt that they learned the material 

better in a face-to-face environment, but liked the flexibility that online classes provided 

during times of extensive travel during the season (Kreb, 2008).  On the other hand, 

revenue sport student-athletes in football and basketball preferred online courses overall, 

but it was suggested that a solely online course schedule was not a good idea for any 
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student for balance concerns (Kreb, 2008).  In other cases, student-athletes of all sports 

preferred online classes simply out of necessity to complete a course for eligibility 

purposes and online courses provided an efficient way to do so (Healy, 2013).  

 The literature surrounding student-athletes and online courses has not however, 

studied the effectiveness of the courses academically.  They only addressed the 

experiences and perspectives of the student-athletes through qualitative examinations.  

Some academic information surfaced such as student-athletes desiring to take online 

courses perceiving them to be easier than traditional courses (Healy, 2013).  

Unfortunately for those student-athletes, they found that the opposite was true and 

realized that the online course required more work than they expected (Healy, 2013).  It 

has also been discussed that all online courses take a certain type of student to succeed in 

them, specifically a self-motivated student (Chasek, 2013).  To help address this, the 

NCAA recently requested that online courses be investigated to determine the best course 

of action for the student-athletes (Wolverton, 2013).  The results of that study will 

provide another significant piece of literature for this topic once it is completed. 

Professional Practice Setting 

 The setting for this study was Dixie State University (DSU) located in St. George, 

Utah.  DSU was founded as the St. George Stake Academy in 1911 by Mormon 

missionaries sent to southern Utah to grow cotton in the arid dry, climate found in that 

region of the state.  The southern portion of Utah therefore became known as Utah’s 

Dixie, and the name of the institution that was created went along with it (Alder, 2010).  

While the school has been operating without interruption since 1911, the earliest 

existence of higher education in St. George came in 1888 with the first academy 
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operating with the vision that, “Good faculties should be employed and education be 

made so cheap that it will be within the reach of the humblest in the land,” (Alder, 2010, 

p. 2).  Unfortunately, this first iteration of higher education lasted only five years, but in 

1911 when what is now DSU was established, the same ambition to provide affordable 

and encompassing educational opportunities to all residents of southern Utah was still the 

focal point, and remains as such today (Alder, 2010).   

 For a majority of its history, DSU has operated as a two-year college offering 

associate degrees.  In 2000, it began offering baccalaureate degrees while still 

maintaining associate degree opportunities (Alder, 2010).  DSU attained university status 

on February 16, 2013, only thirteen years after offering its first baccalaureate degree 

(DSU, n.d.).  Today, DSU has an enrollment of 8,350 students and offers 40 

baccalaureate degrees in 16 different areas, seven associate degrees, and 19 associate in 

applied science or certificate degrees in five different areas (DSU Degrees, n.d.).  

According to Andrea Brown, Dixie State University’s Director of Institutional Research, 

DSU is an open enrollment institution that does not require students to meet certain 

academic requirements prior to enrolling into the university (A. Brown, personal 

communication, June 17, 2015).  Further, DSU is a commuter campus with the average 

age of the students for the 2014-2015 academic year being 24 years old (A. Brown, 

personal communication, June 17, 2015).  Further, during the 2014-2015 academic year, 

30% of the student body was at least 25 years old (A. Brown, personal communication, 

June 17, 2015).  Additionally, during the Fall 2014 semester, DSU offered 829 courses 

and only 83 of those, or 10%, were online offerings (A. Brown, personal communication, 

June 17, 2015).  Of the 83 online classes, 62 were delivered with the exclusively online 
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method and 21 were delivered with the blended method (A. Brown, personal 

communication, June 17, 2015).   

 In an effort to increase the amount of online classes offered at the institution, a 

substantive change proposal authored by Becky Smith, DSU’s Dean of Academic and 

Community Outreach, and Dr. Debra Bryant, an Assistant Professor of Business at DSU 

and the institution’s Accreditation Liaison, was submitted in 2013 to the accrediting body 

of the institution, the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (D. Bryant, 

personal communication, June 15, 2015).  The proposal outlined the argument for 

additional online courses due to the increasing population in the school’s service region, 

the large amount of potential students in the service region unable to travel to campus, an 

increased demand for access to higher education in the area, current trends within higher 

education in Utah, and to meet higher education attainment goals set by the state calling 

for 66% of Utahans to have a postsecondary degree by 2020 (D. Bryant, personal 

communication, June 15, 2015).  The proposal did not call for the addition of any solely 

online programs, simply just additional online classes (D. Bryant, personal 

communication, June 15, 2015).  The proposal was accepted by the Northwest 

Commission on Colleges and Universities and was used to verify the institution’s online 

class offerings (D. Bryant, personal communication, June 15, 2015). 

 More recently, DSU completed a new strategic plan in June 2015.  The plan 

outlined several goals for the school to accomplish including implementing strategic 

enrollment and increasing online course offerings (DSU Strategic Plan, n.d.).  The 

strategic enrollment goal would allow the institution to continue to support its open 

enrollment status while admitting some students on a conditional basis, requiring them to 
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meet certain academic benchmarks while taking courses and receiving additional 

academic guidance (DSU Strategic Plan, n.d.).  The institution hopes that this goal will 

allow it to improve its graduation rates while identifying the academically at-risk students 

more easily to ensure those students receive the required academic assistance (DSU 

Strategic Plan, n.d.).  Brown was a member of the committee that developed this goal 

and feels it will mirror the academic restrictions and assistance tools that certain 

academically at-risk student-athletes have such as mandatory study hall and required 

counseling with academic advisors (A. Brown, personal communication, June 17, 2015).  

Further, by adding more layers of academic advisement and oversight to ensure that this 

goal is attained, DSU will be looking for tools such as the advisement framework that this 

study produced (A. Brown, personal communication, June 17, 2015). 

 The other goal from the strategic plan that applied to this study was the desire to 

increase online classes.  The plan called for the number of online classes offered at DSU 

to be at least 15% of the total number of classes offered at the institution by 2020 (DSU 

Strategic Plan, n.d.).  The goal called for the addition of new online course offerings and 

to grow current offerings to alleviate the pressure on high-demand traditional courses as 

well as to provide more options for students unable to travel to campus (DSU Strategic 

Plan, n.d.).  To accomplish this, the plan presented a strategy to add a School of 

Interdisciplinary Innovation with a Department for Online Learning by 2016 (DSU 

Strategic Plan, n.d.).  This goal for the strategic plan however, did not reference the 

previously approved 2013 plan for additional online course offerings (B. Smith, personal 

communication, June 30, 2015).   
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 The athletic department at DSU has 14 teams and began competing as a member 

of the NCAA at the Division II level in 2007 (DSU Athletics, n.d.).  It is a member of the 

Pacific West Conference for all sports except football, which competes in the Great 

Northwest Athletic Conference (DSU Athletics, n.d.).  The department is comprised of 55 

staff members (administrators, coaches, and support staff) and nearly 300 student-athletes 

(DSU Athletics, n.d.).  Athletically, its teams have consistently finished in the top five of 

the Pacific West Conference Commissioner’s Cup, recognizing athletic results, since 

2008 and have consistently had its teams qualify to participate in various NCAA post-

season tournaments (DSU Athletics, n.d.).  Academically, the student-athletes have 

performed equally as well producing all-student-athlete grade point averages that have 

improved from 2.86 in 2008 to 3.17 in 2014 (DSU Athletics, n.d.).  To assist with the 

academic efforts of the student-athletes, in addition to one Athletic Academic Advisor, 

the student-athletes receive voluntary assistance from 11 professors in various academic 

fields across campus.  Overseen by the athletic department administration, the Red Storm 

Professors as they are called, provide mentoring services such as tutoring and assistance 

with academic and career goals, as well as assistance with service projects (DSU 

Athletics, n.d.).  In other words, they serve as an additional option for the student-athletes 

to utilize when other academic support resources are not available. 

Summary 

 The literature surrounding student-athletes and online classes is very limited.  

However, the information available regarding the NCAA, its efforts to place a greater 

emphasis on academics, student-athletes in general, and online class delivery methods is 

extensive.  These themes provided a strong base for this study to build upon and provided 
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useful information to create a solution that will benefit several disciplines on university 

campuses.  The history of the NCAA and its academic reform efforts are important for 

this study to see that the trend for the future leans towards more strict academic standards 

in the future, not easier.  Additionally, with the growing impact that online courses are 

having on campuses across the country, student-athletes are beginning to see the 

perceived advantages of these course offerings as a way to potentially help alleviate 

certain challenges they face.  Unfortunately, the limited literature showed mixed results 

for the various demographics of student-athletes that were studied.   

 NCAA Division II student-athletes face these uncertainties without the personnel 

and financial support that Division I student-athletes enjoy.  However, they are expected 

to perform very well athletically and academically to retain what limited scholarships 

they may have, as well as to remain eligible for competition.  With online classes 

growing in number and popularity on campuses, the lack of research and resulting 

literature focused specifically on Division II student-athletes and online classes is a 

critical void.  This study aimed to begin to fill that void and created a solution for the 

unique Division II student-athlete population to begin to benefit from knowledge to help 

direct their course selection efforts based upon previous academic performance data and 

the experiences of student-athletes. 

  

  



ONLINE CLASSES AND DIVISION II STUDENT-ATHLETES 45 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This study used a convergent mixed methods methodology.  The purpose of this 

study was to explore the levels of academic success in online classes for various student-

athlete demographics and the experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA Division II 

university.  The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework for the 

institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course selection, 

including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic 

success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  

The researcher originally planned to perform an explanatory sequential mixed 

methods study and presented as such during the study’s proposal.  The explanatory 

sequential design called for the quantitative data to be collected and analyzed first in 

order to formulate the questions for the qualitative interviews to be able to explain trends 

found in the quantitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  However, upon receipt of 

the quantitative data, it was determined that while the quantitative data was very useful, 

effective qualitative questions developed from this data to be able to explain any trends 

found within the quantitative data would be a significant challenge.  Additionally, during 

further research, an instrument developed by Healy (2013) to gauge the experiences of 

NCAA Division I student-athletes in online classes was discovered that provided the 

opportunity to uncover richer qualitative data focusing on NCAA Division II student-

athletes.  Therefore, due to the non-existent literature surrounding Division II student-

athletes and online classes, combined with the anticipated rich qualitative data, it was 

determined that the convergent mixed method methodology for this study would be a 
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better fit.  This method allowed the researcher to find separate, complementary data on 

the topic to provide a better understanding to create the evidence-based solution 

generated from this study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

Research Questions 

 The framework that was created from this study will provide a tool for advisors 

and athletic administrators to guide student-athletes on course selection.  The following 

questions were established to direct the study toward the creation of the framework: 

 Research Question:  Are online classes useful for NCAA Division II student-

 athletes to improve academic success? 

  Supplemental Research Question 1:  Is the academic performance of  

  student-athletes in online classes and traditional classes different than non- 

  student-athletes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 2:  Do student-athletes perform better in  

  online classes than traditional classes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 3:  Are there certain online course  

  subjects that student-athletes should avoid to help with academic success? 

  Supplemental Research Question 4:  Are there certain types of student- 

  athletes that should avoid online classes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 5:  What advantages and disadvantages  

  do online classes provide student-athletes? 

  Supplemental Research Question 6:  What are the qualities an advisor  

  should look for to help determine if an online course is a good choice for  

  an individual student-athlete? 
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Method 

 A convergent mixed methods design was used for this study.  The design of this 

method calls for the research to be done concurrently and then merged for interpretation 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  This design allowed for two different, but 

complementary sets of data to be collected on the same topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011).  This method was selected for this study so that the data could produce a greater 

understanding of online classes and NCAA Division II student-athletes, a topic with very 

little previous research or literature available, in order to assist with the development of 

the resulting framework (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).   

 The quantitative data for the study was readily available institutional data and was 

provided by DSU’s Office of Institutional Research.  The data showed the academic 

performance of students at the institution in online courses from the 2007-2008 through 

2013-2014 academic years.  The data indicated the course taken, various demographical 

information of the students, the academic performance of each student in the course, the 

student’s grade point average, if the student was a student-athlete or not, and if so, what 

sport the student-athlete played.  Additional data was collected on the academic 

performance in traditional face-to-face courses of the top ten online courses shown in the 

data.  This information was analyzed to determine any differences between the delivery 

methods.  All quantitative data was entered into Excel and the software program SPSS 

was used to analyze the results with various independent sample t-tests assuming unequal 

variances. 

 The qualitative data for the study was gathered through interviews of eight 

student-athletes and seven non-student-athletes.  Participants were invited via e-mail to 
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participate in the study.  Participants were limited to students still enrolled at the 

university that had taken and completed at least one online course.  Those students that 

responded and volunteered to be interviewed were chosen.  A pre-determined interview 

protocol was established to collect the qualitative data through face-to-face interviews 

using open-ended questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  The instrument used for the 

qualitative portion was the same list of questions used by Healy (2013) to analyze the 

preferences and experiences of NCAA Division I student-athletes in online classes.  The 

list of questions can be found in Appendix A.  The interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed following the interviews.  The transcribed data was entered into the 

qualitative research analysis software MAXQDA to assist with the analysis of the data. 

Sample 

 The population for this study was comprised of students at Dixie State University 

that had completed an online course at the institution.  The sample used for the 

quantitative data included only those students that had completed an online course 

between the 2007-2008 and 2013-2014 academic years.  The data did not include 

information from LIB1010, an online library orientation course mandatory for all 

students to take for general education credit that instructs students how to use the library 

resources.  This produced 437 classes taken by student-athletes and 17,987 classes taken 

by non-student-athletes.  The institution’s Office of Institutional Research found that 46 

student-athletes fit the criteria for the qualitative portion of the study and provided the 

names and e-mail addresses of those student-athletes.  It also found that there were 1,162 

non-student-athletes that fit the criteria and randomly provided the name and e-mail 

address for 50 of these students.  Invitations were then e-mailed to each of these 
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individuals inviting them to participate in the study.  Fifteen individuals, eight student-

athletes and seven non-student-athletes accepted these invitations.  No form of 

compensation was offered to the participants.  In contrast to the quantitative sample, the 

qualitative sample was much more evenly distributed. 

Data Collection Tools 

 Dixie State University’s Office of Institutional Research provided the quantitative 

data for this study.  The data was compiled from readily available institutional data so the 

validity and reliability of this data were assured.  The categories of information included 

in the quantitative data were the online course subject, number and section, the grade 

received by the student, the grade point average for the student during the semester the 

course was taken, the student’s overall grade point average, the student’s year in school, 

and ethnicity.  Additionally, if the student was a student-athlete the data listed which 

sport he or she played.  This data included the information for these categories for all 

students from the 2007 – 2008 to the 2013 – 2014 academic years for only the fall and 

spring semesters.  Summer school academic performance was not included so that a time 

of year when student-athletes are competing and practicing with their teams was assured.  

Student-athletes and teams do not engage in any activity during the summer.  The same 

categorical information was also provided for the top ten online course subjects taken, but 

reflected the performance of students in traditional classes during the same period.  This 

traditional class data was collected to determine any difference in academic performance 

between delivery methods.  The top ten online classes taken at the institution included 

three that were only offered online and included the mandatory library orientation course 

described above, LIB1010, as well as two keyboarding instruction courses, CIS1140 and 
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CIS1150.  Omitting them left seven classes offered both online and face-to-face to 

analyze, ART1010, COM2110, ECON2010, ENGL1010, ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and 

STAT2040. 

 The qualitative data was gathered through face-to-face interviews with eight 

student-athletes and seven non-student-athletes.  The instrument used for the interviews 

was a list of questions developed by Healy (2013) to analyze the experiences of Division 

I student-athletes in online classes.  Permission was received to utilize this instrument.  

This list of questions is shown in Appendix A.  The validity of this data is assured, as the 

information collected was the opinions of those individuals that participated.  To 

strengthen the validity of this study, member checking was performed to validate the data 

provided (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  If the interviews were to be conducted again 

with the same individuals, the responses may be slightly different, but as each participant 

provided his or her own reflections and experiences, the results would be the same or 

similar, and thus the data is also reliable.  To avoid any bias on the part of the 

interviewer, the list of questions was asked in the same order for each interview.  

Additionally, the researcher made every attempt to ask the questions without emotion or 

facial expression that may have introduced bias.  Further each interview was conducted in 

the same location on campus. 

The Researcher’s Role 

 As the Director of Athletics at the institution where this study was performed and 

where the framework will be utilized, the researcher’s role in this study was to ensure that 

an objective point of view was maintained during the data collection and analysis phases.  

The researcher worked closely with Dixie State University’s Office of Institutional 
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Research to ensure accurate data were gathered and where bias was introduced, that it 

was limited.  The researcher also coordinated with the various individuals on campus 

representing athletic administration, academic advising, student-athletes, coaches and 

faculty that assisted with the creation of the course selection framework.  As the 

framework affects multiple areas across campus, it was imperative that the campus 

community was educated on the importance of it.  Following this education, the 

framework that benefited the student-athletes, academic advisors, faculty, other athletic 

administrators, and coaches was developed.  The researcher served as a facilitator during 

this study to ensure a highly participative process that produced a transparent, dynamic 

solution that the campus could utilize. 

 The researcher’s experience in intercollegiate athletics administration covers 

fifteen years.  As the Athletic Director at Dixie State University, the researcher oversees 

all aspects of the 14-sport NCAA Division II program.  While this study aimed to solve a 

real world problem in the researcher’s field, being immersed in the organization studied 

produced some bias.  However, the researcher was never a student-athlete at the 

collegiate level and never served as a coach.  Additionally, the researcher’s professional 

role does not require involvement in course selection, academic advisement, or any other 

academic-related tasks related to this study.  Therefore, due to the researcher’s lack of 

first-hand knowledge of the student-athlete experience and non-involvement with the 

academic issues related to this study, combined with pre-determined open-ended 

questions for the qualitative interview phase, any bias the researcher brought was 

minimized.  On the other hand, the student-athlete interviewees, serving in the 

department that the researcher oversees, may have brought bias to the interviews talking 
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to their sport’s coach’s supervisor.  Knowing this, the researcher took steps to make sure 

each interviewee, especially the student-athletes, felt comfortable and willing to provide 

open and honest responses.  This was accomplished by the researcher describing the 

research project in an effort to allow the interviewee to relate to the researcher as a fellow 

student rather than the supervisory role.  While the researcher had access to certain types 

of information afforded as a result of the researcher’s professional role, this study did not 

engage with any of that information.  The study strictly utilized only the quantitative data 

gathered from the institution and the qualitative data from the interviews. 

 The researcher also kept a journal throughout the data collection process.  It was 

used as a bracketing technique to ensure that the researcher remained fully aware of any 

preconceptions.  The reflective journal displayed that the researcher remained truly 

neutral and objective throughout the process.  Even with the researcher’s role within 

intercollegiate athletic administration, the lack of first-hand knowledge of the student-

athlete experience allowed the researcher to keep an open mind and analyze the data 

objectively. 

Data Collection 

 Data collection for this study began in December 2014 upon contacting Dixie 

State University’s Office of Institutional Research regarding the topic and the availability 

of the quantitative institutional data.  As the initial method for this study was planned to 

be an explanatory sequential method where the quantitative data is collected and analyzed 

first to develop the qualitative questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), the initial 

exposure to quantitative data slightly preceded the collection of the qualitative data.  

However, as the convergent method was ultimately chosen for this study, the quantitative 
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data were not analyzed in depth prior to the qualitative data collection (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011), nor did the quantitative data factor in to the qualitative questions used.  

Preliminary quantitative data were received in December 2014 to finalize the project 

scope and requirements.  As the data were readily available institutional data, reviewing 

it prior to Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was allowed.  However, once IRB 

approval for the study was received in March 2015 the collection of the qualitative data 

began. 

 On April 10, 2015 invitations to participate in qualitative interviews were sent to 

46 student-athletes and 50 non-student-athletes via e-mail.  The e-mails included the 

participant invitation letter found in Appendix B that outlined the topic of the study and 

what was required of each of them should they choose to volunteer to participate.  Fifteen 

individuals responded and were interviewed producing a 15% response rate.  Interviews 

with seven student-athletes and seven non-student-athletes were completed during April 

2015, with one additional student-athlete interview occurring on May 1, 2015.  The 

interview sample consisted of two male and five female non-student-athletes, and four 

male and four female student-athletes.  The student-athlete sample consisted of two 

softball players, one women’s soccer player, one women’s golfer, two men’s basketball 

players, and two men’s soccer players.  Each interview was audio recorded and 

transcribed following each interview. 

Data Analysis 

 The quantitative data were provided to the researcher in Excel.  The academic 

performance in each class listed only a letter grade.  To assist with the quantitative 

analysis of the data, the researcher assigned a number grade to each letter grade as shown 
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in Table 5.  Additionally, this analysis only analyzed those students that completed a 

course and received a letter grade.  All records that indicated a withdrawal or incomplete 

were omitted.  

Table 5 

Grade Calculator 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Various descriptive statistics were determined and independent sample t-tests were 

performed to compute the statistical significances found within the data.  Specifically, 

tests were performed on the academic performance of all students in online classes 

 
Grade points 

A 4.00 

A- 3.70 

B+ 3.33 

B 3.00 

B- 2.70 

C+ 2.30 

C 2.00 

C- 1.70 

D+ 1.30 

D 1.00 

D- 0.70 

F 0.00 
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compared to traditional classes, of student-athletes versus non-student-athletes in online 

versus traditional courses, and in just online class performance between the groups of 

student types.  Specifically within the student-athlete population, tests were performed 

based on course delivery method, the student-athlete’s cumulative grade point average, 

his or her year in school, and within specific subjects.  

 The researcher transcribed the 15 qualitative interviews from the audio recordings 

into a Microsoft Word document.  The transcripts were reviewed and a preliminary list of 

codes was developed.  The transcript data were then placed into the MAXQDA software 

program to assist with the analysis.  The initial list of codes was created in the software 

and each transcript was reviewed again with codes being assigned to each transcript.  

Additional codes were created during this process that created the final codes for the 

overall data.  The researcher then reviewed the transcripts as a whole one final time to 

ensure that the established codes matched the data.  Lastly, member checking occurred to 

validate the data.  

Quantitative Assumptions and Qualitative Verification 

 By using independent sample t-tests to analyze the data for this study, several 

assumptions were met to validate the results.  First, the dependent variables used in the 

various tests were measureable on a continuous scale.  Second, the independent variables 

used consisted of two categorical, independent groups, either student-athletes or non-

student-athletes, or online course students or traditional course students.  Third, an 

independence of observations was achieved meaning that there was not a participant 

serving as both a student-athlete and non-student-athlete nor was any student in both an 

online course and the same traditional course simultaneously.  Fourth, given the data 
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collected, all results were important so none of the data were considered outliers.  Fifth, 

the dependent variables using scaled inputs were approximately normally distributed.  

Lastly, Leven’s test for homogeneity of variances was performed for all tests and the 

appropriate results for each test, either equal variances assumed or equal variances not 

assumed were reported. 

 Following the completion of the qualitative interviews, their transcription, review, 

and coding, each participant was sent an e-mail requesting verification of their responses.  

A summary of their interview transcript was provided to each one.  Twelve of the 

participants responded to the e-mail and verified that the summary of their responses was 

accurate.  The remaining three participants did not respond to the e-mail verification 

request. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Even though the risk for ethical issues within this study was perceived to be low, 

precautions were taken to ensure that all chances for potential issues were avoided or 

minimized.  The anonymity of all participants was ensured by not using their names in 

any of the reported results.  All data collected electronically was held in a password-

protected computer program and backed up on an external hard drive also protected by a 

password.  All other data were stored in a locked filing cabinet. 

 The participants for the qualitative interviews were sent the letter shown in 

Appendix B via e-mail inviting them to participate.  The letter described the study, 

informed the participants of their expected time commitment, and emphasized that 

participation in the interviews was completely voluntary.  Permission from the 

Institutional Review Boards from both Creighton University and Dixie State University 
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was received.  The IRB approvals from each institution can be found in Appendices C 

and D.  

Summary 

 The convergent mixed method design of this study gathered and analyzed the 

quantitative and qualitative data concurrently.  Once the analysis was complete the 

information was converged to produce an overall analysis that helped design the 

proposed framework.  While the researcher’s original intent was to complete an 

explanatory sequential design, it was determined shortly after the proposal stage that the 

convergent design was more practical to develop the framework.  Chapter Four will 

describe the findings, the proposed solution, the support for the solution from the 

findings, and the issues facing the solution for its implementation on campus.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS AND THE EVIDENCE-BASED SOLUTION 

Introduction 

 This study developed a course selection framework for the academic advisors at 

Dixie State University to use to help student-athletes with decisions surrounding course 

delivery method options.  Quantitative data was collected concurrently with qualitative 

data from face-to-face interviews.  Both sets of data were combined to develop the 

proposed solution.  Following a review of the study’s purpose and aim, this chapter will 

describe the quantitative data and the specific testing performed to analyze the data.  It 

will then describe the qualitative data and list the themes that emerged from the 

interviews.  The findings will then be related to the overall research question and the 

supplemental research questions for this study setting the stage for the description of the 

proposed solution. 

 The proposed solution for meeting the aim of this study will then be described 

showing how the findings from this study support the creation of the proposed solution.  

Additionally, the existing support structures and resources in place for the solution on 

campus will be described as well as any necessary policies relating to or affected by the 

solution.  Next, potential barriers to the solution will be outlined.  Change theory will 

then be discussed for not only the solution itself, but also the larger change initiative on 

campus, additional online class offerings.  Lastly, the external issues affecting the 

solution will be addressed. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this convergent mixed method study was to explore the levels of 

academic success in online classes for various student-athlete demographics and the 
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experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA Division II university.  Quantitative data 

was collected from Dixie State University that outlined the academic performance of 

student-athletes and non-student-athletes between the 2007-2008 and 2013-2014 

academic years.  At the same time, qualitative interviews explored aspects of the 

students’ experiences and preferences related to online classes with eight student-athletes 

and seven non-student-athletes. 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework for the 

institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course selection, 

including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic 

success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating. 

Quantitative Findings 

 The analysis of the quantitative data for this study examined the overall academic 

performance results, measured by grades, of student-athletes and non-student athletes in 

all online courses as well as their performance in the top seven subjects taken that were 

delivered both online and face-to-face.  This section will present the descriptive statistics 

that were analyzed, followed by the results of various independent sample t-tests 

performed to test the significance of the means within several areas of the data.  Each of 

the t-tests performed analyzed the academic performance of the students measured by 

grade scores as shown in Table 5 in Chapter Three.  The tests measured various 

comparisons between student-athletes and non-student-athletes to determine if there was 

a significant difference between the two groups of students or between course delivery 
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methods between the two types of students.  Next, since the aim of this study focused on 

student-athletes, the tests centered on comparisons of student-athletes specifically. 

 The descriptive statistics of this study provide an overview of the population’s 

numbers, course grades, cumulative grade point average, and age.  Table 6 displays the 

means and standard deviations of the student-athlete online class population used for this 

study. 

Table 6 

Online Student-Athlete Study Population Descriptive Statistics 
 

 
Conversely, Table 7 displays the means and standard deviations of the non-student-

athlete online class population used for this study. 

Table 7 

Online Non-Student-Athlete Study Descriptive Statistics 
 

 
Number Course grade 

mean 
Cumulative GPA 

mean Age mean 

Seniors 241 3.00 (SD = 0.97) 3.14 (SD = 0.47) 21.83 (SD = 1.31) 

Juniors 121 2.70 (SD = 1.22) 2.98 (SD = 0.70) 20.64 (SD = 1.37) 

Sophomores 62 2.72 (SD = 1.07) 2.92 (SD = 0.57) 19.56 (SD = 1.39) 

Freshmen 12 2.03 (SD = 1.25) 2.58 (SD = 0.88) 18.75 (SD = 1.42) 

Overall 436 2.85 (SD = 1.08) 3.05 (SD = 0.58) 21.09 (SD = 1.62) 

 
Number Course grade 

mean 
Cumulative GPA 

mean Age mean 

Seniors 6,244 3.29 (SD = 0.98) 3.37 (SD = 0.47) 30.40 (SD = 8.85) 

Juniors 4,143 2.95 (SD = 1.12) 3.08 (SD = 0.56) 27.22 (SD = 7.84) 

Sophomores 4,747 2.75 (SD = 1.22) 2.92 (SD = 0.65) 26.92 (SD = 8.53) 
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Student Type Comparison for all Online Courses 

 A random sample of the population was selected (N = 20) to compare the means 

of the academic performance by student-athletes and non-student-athletes in all online 

classes offered at the institution.  The academic performance of student-athletes in online 

classes was associated with grade scores M = 2.88 (SD = 1.06).  The academic 

performance of non-student-athletes in online classes was associated with numerically 

smaller grade scores M = 2.79 (SD = 1.34).  An independent samples t-test was 

performed to determine the statistical significance of the difference in academic 

performance.  The results indicated that the difference between the student-athletes and 

non-student-athletes academic performance in online classes was not statistically 

significant, t(38) = 0.243, p = .81, d = 0.09.  The effect size, r = 0.04, was small.  The 

95% confidence interval was [-0.68, 0.87].  Levene’s F test indicated equal variances, F 

= 1.63, p = .21.  Thus, from a statistical significance standpoint, student-athletes did not 

perform better than non-student-athletes in online classes. 

Student Type Comparison for Delivery Method 

 Random samples of the online student-athlete (N = 20) and online non-student-

athlete populations were selected (N = 20) to compare the means of the academic 

performance of the two types of students in the top seven online courses taken.  These 

courses were ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, ENGL1010, ENGL2010, 

 Number Course grade 
mean 

Cumulative GPA 
mean Age mean 

Freshmen 2,852 2.39 (SD = 1.43) 2.54 (SD = 1.02) 26.84 (SD = 8.52) 

Overall 17,986 2.93 (SD = 1.20) 3.05 (SD = 0.71) 28.18 (SD = 8.64) 
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ENGL3010, and STAT2040.  The academic performance of student-athletes in online 

courses was associated with grade scores M = 2.75 (SD = 0.59).  The academic 

performance of non-student-athletes in online courses was associated with numerically 

larger grade scores M = 3.41 (SD = 0.90).  An independent samples t-test was performed 

to determine the statistical significance of this difference in academic performance 

between the two types of students in these specific courses.  The results indicated that the 

difference in academic performance between student-athletes and non-student-athletes 

was statistically significant, t(38) = 2.737, p = .01, d = 0.88.  The effect size, r = 0.41, 

was medium.  The 95% confidence interval was [-1.15, -0.17].  Levene’s F test indicated 

equal variances, F = 2.40, p = .13. 

 For comparison, random samples of the student-athlete (N = 20) and non-student-

athlete (N = 20) populations were selected from the same top seven online course subjects 

but tested the academic performance of students in traditional classes for those subjects.  

The academic performance of student-athletes in traditional courses was associated with 

grade scores M = 3.14 (SD = 0.72).  The academic performance of non-student-athletes in 

traditional courses was associated with numerically lower grade scores M = 3.10 (SD = 

1.16).  An independent samples t-test was performed to determine the statistical 

significance of this difference in academic performance between the two types of 

students.  The results indicated that the difference in academic performance between 

student-athletes and non-student-athletes was not statistically significant, t(38) = 0.113, p 

= .91, d = 0.04.  The effect size, r = 0.02, was small.  The 95% confidence interval was [-

0.58, 0.65].  Levene’s F test indicated equal variances, F = 2.39, p = .13.  From a 

statistical significance standpoint, student-athletes and non-student-athletes performed 
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equally in the same top seven class subjects in traditional class settings while non-

student-athletes performed better than student-athletes in the online settings of those 

subjects. 

Delivery Method Comparison for all Students 

 A random sample of the population was selected (N = 20) to compare the means 

of the academic performance of all students in the top seven online courses taken and the 

same seven subjects taken in a traditional face-to-face format.  These courses were 

ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, ENGL1010, ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and 

STAT2040.  The academic performance of students in online courses was associated with 

grade scores M = 2.56 (SD = 1.07).  On the other hand, the academic performance of the 

students in traditional courses was associated with numerically larger grade scores M = 

2.84 (SD = 0.92).  An independent samples t-test was performed to determine the 

statistical significance of the difference in academic performance between the two 

delivery methods.  The results indicated that the difference between the academic 

performance of all students between the two course delivery methods was not statistically 

significant, t(38) = 0.911, p = .37, d = 0.30.  The effect size, r = 0.15, was small.  The 

95% confidence interval was [-0.93, 0.35].  Levene’s F test indicated equal variances, F 

= 0.05, p = .83.  From a statistical significance standpoint, without taking the type of 

student into account, the course delivery format did not make a difference in academic 

performance. 

Delivery Method Comparison for only Student-Athletes 

 A random sample of the student-athlete population was selected (N = 20) to 

compare the means of the academic performance of student-athletes in the top seven 
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online courses taken and the same seven subjects taken in a traditional face-to-face 

format.  These courses were ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, ENGL1010, 

ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and STAT2040.  The academic performance of student-athletes 

in online courses was associated with grade scores M = 2.75 (SD = 0.59).  On the other 

hand, the academic performance of the student-athletes in traditional courses was 

associated with numerically larger grade scores M = 3.13 (SD = 0.72).  An independent 

samples t-test was performed to determine the statistical significance of this difference in 

academic performance.  The results indicated that the difference in academic 

performance between the two delivery methods for student-athletes was not statistically 

significant, t(38) = 1.844, p = .07, d = 0.60.  The effect size, r = 0.29, was small.  The 

95% confidence interval was [-0.81, 0.04].  Levene’s F test indicated equal variances, F 

= 2.58, p = .18.  Therefore, student-athletes performed equally in online and traditional 

classes from a statistical significance standpoint. 

Delivery Method Comparison for Student-Athletes by Specific Courses 

 Further testing focused on specific subject areas and the performance of just 

student-athletes to determine if specific course subjects should be recommended or 

avoided for student-athletes to achieve academic success.  The academic performance of 

student-athletes in each of the top seven courses taken online were compared to the 

academic performance of student-athletes in the same subjects taken in a traditional 

format.  The top seven courses analyzed were ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, 

ENGL1010, ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and STAT2040.  The results are displayed in Table 

8.  When the numbers allowed, a random sample of 20 was used from both the online and 

traditional course populations.  However, several online populations were smaller than 



ONLINE CLASSES AND DIVISION II STUDENT-ATHLETES 65 

20.  In those cases the full population of the online course was used to compare with a 

random sample of the traditional course.  The results displayed a significant statistical 

difference for the student-athletes in ENGL2010 and ENGL3010 where those in the 

traditional setting performed better. 

Table 8 

Academic Performance of Student-Athletes in Top Seven Online Course Subjects 
 

Note. *Levene’s F test indicated equal variances for all courses except ENG3010 which 
was, F = 6.417, p = .02.  CI = confidence interval. 
 
Delivery Method Comparison for Student-Athletes by Grade Point Average 

 Additional testing focused on the cumulative grade point averages of student-

athletes and their academic performance in both types of class delivery methods.  This 

was done to examine if online classes should be encouraged or discouraged for certain 

types of student-athletes to achieve academic success.  The top seven courses taken 

online and the same subjects offered in a traditional setting were used for this 

comparison.  Those top seven courses were ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, 

 Online  Traditional   95% CI   

Subject 
N M SD 

 
N M SD t(df) p LL UL 

Cohen’s 
d r 

ART1010 13 2.92 0.88  13 3.13 0.79 .63(24) .53 -0.88 0.47 0.26 0.13 

COMM2110 17 2.69 1.15  17 3.06 0.76 1.12(32) .27 -1.06 0.31 0.39 0.19 

ECON2010 19 2.29 1.15  19 2.39 1.39 0.25(36) .80 -0.94 0.73 0.08 0.04 

ENGL1010 7 2.26 0.65  7 3.00 0.79 1.93(12) .08 -1.59 0.10 1.12 0.49 

ENGL2010 20 2.50 1.10  20 3.28 0.72 2.66(38) .01 -1.37 -0.18 0.86 0.40 

ENGL3010 20 2.73 0.85  20 3.75 0.31 5.01(24.105)* < .001 -1.44 -0.60 2.04 0.71 

STAT2040 20 2.66 0.98  20 2.58 0.69 0.30(38) .77 -0.46 0.62 0.10 0.05 
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ENGL1010, ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and STAT2040.  The results are displayed in Table 

9.  When the numbers allowed, a random sample of 20 was used from both the online and 

traditional populations.  However, two classifications of grade point average populations 

for online classes were smaller than 20.  In those cases the full population of the online 

course students was used to compare with a random sample of the traditional course.  The 

data showed no statistically significant difference in the academic performance in online 

versus traditional formats within specific grade point average groupings. 

Table 9 

Academic Performance of Student-Athletes by Grade Point Average (GPA) in Top Seven 
Online Course Subjects 
 

Note. Levene’s F test indicated equal variances for all grade point average ranges.  CI = 
confidence interval. 
 

Delivery Method Comparison for Student-Athletes by Year in School 

 Additional testing was performed focusing on the year in school of student-

athletes and their academic performance in both types of class delivery methods.  This 

was done to examine if online classes should be encouraged or discouraged for certain 

types of student-athletes to achieve academic success.  The top seven courses taken 

 Online  Traditional   95% CI   

GPA 
N M SD 

 
N M SD t(df) p LL UL 

Cohen’s 
d r 

< 2.0 5 1.36 0.29  5 1.41 0.51 0.19(8) .86 -0.65 0.55 0.13 0.07 

2.0 – 2.49 18 2.30 0.13  18 2.28 0.14 0.42(34) .68 -0.07 0.11 0.14 0.07 

2.5 – 2.99 20 2.79 0.16  20 2.75 0.16 0.80(38) .43 -0.06 0.14 0.26 0.13 

3.0 – 3.49 20 3.21 0.14  20 3.24 0.12 0.73(38) .47 -0.11 0.05 0.24 0.12 

3.5 – 4.0 20 3.77 0.14  20 3.73 0.16 .72(38) .47 -0.06 0.13 0.23 0.12 
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online and the same subjects offered in a traditional setting were used for this 

comparison.  Those top seven courses were ART1010, COMM2110, ECON2010, 

ENGL1010, ENGL2010, ENGL3010, and STAT2040.  The results are displayed in Table 

10.  When the numbers allowed, a random sample of 20 was used from both the online 

and traditional populations.  However, the freshmen population for online courses was 

only nine.  In that case the full population of freshmen for online courses was used to 

compare with a random sample of freshmen for face-to-face courses.  The results 

demonstrated no significant statistical difference between online and traditional formats 

within the student-athletes by year in school. 

Table 10 

Academic Performance of Student-Athletes by Year in School in Top Seven Online 
Course Subjects 
 

Note. Levene’s F test indicated equal variances for all class levels.  CI = confidence 
interval. 
 

Qualitative Findings 

 The qualitative portion of this study included 15 individuals, eight student-

athletes and seven non-student-athletes who had taken and completed at least one online 

course, that were interviewed to gain an understanding of their perspectives and 

 Online  Traditional   95% CI   

GPA 
N M SD 

 
N M SD t(df) p LL UL 

Cohen’s 
d r 

Freshmen 9 2.15 1.01  9 2.80 0.64 1.65(16) .12 -1.50 0.19 0.83 0.38 

Sophomores 20 2.92 0.87  20 2.92 0.94 0.01(38) .99 -0.58 0.58 < .00 < .00 

Juniors 20 2.59 0.97  20 2.88 1.20 0.84(38) .41 -0.98 0.41 0.27 0.13 

Seniors 20 2.52 1.17  20 3.04 1.15 1.43(38) .16 -1.26 0.22 0.46 0.23 
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experiences in online classes.  The list of questions asked in each interview can be found 

in Appendix A.  The initial review of the transcripts produced a preliminary list of codes.  

The transcript data were then placed into the MAXQDA program and the transcripts were 

reviewed again, which developed the final list of codes found in Table 11 below. 

Table 11 

Qualitative Codes 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The interviews created several themes that identified the advantages and disadvantages of 

online classes that answered the research questions, and thus, helped develop the 

Academic Advisor Role Learning Style 

Accountability Library 

Athletic Eligibility Procrastination 

Athletic/Academic Balance Speed of Courses 

Convenience Student Interaction 

Course Subject Student-Athlete Experience 

Delivery Format Teacher Involvement 

Difficulty of Online Technology Proficiency 

Flexibility Time Management 

Graduation Travel Schedule 

Independent Learning Tutoring 

Learning Outcomes Writing Center 
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resulting framework of this study.  This section will discuss each theme that surfaced 

from the qualitative interview data.  

Flexibility / Time Management 

 The most prevalent theme throughout the data for each type of student was the 

flexibility afforded to the student’s schedule that online courses provided.  Additionally, 

related to flexibility, the need for students to practice good time management skills was 

essential for success online.  Student-athletes faced with balancing school and team 

demands such as practices, competitions, and travel required by their sport stressed the 

significant advantage the flexibility offered by online classes provided their busy 

schedules.  Regarding travel, a student-athlete stated:    

 You’re able, for our division, the travel going out to Hawaii for 10 days [for 

 games], it was nice because I didn’t have to go to her [the professor] and say I’m 

 going to be gone, what am I going to miss?  It was already there.  That’s the 

 biggest benefit. 

Daily practices are another concern for student-athletes to balance within their overall 

schedule.  Online classes are a way for them to work an afternoon practice into their 

overall schedule and still keep up with classwork with good time management: 

 Not having to go to class so during the week I had extra time like before practice 

 not having to be in class until five minutes before practice I had that time off to go 

 home and grab a sandwich and make sure I was ready to go and then go to 

 practice early.  So scheduling I think was a big thing. 
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In addition to the travel for competitions and the practices in preparation for 

competitions, the competitions themselves and the scheduling around those was an issue 

for student-athletes that the flexibility helped address: 

 It worked better for my schedule.  Originally for my Music class it was on a 

 Thursday and in the fall we had games on Thursday nights, so I would have 

 missed too many of the classes as it was just once a week, Thursday night classes.  

 So it was just easier to put it into an online class so I could fit it around my 

 schedule. 

 The student-athletes however, were not the only participants that cited busy 

schedules and the flexibility provided by online classes as an advantage for taking them.  

Non-student-athletes benefitted from the flexibility as their schedules were also filled 

with other demands such as family and work obligations similar to the demands placed 

on student-athletes:   

 You don’t waste your time, especially when you have a job it’s hard after the boss 

 schedules you.  You can tell your boss, listen I have all the afternoon free, just 

 give me two hours to work on that class and he’ll then give you two hours to work 

 any time he can.  So it’s easier for him to schedule so you can still work and don’t 

 have to worry about going to class. 

Another non-student-athlete added that having time to work was a big benefit.  “Being 

able to have more time freed up in my day.  When I was taking them, I think during one 

of them I was working, so it was better so I could have more time to go work.”  Family 

needs for non-student-athletes also played a significant role for choosing online courses: 
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 Time management, that I can put into my own time frame and do it when I need 

 to without the commitment of having so many kids and working my schedules 

 around my school schedule.  It gives me kind of the time to put it in where I need 

 to. 

Those family sentiments were also echoed by another non-student-athlete.  “Having the 

time I needed to stay home with my kids.  I’m home schooling my daughter.  It [online 

classes] gave me a lot more flexibility in my schedule.” 

 As time management advantages and the flexibility benefits stood out within the 

interview data, some also saw the same theme as a negative.  It was noted by several 

individuals that online classes were not for everyone, simply due to the time management 

aspect: 

 It’s easier for student-athletes, and even non-student-athletes if they have, like, 

 jobs, but if you don’t have anything, just take the class [in person].  But if it’s 

 only offered online, it’s not much of a difference.  It’s about the same to me, but 

 everyone is different.  I know a lot of students that can’t take online classes 

 because their time management is so bad.  And I’ve talked to a lot of people 

 that have failed online classes because they are not disciplined.” 

The ability for individuals, regardless if they are a student-athlete or not, to be self-

disciplined enough to practice proper time management skills is important to success in 

online courses.  As one student-athlete stated:  

 It comes down to how they are going to discipline themselves I feel like.  You can 

 have student-athletes with two jobs, two internships, but you can also have non-
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 student-athletes taking the same classes with four jobs and babysits or is married 

 with kids, so it’s just time management. 

Students that tended to procrastinate and not demonstrate effective time management 

were not as supportive of online classes as other students as a student-athlete noted: 

 I guess part of what I really liked about it was that I could do it on my own time.  

 One of the difficulties was if I did have a crazy week and there was not a set 

 schedule then I did procrastinate at times, so one of the benefits, was also one of 

 the difficulties. 

 The idea that the flexibility and time management advantages could also serve as 

a disadvantage was an impetus for participants to state that online classes are best for a 

certain type of student, and it did not center on student-athlete status.  Rather, the 

interviews reflected that a student who is self-motivated, will benefit the most from 

online classes no matter if he or she is a student-athlete or not as one non-student-athlete 

suggested: 

 If you’re not self-motivated, don’t take them because it is easy to get sidetracked 

 and fall behind.  So you have to make sure that you’re staying on top of your 

 schoolwork and remembering to log on and do that assignment for the week or 

 it’s easy to fall behind. 

Self Learning / Learn at Own Pace 

 Another aspect of online classes that the participants noted was the self-learning, 

or the ability to learn at one’s own pace.  As with the time management theme, most felt 

that this aspect was a positive, but some saw it as a negative.  Both student-athletes and 
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non-student-athlete alike noted the advantages of learning at one’s own pace in an online 

setting.  A non-student-athlete stated: 

 I could learn at my own speed.  So if we read the article in class, I’ll be slower 

 than everyone so when the teacher starts explaining the article, I’m not finished 

 yet.  So I like the fact that I could read the lecture and the article at my speed and 

 I could just figure it out by myself. 

Another non-student-athlete echoed these feelings: 

 I also really like doing things on my own pace, with their deadlines.  My personal 

 strength is learning hands-on so I like being able to just do it myself and dive into 

 it so with an online class I feel like I can do that more. 

Learning at one’s own speed provided students with the ability to watch or listen to 

online lectures as many times as needed.  This was seen as a very beneficial aspect to 

effectively learn the material for some, as a student-athlete noted: 

 So instead of just taking notes and going off your notes, you can watch the videos 

 and take repetitive notes.  That’s a big advantage and opportunity for online 

 classes.  You can have recorded lectures that you can re-watch and re-watch and 

 re-watch. 

However, while this was seen as an advantage by most, it was noted that online classes 

required a specific set of learning skills that are not always necessary in a traditional 

format.  A student-athlete discussed how learning how to learn on one’s own took some 

time but eventually happened: 

 It requires a different style of learning.  I mean, going and taking notes in a class 

 and listening to your professor explain examples, even if he’s using a PowerPoint, 
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 is really quite a different experience from going through those slides yourself and 

 trying to teach yourself and maintaining focus.  Eighty slides seem to go on 

 forever some days.  Being able to take notes and work through the examples, and 

 understand not just how the example is done, but the concepts that are driving you 

 towards the right answers, that takes a certain set of learning skills.  In the case of 

 last fall I had to kind of pick up my box of learning skills, brush off the dust and 

 say alright let’s see if I know how to use these.  It’s kind of a different thing but as 

 the course of the semester went on I felt accustomed to what was expected of me 

 and ultimately I was able to be successful in that course. 

 This theme mirrored the time management and flexibility theme by identifying 

specific traits students should possess to be successful in online classes and that they may 

not be the best way for all students to effectively learn the material.  A student-athlete 

commented: 

 I liked how I could just do it myself.  I kind of like to teach myself.  My 

 background I always been one of those, I’ll just do it myself and I’ll learn it better 

 that way.  That doesn’t work for some people, but for me it does.  I didn’t have a 

 hard time with that. 

Other students added to this idea stating that not all online classes are the same with 

varying deadlines and format, which can make certain courses challenging for students 

not properly prepared for them.  A non-student-athlete who did not enjoy online classes 

stated, “They go too fast for me.  They don’t let me work at my own pace.  Deadlines 

come up super fast.”  A student-athlete also struggled with the isolated learning that the 

online classes created, and stated, “You’re kind of teaching yourself in a way.  Like yeah, 
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you’re reading the information that the professor is giving you and everything, but since 

nobody is giving you a lecture it’s hard.”  On one hand students enjoyed the advantages 

of being able to teach themselves and move at their own pace, but the feeling of isolation 

that some alluded to within this theme led to the third theme, a lack of interaction with 

teachers and fellow students.  

Lack of Interaction with Teacher and Students 

 By design, most online classes at Dixie State, according to the interviews force 

students to experience more of an independent study arrangement than they do in 

traditional classes.  Even though students indicated advantages and some disadvantages 

surrounding the flexibility of online classes and the ability for one to learn on his own, 

most students identified the lack of interaction with the teacher and other students as a 

significant disadvantage.  While most students enjoyed the ability to learn on their own 

schedule, not having a teacher to interact with on a regular basis to ask questions of or to 

get immediate feedback from was a struggle for most.  A non-student-athlete noted how a 

relationship with the professor was a very important factor for improving chances of 

success in a course: 

 I’m a very personable person.  I like eye contact.  I like dealing with my 

 professors.  I like them knowing who I am so it was rather difficult for me, 

 especially when I missed an assignment.  I just forgot to turn it in.  The professor 

 showed me no grace because he didn’t know who I was as a person.  He didn’t 

 know that I was a hard working, organized person that always does what I do 

 because he never got the opportunity to meet me.  So that was the hardest part for 
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 me honestly.  He was like, nope, you should have been organized, you should 

 have had it in your planner, no grace, no mercy.  You don’t get the points. 

A student-athlete understood the importance of a relationship with the teacher and made a 

point to go out of the way to establish one: 

 Online it’s more difficult to develop a relationship with your professor.  Going in 

 and meeting with your professor isn’t a requirement.  That for me, I want to 

 succeed and get a good grade in the course, and I feel like I better my chances if 

 my professor knows who I am.  So that was my motivation to go in and meet with 

 him.  Some of the meetings didn’t even have a tangible effect on the coursework, 

 it was just to go in and get some face time and develop that relationship because, I 

 mean, it’s hard to do. 

 In addition to the lack of ability to establish relationships with the professor, 

students struggled with simply getting immediate feedback as one non-student-athlete 

stated.  “If you have questions it takes the extra time to set up an appointment and go 

meet with them.”  Another non-student-athlete agreed and added that the lack of a hands-

on experience was missed.  “Just not having the hands-on and in class when the teacher is 

demonstrating something I can raise my hand and ask a question.  When it’s online, you 

can’t do that.”  A student-athlete took the immediate feedback concern a step further 

describing how when preparing an assignment before a deadline, procrastinators in an 

online setting risk not having all the information to complete the assignment: 

 It’s hard not having the teacher there because sometimes if you run into a question 

 you have to e-mail and hope the teacher sees the e-mail before the deadline.  So if 

 you leave it until the night before the deadline, you’re really in trouble. 
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 Communicating with teachers through e-mail only was also identified as a 

difficult aspect of the lack of interaction or relationships with the teachers.  At times, 

unintended tone, inferences, or interpretations were interpreted instead of the true 

feelings.  A student-athlete struggled with this miscommunication and found that when 

discussed in person with the teacher, the situation was completely different: 

 A negative was not having the communication with the teacher and building a 

 relationship that way.  I think my personality goes a long way when having a 

 relationship with the teacher.  So when you’re trying to communicate over e-mail 

 sometimes it’s miscommunicated and it’s not taken the correct way.  There was a 

 few times when I would go meet with the teacher and it was a completely 

 different experience.  Over e-mail there were times that it sounded like he was 

 mad or angry and then when I would go meet with him he was the happiest person 

 I’ve ever met.  So that was difficult. 

This lack of a relationship with the teacher caused one student-athlete to devalue the 

entire course.  “In my mind, for some reason, without a professor there I kind of put them 

[online courses] on the back burner but also don’t give them much validity.”  However, 

when a teacher made the effort to be accessible and was readily available, it provided for 

a positive online learning experience as described by a student-athlete: 

 I mentioned the accessibility of my professor.  He was there.  He was accessible.  

 He provided some guidance at a critical time when we’re in mid season and it’s 

 final exams and he was able to guide me how to use my time most effectively. 
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 The lack of interaction with fellow students made up the other piece to this theme 

as students felt it caused a lack of connection to the class and diminished the learning as a 

non-student-athlete noted: 

 Also another con is not being around other students.  It is helpful to be around 

 other students that can help you work out problems or help figure out ways to 

 look at a problem.  Or it’s nice in a group discussion where people can bring up 

 things that you didn’t think about.  So your scope of knowledge and learning is 

 more narrowed online because you don’t have other viewpoints that maybe you 

 just didn’t think about. 

A student-athlete echoed this concern and focused on how interacting with other students 

can help with understanding class materials: 

 Especially being a Communications major, a lot of professors will ask you to read 

 something and then discuss it with people in your class.  That helps you 

 understand it talking to someone else, but in an online class, you are more than 

 likely by yourself and you don’t really have someone to discuss that material with 

 you. 

The lack of ability to formulate a group study to help learn, especially for some student-

athletes who may have teammates in some classes to study with, made online classes 

more difficult.  “I’d say just the atmosphere.  You didn’t know anybody in your class, 

except for some of my teammates.  So there’s no group study that you could formulate.” 

Blended Method vs. Exclusively Online Method 

 Most of the participants in this study experienced exclusively online courses.  

However, both student-athletes and non-student-athletes that had taken a blended class 
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touted the benefits of that method over exclusively online and traditional classes leading 

to the fourth theme identified from the data.  Those students that experienced a blended 

course rather than an exclusively online course saw the blended format as the best of both 

worlds combining the benefits of online freedoms and the face-to-face interaction with 

the teacher and students.  A non-student-athlete took an English course in a blended 

format and enjoyed it while not being enamored with online classes: 

 My English class was blended.  I enjoyed it.  It was a little nice to get a break 

 from the teacher and kind of do my own pace.  But all online I wouldn’t 

 recommend.  I like having a teacher there to help me when I need it, not just when 

 they decide to answer my e-mail.  Umm, but all in all I don’t really like online 

 classes at all. 

A student-athlete called for more blended classes stating that they would be really helpful 

to motivate to get work done while providing an avenue for participation in class while 

limiting the time needed to spend in class: 

 The blended classes, I would have taken a lot more of those because you only 

 need to go one day a week.  It’s not as long in class and still keeps you 

 responsible to do your online portion.  If you don’t do that study part and you 

 come to class, then you’re behind.  That was a really good motivator to get the 

 course material done so you are able to participate in the lecture. 

A non-student-athlete that had not taken a blended course commented about how it would 

have been beneficial.  “I think if it were blended it would have made a big difference 

because I would have had that time with the professor and not felt like I was out there on 

my own doing it.” 
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 Perhaps the most impacted type of student that benefitted the most from the 

blended method were those students that were not as comfortable as others with learning 

on their own that the exclusively online method provided.  A student-athlete suggested 

that having the teacher to go to as part of the class was a big benefit to the format and 

helped with learning the material: 

 For me, I don’t like learning from just reading.  I actually like the blended so I 

 could go and talk to the teacher and say I didn’t understand this, can I get some 

 clarification?  I like that communication with the teacher face-to-face. 

Another student-athlete added to that notion and stated that coming prepared to the class 

portion of the blended method course not only helped with learning the material but also 

alleviated some potential obstacles faced as a student-athlete.  In the end, it allowed for a 

healthy relationship to be created between teacher and student and thus, academic 

success: 

 This last semester with my hybrid course, it was really helpful to actually do the 

 reading and come in prepared.  I feel like when I did my part outside of the 

 classroom, it made the time in class all the more meaningful.  It wasn’t just being 

 introduced to alien topics.  It was actually being refreshed on topics you read 

 about before and you would be like, oh yeah, that’s right and you were able to 

 participate in the class discussion.  I think my teacher really noticed that.  At the 

 beginning of the semester, I think she was a little bit suspicious being like, eh, this 

 athlete, you know.  But as I really showed that I was putting in the time and really 

 engaged with the material, I feel like our relationship changed and I feel like 

 that’s where I really started to succeed in the course. 
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Advising’s Role for Selecting Online Courses 

 The framework that this study produced will be provided to the academic advisors 

at the institution for implementation.  Of the 15 students that participated in the 

qualitative interviews, only one, a student-athlete, indicated that the advisor played a big, 

positive role in choosing online classes.  The student-athlete was very supported and 

enjoyed an actively engaged advisor that helped select courses that best fit the student-

athlete’s schedule: 

 Well, I think in that meeting in the fall for the spring semester you take a look at 

 everything you have and take a look at what courses are offered, what time they 

 are offered at.  Then you have to reconcile that with your practice times and 

 personal preferences.  I’m not a real fan of studying in the afternoon like right 

 after practice or even evening classes because I’m rubbish and that’s right at the 

 end of the day when energy’s already been expended and there’s not a whole lot 

 of focus left over for my day.  So you weigh all those options, and yeah, my 

 academic advisor played a big role because they look at that schedule, they look 

 at practice, and say hey you’re best option here is an online class.  All these other 

 classes are during your practice time or these other classes are late at night and so 

 this kind of works with your goals and your practice and what your personal 

 preferences are.  So it was a big role. 

However, the remaining 14 participants indicated that the advisor made them aware of 

which classes were online and which classes were traditional, but then went no further.  

The decision to enroll in an online or traditional class was left entirely up to the student-

athlete without guidance.  One student-athlete went so far as to rate the involvement of 
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the advisor for selecting online classes on a scale of one to ten.  “If you put it on a scale 

of one to ten, I would say it would be a zero.” 

Course Subject Matters 

 The students noted several times that the subject taken online significantly 

affected the ability to perform well in the class.  A non-student-athlete stated that there 

are just some subjects that should not even be offered online: 

 I think it just depends on the subject.  Some subjects are just really, really tough to 

 do online.  I did a professional and technical writing course online and getting 

 feedback was tough.  I had to do a lot of extra work and communication to really 

 work through.  But where it was something more simple like grammar where it’s 

 like a yes or no did I do this right, it was fine.  So that’s my input.  So just make 

 sure if the course shouldn’t be online, probably don’t put it online. 

However, institutions may still offer certain subjects that are more challenging to succeed 

in online than in a traditional setting.  A non-student-athlete suggested that, “Statistics is 

probably not the class to take online.  I retook it this semester [face-to-face] so that I 

understood it.”  A student-athlete offered a tale of caution for anyone wanting to take 

Oceanography online, even if it sounds like a fun or easy class to take: 

 I took a really hard Oceanography class online.  You have to know to take a 

 subject that you know you’re going to do fairly well in….  But, it’s just like the 

 subject content can be difficult.  Sometimes a science class can be offered online 

 and I think that’s really hard but you need to be in a lecture setting or in a lab 

 learning stuff.  With Oceanography, I was like, oh Oceanography, I’ll get to learn 

 about the ocean it’s going to be so fun, but it was actually harder than I thought. 
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Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 The overall research question for this study asked if online classes were useful for 

NCAA Division II student-athletes to improve academic success.  Based upon the 

quantitative data only, the answer to that question would be no.  The data did not provide 

any significant findings to assert that online classes improved academic success.  If 

anything, the data hinted just the opposite for student-athletes.  The lower academic 

performance scores by student-athletes in online settings compared to traditional settings 

showed that, while not statistically significant, student-athletes struggled rather than 

excelled in an online class M = 2.75 (SD = 0.59) compared to a traditional class M = 3.13 

(SD = 0.72).  The same held true when all students regardless of type were compared 

between online course performance M = 2.56 (SD = 1.07) and traditional course 

performance M = 2.84 (SD = 0.92).  However, given that the qualitative data tended to 

reflect mostly positive attitudes towards online classes by both student-athletes and non-

student-athletes alike, it could be argued that the online courses could be an attractive 

option for certain types of student-athletes to assist with other areas of school, even if it 

did not help improve grades.  Therefore, the remaining supplemental research questions 

played an integral role to develop the framework that this study created.  

 Supplemental research question number one asked if the academic performance of 

student-athletes in online classes and traditional classes was different than non-student-

athletes.  The data indicated that there was no significant difference in the academic 

performance of student-athletes and non-student athletes in an online setting.  A 

significant difference was found when comparing the two types of students within the top 

seven online courses taken with the non-student-athletes producing higher scores.  
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However, the average score of the random sample of student-athletes for that test was 

still a 2.75, or almost a C+ average, well above the 2.0 line necessary for all student-

athletes to maintain scholarships and athletic eligibility or achieve academic success as 

defined in this study.  Therefore, while significantly lower than the non-student-athletes 

that were tested, the academic performance of the student-athletes did not jeopardize any 

of their athletic opportunities or their paths to graduation.  Additionally, when the two 

groups were compared in the top seven traditional courses taken, the averages were much 

closer and did not produce a statistically significant difference. 

 On the qualitative side of the study, there also was not a significant difference in 

the opinions or experiences of the two groups.  The attitudes surrounding online classes 

and the amount of positive experiences were essentially equal for the entire interview 

sample.  Further, student-athletes did not experience any advantages or disadvantages in a 

significant way that the non-student-athletes did not, and vice versa.  Therefore, both 

types of data gathered in this study demonstrated that the academic performance of 

student-athletes in online classes and traditional classes was not significantly different 

than non-student-athletes, thus answering supplemental research question number one. 

 Supplemental research question number two asked if student-athletes performed 

better in online classes than traditional classes.  Student-athletes produced higher mean 

scores in a traditional setting in the top seven online course subjects taken than they did 

in the same online courses.  Therefore, to answer supplemental research question number 

two, student-athletes did not perform significantly better in online courses than they did 

in traditional courses.  However, while the difference was not statistically significant, the 

difference between a mean of 3.13 in traditional courses opposed to 2.75 in the same 
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online courses (p = .07) is worth paying attention to for practical purposes.  In other 

words, a B average is much better to obtain than a C+ for student-athletes trying to 

maintain an overall C average to remain eligible and retain scholarship assistance while 

working towards graduation.  

 The answers for supplemental research questions three and four were formulated 

to provide significant information for the study’s proposed solution.  Supplemental 

research question number three asked if there are certain online course subjects that 

student-athletes should avoid to help with academic success.  When the top seven courses 

taken online were tested against the same subjects in a traditional setting, a few courses 

were found to be questionable for student-athletes to take in an online setting.  The 

quantitative tests performed on specific course subjects compared academic results 

between online and traditional classes.  The results showed that student-athletes 

performed significantly worse in online settings than in traditional settings in English.  

Further, the qualitative interviews suggested that additional complex subjects such as 

Statistics and science subjects such as Oceanography could also be problem courses 

unless the student had a prior understanding of the subject before taking the course. 

 Supplemental research question number four asked if there are certain types of 

student-athletes that should avoid online classes.  Academic performance of specific 

types of student-athletes by year in school and cumulative grade point average were 

tested quantitatively and data from the qualitative interviews were used.  As one might 

expect, the grade scores in both online and traditional courses were in line with the 

corresponding cumulative grade point averages of the students.  There was no significant 

variation for the delivery method or within a certain grade point average range.  
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Additionally, freshmen performed significantly worse in online settings than they did in 

traditional settings.  The grade point average for all freshmen in this study was the lowest 

of the four class levels.  Both the grade point average information and year in school 

comparison was used to establish significant pieces of the proposed solution. 

 The qualitative interviews provided information that answered supplemental 

research question number five for this study.  This question asked what advantages and 

disadvantages online classes provided student-athletes.  However, the advantages and 

disadvantages of online courses were not specific to student-athletes.  The perceptions 

and experiences for student-athletes and non-student-athletes were very similar.  Perhaps 

this is explained by the mean age of the non-student-athlete population being 28 years old 

and thus included more individuals facing similar schedule demands that student-athletes 

face compared to non-student-athletes closer in age to the mean student-athlete 

population of 21.  Regardless, the advantages of online courses included schedule 

flexibility and the opportunity to manage time more effectively, as well as the 

opportunity to learn and complete the course requirements at one’s own pace.  A few 

participants listed these aspects of online courses as disadvantages for them.  However, 

the lack of interaction with the teacher and fellow students was a significant 

disadvantage.  This led to online courses, in the opinions of those interviewed, being 

more difficult due to the lack of ability to ask questions during lectures, gain immediate 

feedback from the teacher, and develop relationships with the teacher and other students. 

 Supplemental research question number six asked for the qualities an advisor 

should look for to help determine if an online course is a good choice for an individual 

student-athlete.  As advisors look to place student-athletes into the appropriate classes, 
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this study helped identify certain student classifications and characteristics that may help 

determine if an online course is a good choice or not.  These characteristics not only 

answered supplemental research questions number six, but also help developed the 

proposed solution.  The data from this study suggested that the student-athlete’s year in 

school, his or her cumulative grade point average, and the specific course subject should 

be three primary considerations for student-athletes considering an online course.  

Additionally, other qualities that an advisor needs to measure are subjective and require 

significant input from the student-athlete.  Is the student-athlete good with managing his 

time?  Is she comfortable with technology?  Is he a self-learner?  These and several other 

questions will need to be asked to see if, as the qualitative interviews suggested, the 

student-athlete is a motivated and self-disciplined individual that is comfortable with self-

teaching when needed.  The statistical significance of the data collected for this study is 

important for the advisors to consider.  The practical significance of the data, where the 

subjective analysis of the student-athletes come into play, is equally important. 

Proposed Solution 

 The proposed solution created from this study is a list of questions, a framework 

similar to a decision tree that each academic advisor at the institution can use to 

determine if online courses are the right choice for a student-athlete.  The framework can 

be found in Appendices E and F.  Part one of the solution asks what year in school the 

student-athlete is, what his or her cumulative grade point average is, and what the subject 

is for the online course being considered.  If satisfactory answers are provided for each 

question, the advisor moves to part two.  Part two incorporates questions posed to all 

students in a first-year experience course textbook (Black, 2014) regarding their readiness 
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for the rigors of online courses.  This solution aimed to provide additional information to 

both advisors and student-athlete to help guide course selection decisions.  While this 

proposed solution will not be a policy, nor will it prevent any student-athletes from taking 

an online class, it will at least provide both the advisor and the student-athlete with data-

driven information for a question that prior to now had not been researched for NCAA 

Division II student-athletes to help guide decisions. 

Support for the Solution from Data Collected 
 
 Part one of the proposed solution asks sequential questions based upon the data 

from this study to help determine if online courses are recommended for the specific 

student-athlete or not.  First, the year in school is determined.  If the student-athlete is a 

freshman, online courses are not recommended.  The mean course grade score from all 

student-athletes in all online courses was a 2.85, or a C+, but the average for freshmen in 

online classes was a 2.03, barely scoring above the eligibility minimum.  Even though the 

number of freshmen in the population of student-athletes that have taken an online course 

was 12, it is still something to be concerned with.  By comparison, the mean course grade 

score for non-student-athlete freshmen in online courses was only 2.39, still close to the 

eligibility line and that sample included over 2,000 freshmen.  Further, within the top 

seven online courses used throughout this study and comparing to the same traditional 

courses, freshmen produced a mean grade score of 2.15 in online courses compared to a 

2.80 in traditional courses.  Even with the small sample of nine freshmen online student-

athletes and the test showing that it was not a significant difference (p = .12, r = 0.38), 

the proposed solution still recommends that freshmen avoid online classes altogether. 
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 For the remaining class levels of student-athletes, the proposed solution supported 

online courses.  The mean grade scores that each class level produced in both the 

population including all online classes and the tests performed in just the top seven online 

courses were high enough to warrant online course selection.  However, student-athletes 

in these grades levels need to be cautious when selecting online courses based upon the 

other factors listed in this study such as cumulative grade point average and the course’s 

subject.  Therefore, the proposed solution then asks for the student-athlete’s cumulative 

grade point average. 

 The proposed solution does not recommend online courses for any student-athlete 

with a grade point average below 2.5.  The grade scores in both online and traditional 

courses were in line with the corresponding cumulative grade point averages of the 

students.  There was no significant variation for the delivery method or within a certain 

grade point average range.  While their performance in traditional courses was not 

significantly higher, given the certain type of student poised to do well in online courses 

as described by the qualitative interviews, these student-athletes would be best served in a 

traditional setting to maximize their chances of improving their overall academic 

performance.  The additional resources afforded to students in the traditional setting such 

as immediate teacher and student feedback and the lack of self-teaching, provide the best 

setting for academic success.  This is especially the case for those student-athletes with a 

grade point average under 2.0.  For those student-athletes falling between 2.0 and 2.5, 

while their cumulative grade point average was good enough to remain athletically 

eligible, taking too many online courses may jeopardize that standing quicker than if 

those student-athletes were steered toward traditional courses.  Since athletic eligibility 
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also determines access to athletic scholarship assistance, the conveniences that online 

courses may provide are not plentiful enough for student-athletes that do not perform 

well academically to risk losing.  If the student-athlete is not a freshman and has a grade 

point average of 2.5 or higher, then the type of course being considered is analyzed. 

 The proposed solution recommends that all student-athletes avoid taking any 

online courses in English, Statistics, or any complex scientific subject such as 

Oceanography.  The quantitative results comparing the mean academic scores of 

traditional courses in ENGL 2010 (M = 3.28) and ENGL 3010 (M = 3.75) and the online 

courses in the same subjects M = 2.50 and M = 2.73 respectively clearly demonstrated a 

significant difference between the two.  With a significance level of p = .01 (r = 0.40) for 

ENGL 2010 and p < .001 (r = 0.71) for ENGL3010 the results are worthy of acting on.  

While the results for ENGL1010 did not display a significant difference, it was close 

enough (p = .08, r = .49) to include in with the other English courses.  Additionally, since 

ENGL 2010 and ENGL3010 typically are not taken by freshmen, the results are more 

significant knowing the higher average academic performance of sophomores, juniors, 

and seniors seen in this study.  Since ENGL1010 is typically taken by freshmen the first 

question of the proposed solution should screen most student-athletes from ENGL1010.  

If not, this third question will catch it. 

 If the student-athlete is not a freshman, has a grade point average of 2.5 or higher 

and is not considering English, Statistics, or a complex science course, the proposed 

solution then moves to part two where more of a subjective, qualitative analysis is used.  

The qualitative interviews suggested that online courses are best for motivated, self-

disciplined individuals that are comfortable with self-teaching when needed.  
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Additionally, student-athletes must understand that depending on the subject, or how the 

online course is taught, either exclusively online or in a blended format, they may need to 

consider a traditional course instead.  The proposed solution incorporated ten questions 

found within a section of the institution’s First Year Experience textbook (Black, 2014) 

that discussed online courses.  The questions aim to measure the self-motivation, 

dedication, time management skills, and comfort with learning using technology.  These 

questions cover the subjective aspects that only each student-athlete can answer for him 

or herself.  The questions attempt to measure the student-athlete’s levels of self-

motivation, discipline, and comfort using and learning through technology.  With 

sufficient scoring from part two, the framework suggests that online courses are 

recommended for that particular student-athlete.   

Existing Support Structure and Resources  

 The proposed solution will affect several stakeholders with the Dixie State 

University community.  Primarily, the student-athletes, the academic advisement 

department, and the athletic department administration and coaches will experience the 

greatest impact.  Of those, the academic advisors charged with placing student-athletes 

into the appropriate classes to keep them on track to graduate will be the most affected.  

Therefore, the leadership within the academic advising department was consulted for 

assistance in the development of the proposed solution so that the final product is one that 

those that will be using it are very familiar with and supportive of.  The support of this 

department will be critical to effectively implement this solution and to then nurture and 

develop it into a larger tool for the entire student body.   
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 In addition to support of the academic advisors, two key aspects of Dixie State 

University’s online classes, one from the past and one in the future, will play an 

important part of this solution becoming an important and very practical piece of the 

university.  First, prior to this study, the advisors did not possess any research-based data 

to help with course selection decisions and thus, most students were left to decide the 

course delivery option themselves.  The qualitative interviews demonstrated that as 14 of 

the 15 participants indicated that the academic advisors played little to no role in their 

decision to enroll in an online course.  Second, with the new push for additional online 

course offerings to be added as a result of the new strategic plan, more students in the 

future will be faced with the decision as to which delivery option is best.  Academic 

advisors faced with increasing numbers of students asking about online classes will need 

a tool such as the one proposed in this study to take a more active role in the decision 

rather than the passive role they have assumed previously.  Additionally, while this 

proposed solution focused on student-athletes, the data from this study indicated that 

there was not a significant difference between student-athletes and non-student-athletes, 

so this solution could be applied to all students if needed.  

Policies Influencing the Proposed Solution  

 This proposed solution will not be affected by any institutional policies 

surrounding its creation, nor will it face any policy issues for its implementation.  As the 

solution is merely a guiding tool for academic advisors to use to present as much 

information as possible to student-athletes to decide course delivery format, it is not a 

policy-driven solution.  Since each individual student has the ultimate say in deciding 

which classes to take, the researcher felt that a policy to dictate class selection was not 
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appropriate at this time.  Rather, a tool to provide information to make educated decisions 

was the selected choice.  The solution will be implemented within the Academic 

Advising department’s arsenal of tools and information to help guide the students to 

make the most appropriate decision for their coursework decisions. 

Potential Barriers to Proposed Solution 
   
 There are two potential barriers to the proposed solution.  First, the student-

athletes could pose a significant barrier for the solution to be fully implemented and 

tested.  As the solution will only offer a recommendation to the advisors and student-

athletes, the final decision for class registration choices are ultimately up to the student-

athlete.  While the advisor can play a significant role in helping to persuade a student-

athlete through presentation of the evidence from this study, or asking for assistance from 

the student-athlete’s coach, the advisor does not make the final choice.  In some cases, it 

is expected that due to the conveniences and advantages for student-athletes in online 

courses described in this study, some student-athletes will still choose to take an online 

course, even if it is not recommended.  

 The other potential barrier for this proposed solution is the academic advisor.  

While the current leadership within the academic advising department is supportive of 

this proposed solution, it is possible that some advisors may not fully support it.  In those 

cases, advisors could ignore the data and recommendations and continue to leave the 

student-athletes alone to choose their own courses, or they could enroll them in online 

courses, convinced that the data does not apply to certain student-athletes they are 

advising.  Whatever the reasons the advisors or student-athletes may have for opposition 

to the solution, it is imperative for leadership within the athletic department and academic 
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advising to continually monitor the use of this solution to encourage its use and improve 

it as needed to keep it a current, dynamic tool for the advisors to use. 

Change Theory 

 The proposed solution, while a small effort to help with online course selection 

for a specific student population, is significant as it is the first of its kind on campus.  

Additionally, it is a part of a much larger change happening on campus, increased 

numbers of online courses.  The proposed solution is a necessary tool for the institution to 

help adapt to the expected increase in online courses.  The proposed solution is an 

evolutionary change as it is a very straightforward change that does not change the 

mission or purpose of the university or advisement department (Burke, 2011).  If the 

solution is successful in helping student-athletes manage their course selections, as well 

as helpful for the institution to determine which courses are best to offer in an online 

setting, then the fear of the unknown surrounding the change of additional online 

offerings is lessened.  The institution has recently met goals by becoming a university 

and has also set new goals to direct its future.  As the teleological theory of change 

described, these new goals were created as a result of a reaction to the external 

environment surrounding the campus and these goals will be continually monitored, 

evaluated, and modified (Burke, 2011).  The proposed solution will play a large role in 

the academic advisement department’s efforts to provide information to the university to 

manage the change. 

 It could be argued that within the diffusion of the change initiative of online 

education within higher education, Dixie State University is considered a member of the 

late majority adopter category as described by Rogers (2003).  A late majority adopter is 
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one who does not accept the change until it is economically necessary or as a result of 

increasing peer pressure (Rogers, 2003).  Dixie State University, offering a small 

percentage of its courses online since 2007, has not fully committed to accepting online 

courses as a viable option until the recent push for increasing the number of courses 

offered as part of the new strategic plan.  It now wants to increase its online offerings as 

it sees the economic benefit of them and needs to keep up with other universities offering 

them to maintain enrollment levels.   

 Being labeled a member of the late majority category is not a surprise for a 

fledgling university, nor necessarily a bad thing for the institution.  The levels of success 

that higher educational institutions have enjoyed for many years delivering classes in a 

traditional format are being challenged.  As Burke (2011) discussed, organizations that 

experienced considerable success in their past often have trouble letting go of that 

success to adapt to a new reality and change.  The acceptance of this change will be a 

process where innovators and early adopters of online education within the university 

will have to encourage others within the institution, the early majority, late majority, and 

the laggards to eventually accept additional online classes as a good thing for the 

institution (Rogers, 2003).  Dixie State University is listening to the external 

environment, and it must now convince internal groups to accept the change. 

 The final piece of change theory related to this study and its proposed solution is 

the process for implementing the solution itself.  Burke (2011) described the three-stage 

process of how change works, originally described by Lewin and Schein as unfreezing, 

changing, and refreezing.  For the proposed solution, unfreezing will take place by 

educating the advisors on the data compiled from this study and describing the change 
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initiative on campus calling for increased online course offerings in the future.  During 

the changing stage, the advisors will need to be retrained in a way that how their view of 

online course selection is made is altered.  In other words, the finding that so many 

advisors did not play an active role in online course selection is a piece of information the 

advisors need to be aware of during the changing stage in order to become actively 

involved moving forward.  Additionally, the data describing the academic performances 

of certain types of student-athletes will help alter any preconceived notions, good or bad, 

about the academic performance of student-athletes amongst the advisors.  Without this 

cognitive change in how advisors view the situation, the change will not occur.  Lastly, 

the refreezing process will entail the implementation of the solution with an effort to 

ensure that the advisors are comfortable with using it.  High levels of interpersonal 

comfort with the solution amongst the advisors and between the advisors and the student-

athletes will help refreeze the situation and fully implement the proposed solution (Burke, 

2011).  

External Issues Related to Proposed Solution 

 Online education appears to be a permanent fixture in higher education, but the 

extent of its involvement is far from being known.  For student-athletes, there could be 

significant attention given to online courses in the future if the NCAA decides to impose 

restrictions on the number or types of online courses student-athletes are permitted to 

take based upon recent discussions within the NCAA related to how and if online classes 

should be regulated (Wolverton, 2013).  The proposed solution is designed to be dynamic 

so that it can change as online courses and the environment on campus changes.  

However, if an external issue occurs such as widespread cheating in online courses by 
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student-athletes, for example, and the NCAA imposes limits or denies them altogether, 

then the solution could become obsolete.  Short of a complete prohibition of online 

classes for student-athletes, the proposed solution should be dynamic enough that it can 

be adjusted to conform to current trends.   

 Another NCAA-related external issue that the policy could face is the ever-

changing academic eligibility standards that the NCAA mandates to all student-athletes.  

History has shown that the standards are adjusted approximately every ten years.  If the 

standards are adjusted in the future, it could affect student-athletes in such a way where 

online courses are more of a necessity to graduate.  However, the opposite could also be 

true where new rules could make taking online courses more of a risk for eligibility 

reasons.  The athletic administrators will need to keep a close eye on potential new 

eligibility standards and work closely with academic advising as to how to best advise the 

students with the proposed solution. 

Summary 

 The convergent design of this mixed method study allowed for the quantitative 

and qualitative data to be gathered simultaneously so that the combined results could 

produce the proposed solution.  The combined data form this study showed that student-

athletes and non-student-athletes are not significantly different than one another.  In one 

test, non-student-athletes performed significantly better statistically than student-athletes 

in traditional classes compared to the same classes delivered online.  Other than that, the 

two groups of students were not found to be different academically.  The qualitative 

interviews supported this with the perceptions and experiences matching for both student 

types.  Within student-athletes however, several items were found to be either statistically 
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significant or practically significant that the researcher found them to be important 

enough to include them in the solution.  The academic scores of freshman and all student-

athletes with a grade point average less than 2.5 were identified as not very good students 

to take an online class.  Additionally, specific courses, namely all English courses, 

Statistics, and complex scientific courses were not good options for online delivery to 

assist with achieving a positive academic outcome for student-athletes.  Further, the 

qualitative interviews suggested that the best type of student to take an online course is 

one who is self-motivated, dedicated, and good with time management skills.  Using this 

information, the proposed solution was developed. 

 This study proposed an online course decision framework similar to a decision 

tree, for academic advisors to use to guide student-athletes with course selection 

decisions.  The framework suggested that online courses are not recommended if a 

student-athlete is a freshman or has a grade point average less than 2.5.  Additionally, the 

framework also did not recommend online classes for any student-athlete in the subjects 

of English, Statistics, or a complex science subject such as Oceanography.  If a student-

athlete is not a freshman, has a grade point average of 2.5 or higher and is not looking to 

take a non-recommended course, then part two of the framework is completed.  Part two 

consisted of subjective questions asked of the student-athlete to ascertain the readiness of 

the student-athletes in the areas of time management, motivation, self-dedication, and 

comfort levels with technology.  This solution has the necessary support on campus for 

its successful implementation due to the involvement, during its development, of those on 

campus that will use it.  This level of support will be necessary for it to grow and develop 
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as a useful tool as the institution wrestles with adding additional online courses and the 

barriers that change can bring.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 Online classes and their various delivery methods have been extensively studied, 

and student-athletes at the NCAA Division I level in online courses have been studied.  

Prior to this study however, online classes were not studied exclusively on NCAA 

Division II student-athletes. This study analyzed this unique classification of student-

athlete in order to produce a tool that will help academic advisors navigate course 

selection decisions to properly advise each individual student-athlete.  This chapter will 

summarize the study and its proposed solution and describe the implementation of the 

proposed solution.  Additionally, this chapter will discuss the implications of this study 

along with recommendations for further research such as specific course subjects for 

online delivery, the possibility of more blended courses at the institution, and the analysis 

of the social demographics of the students. 

Summary of the Study 

 This study explored the levels of academic success in online classes for students, 

both non-student-athletes and student-athletes at an NCAA Division II institution, as well 

as their experiences in online classes.  The aim of the study was to create an evidence-

based framework for the institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-

athletes on course selection, including online courses, and maximize each student’s 

chances of achieving academic success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  

The study used a convergent mixed method methodology that consisted of collecting 

quantitative and qualitative data concurrently and merging the two sets of data to answer 

the research questions.  The study used an overall research question that asked if online 
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classes were useful for NCAA Division II student-athletes to improve academic success.  

Six supplemental research questions were also posed to not only answer the primary 

question, but also to help develop to proposed solution that this study created.  

Quantitative data that showed the academic performance of student-athletes and non-

student-athletes at the institution since 2007 was analyzed while qualitative face-to-face 

interviews were conducted with eight student-athletes and seven non-student-athletes. 

 The results of this study indicated that online classes are not an effective way for 

improving academic success for student-athletes.  The results also showed that student-

athletes and non-student-athletes were not different in terms of academic performance.  

Additionally, this study found that online courses can hurt the academic performance of 

certain types of student-athletes and should be avoided.  The proposed solution that this 

study created is a framework for academic advisors to use to determine if student-athletes 

should take an online version of a course or not.  The solution recommends that any 

student-athlete who is a freshman or has a cumulative grade point average below 2.5 

should not take exclusively online courses.  Further, specific course subjects such as 

English, Statistics, and complex Science subjects such as Oceanography should also be 

avoided online.  The proposed solution framework also provides the advisor with ten 

subjective questions to ask each student-athlete regarding the student-athlete’s readiness 

for learning online.  Based on the student-athlete’s answers, the advisor is able to 

recommend an online class or a traditional class.  With this solution, the academic 

advisors will be able to make stronger recommendations based on data rather than 

assumptions.  Additionally, as the university looks to expand its online course offerings, 

the academic advisors will also be motivated to monitor the academic success of student-
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athletes in online versus traditional courses more closely to be able to develop future 

updates and adjustments to the proposed solution to make it a more effective tool for 

student-athlete academic success.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this convergent mixed method study was to explore the levels of 

academic success in online classes for various student-athlete demographics and the 

experiences of those student-athletes at a NCAA Division II university. 

Aim of the Study 

 The aim of this study was to create an evidence-based framework for the 

institution to implement, with the purpose to advise student-athletes on course selection, 

including online courses, and maximize each student’s chances of achieving academic 

success, maintaining athletic eligibility, and graduating.  

 Implementation of Solution Processes and Considerations 

 The proposed solution will be provided to the Academic Advising department at 

Dixie State University.  The leadership within the department was consulted throughout 

the development of the solution.  As a result, use of the solution by the department is 

fully supported.  The solution was created to assist student-athletes specifically.  

However, since the results of this study found that there was not a significant difference 

between student-athletes and non-student-athletes, the solution will be examined for 

potential application with non-student-athletes as well.  Academic advisors will begin 

using the solution to advise student-athletes beginning with the class registration process 

for the Spring 2016 semester.  The following sections will outline various aspects of the 

implementation in further detail.  
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Roles and Responsibilities of Key Players in Implementation 

 The most important key players for the implementation of the proposed solution 

are the Academic Advising department personnel, especially the one individual identified 

as the Academic Advisor for Athletics.  While that one individual focuses on student-

athletes specifically, other advisors within the department often interact and assist 

student-athletes as well.  Each of the advisors will be on the front lines testing the 

solution on a daily basis.  As the proposed solution is used and tested, the advisors will be 

able to provide valuable feedback for any future modifications to the solution.  As 

advisors are tasked with advising all students, including student-athletes, to place them in 

the best position to succeed academically and remain on track to graduation, they are 

very aligned with the purpose of the proposed solution.  

 Athletic administration personnel and coaches will also play vital roles in the 

implementation of this solution.  However, their impact will be in a supporting role.  

These individuals must understand that they need to support any recommendations that 

the advisors provide, even if it is in conflict with precedence or athletic priorities.  In 

other words, if a coach wants a student-athlete to take an online class so it will not affect 

practice or travel schedules, but the proposed solution calls for a traditional course, then 

the coach should not pressure the student-athlete to take it online.  The student-athlete, in 

conjunction with his or her academic advisor, must decide.  Athletic administration and 

coaches must allow the advisors to do their jobs and trust that the advisors are suggesting 

the best option for the student-athletes while keeping the balance of academic and athletic 

success in mind.  
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Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution 

 The Director of the Academic Advisement department will play a critical role in 

the implementation of this solution.  Additionally, the Academic Advisor for Athletics 

will also be heavily involved.  In order for the solution to be tested to determine its 

effectiveness, leading to its refinement and development, these two leaders advocating 

for the use of the proposed solution within the department must ensure that all advisors 

use the solution.  The easiest way to ensure this is to work with each advisor to achieve 

acceptance of the solution through explanation of its purpose and benefits.  Prior to these 

interactions, the leaders must understand the unique characteristics and preferences of 

each advisor to best develop their plans for encouraging acceptance of the solution.  In 

other words, what might work for one advisor may not be the best approach for others.  

After the efforts to gain acceptance of the solution are complete, the Director and the 

Academic Advisor for Athletics must maintain contact with each advisor periodically 

checking on the use and effectiveness of the solution.  If required, a re-evaluation of the 

solution may be required to add additional categories of students to avoid online classes, 

or additional subjective questions to acquire better results. 

 The most significant leadership aspect that this solution will require these leaders 

to handle is change.  The leaders must be able to understand that all advisors may not 

accept the solution right away.  Additionally, the students may not accept it either.  As 

the solution is based on a study of a topic that had not been previously studied, natural 

skepticism and hesitancies may occur.  This may lead to a delayed change process 

causing more late majority or laggards than if the study was one of many on the topic 

(Rogers, 2003).  However, since the data and solution is institution-specific, any 
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hesitancy should be minimized, as the solution is very applicable to the students that the 

advisors are tasked with helping. 

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 The proposed solution was created from this study that analyzed data from the 

university that had not been previously studied.  While the solution may appear to be very 

simple in its focus and outcomes, it is only based on the outcomes from this study.  

Therefore, it has a lot of potential to develop and mature as the institution develops 

additional online courses.  The proposed solution also focuses only on a section of the 

overall student population on campus.  Therefore, it will be able to be tested on the 

student-athletes and then evaluated for potential expansion of use to the rest of the 

student body.  However, before any potential changes occur, the solution must be 

thoroughly used and assessed for strengths and weaknesses.  The solution will be first 

utilized for the Spring 2016 course selection period.  Once that process is complete it will 

be thoroughly analyzed and evaluated.  However, it is not expected that significant 

changes or alterations will be made as the supporting academic performance data for the 

spring semester will not be known before for the next round of course selection for the 

fall occurs.  Additionally, the proposed solution will need several semesters worth of new 

academic performance data before the Academic Advising department personnel can 

make significant changes.   

 It is expected that significant modifications to the solution will not occur for at 

least two full academic years from the beginning of its use.  It is possible that adjustments 

could be made earlier than that, but to ensure that accurate data are received on multiple 

occasions to make educated judgments, this period of time will elapse before that occurs.  
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After this initial thorough evaluation, the solution could then be tested on all other types 

of students.  Any analysis of the solution must include the academic performance in order 

to develop the solution to help others.  Just as this study used academic performance data 

to create it, the same should be performed for its future components.   

Convincing Others to Support The Proposed Solution 
 
 The proposed solution has the support of the leadership with the Academic 

Advisement department, as they were involved in its creation.  However, the remaining 

academic advisors, those that will be using it on a regular basis, will not be aware of the 

solution until the leadership shares it with them.  Therefore, it will be critical for the 

Director, the Assistant Director, and the Academic Advisor for Athletics to interact with 

each academic advisor individually to achieve their buy-in.  This will be easier for some 

than it is for others.  However, once the buy-in of the advisors is achieved, perhaps the 

more challenging group to convince to use the solution will be those individuals the 

solution is designed to help, the student-athletes. 

 Student-athletes are faced with juggling a lot of priorities for their time.  From 

academic demands, to athletic pressures due to practice, game, and travel schedules, to 

even job demands the student-athlete is often left with very little flexibility for their time.  

Online classes may appear to be the easy way for a student-athlete to manage some of 

these priorities.  However, if a student-athlete is one who falls into a category that the 

solution does not recommend online classes for, then the student-athlete should take the 

advice and stick with traditional classes.  The advisors will have to be very persuasive 

and paint a long-term picture for the student-athlete to see the larger impact rather than 

the short-term benefits.  If the student-athlete takes an online course or courses to make 
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that one semester easier to manage time, and struggles academically in those classes as 

the solution would suggested, then the long-term effects could mean athletic ineligibility 

and loss of scholarship.  If the advisor is able to persuade the student-athlete with the data 

shown from this study that online classes are not the best route to reach his or her long-

term goals, then the solution should be able to be accurately tested and modified to help 

future student-athletes as well. 

Critical Pieces Needed for Implementation and Assessment 
  
 The online course offerings at Dixie State University are only 10% of the total 

course offerings at the institution, or 83 online classes (A. Brown, personal 

communication, June 17, 2015).  While it is expected that the current level of online 

course offerings will not hurt any implementation or assessment efforts for the solution, 

additional online courses would be a significant help in order to fully know what is best 

for the students.  For example, additional online courses in Math could present useful 

data to understand if that is a subject worth recommending to student-athletes or not.  As 

the institution develops its online course offerings, the solution can develop alongside to 

provide for a more effective tool. 

Internal and External Implications for the Organization  
 
 Universities often search for additional ways to increase retention in order to 

maintain enrollment levels to grow or maintain budget levels.  The proposed solution 

from this study will be a small, yet important implication in the university’s retention and 

recruitment efforts.  If student-athletes are advised correctly and maintain sufficient 

academic performance, the likelihood that they will be retained is increased.  As the 

proposed solution is developed to apply to all students, it could help with the retention 
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and recruitment efforts for the entire university.  If this solution helps students achieve 

more success in online courses as a result of the correct type of student being placed into 

them, it could lead to even more online courses being offered.  The financial implications 

of additional online courses will have to be weighed by the institution, but it could mean 

additional tuition revenue at a fraction of the personnel cost for the institution. 

 A potential negative implication of this solution is the effect on certain class 

subjects that may see a decline in enrollment.  For example, English may see a drastic 

decline in its online course enrollment.  The English department may need to have a 

certain number of sections offered online to balance the current staff’s workloads.  If the 

online courses experience numbers too low to support them, the English department may 

balk at use of the solution.  If this were to occur, the Director of Advisement, along with 

English department leadership must collaborate to develop a solution.  Perhaps, in this 

case, the most appropriate solution is for the English department to develop the 

exclusively online sections into blended courses instead.  This solution could alleviate 

aspects found in exclusively online courses that cause higher rates of academic failure for 

certain student-athletes.  This would allow more student-athletes to take advantage of the 

online advantages found within the blended method while potentially helping academic 

performance and maintaining enrollment numbers in the courses. 

Implications for Action/Recommendations for Further Research 

  This study provided new research to a topic that has never been analyzed using 

NCAA Division II student-athletes.  Additionally, this study provided an evidence-based 

tool that will improve academic advisement guiding student-athletes in course selection, 

specifically online course selection.  Student-athletes at the NCAA Division II level are 
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often left alone to decide their course schedules due to the limited amount of personnel 

assigned to exclusively handle student-athlete academic advising and support.  The 

proposed solution that this study created provides data for all academic advisors at the 

institution, regardless if they know about the issues a student-athlete faces, to help each 

student-athlete with course selection decisions.  Student-athletes at Dixie State University 

now have a much larger support network on campus to guide them. 

 This study’s proposed solution also provides the institution with a clearer 

awareness of the type of online courses that students struggle with.  As additional 

attention is provided to watching these courses, the institution will be able to either 

eliminate those as course options, or perhaps, alter them to be delivered in a blended 

method.  This study found that, while limited in number on this campus, the blended 

courses were highly favored over exclusively online by the students that took them.   Not 

only will the student-athletes, and eventually all students, at the institution benefit from 

this solution providing better academic advisement based on real data, the institution will 

also benefit by altering and expanding its course offerings to fit what is best for its 

students. 

 As the university looks to explore what is best for its students, several areas of 

additional research should be focused on.  The English courses demonstrated significant 

academic struggles in an online environment.  Further research on these classes, and 

specifically how a blended course offering may be more beneficial to more students, 

should be investigated.  Other courses could be included in this same analysis such as 

Math, Statistics, and Science courses.   
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 Another aspect requiring additional research is the blended course delivery 

method.  Blended courses at Dixie State University are currently very limited with only 

21 of the total 83 online courses being delivered in a blended format.  While the data in 

this study indicated that blended courses were the preferred option compared to 

exclusively online courses, it was not brought into the solution due to the limited number 

of courses offered.  However, the data form this study, along with the literature 

surrounding blended courses suggested that Dixie State University should strongly 

consider more blended courses to improve academic success for all students.  

Additionally, further research surrounding blended courses for student-athletes 

specifically could prove very helpful in solidifying a new piece of the proposed solution 

that identifies blended course recommendations for more types of student-athletes. 

 The social demographics of the students at Dixie State University are the final 

aspect that deserves further research.  The social characteristics of each student including 

residential status, enrollment status such as full-time versus part-time, and employment 

status could be analyzed for their relationships to online class success and preferences.  

With 30% of Dixie State University’s students being at least 25 years old (A. Brown, 

personal communication, June 17, 2015), these characteristics could be critical pieces to 

consider for future alterations to the proposed solution for the entire student body. 

Summary 

 As online courses are popular on campuses across the country, institutions need 

tools such as the one developed by this study to help students of all types make course 

selection decisions.  While the solution provided by this study focuses solely on student-

athletes at the NCAA Division II level, the data indicated that they are not different than 
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other students on campus.  Therefore, with some additional research and assessment of 

this solution, it could be applied to the general student population without much effort.  

As leadership within Academic Advisement departments work to implement this solution 

to help student-athletes, it will also be working to eventually help all students.  This 

solution is helping the greater good of student-athletes to assist them with making 

educated decisions to help each one achieve academic success to remain eligible and on 

track towards graduation.  As this solution is refined, the greater good for the entire 

institution will also be felt, as it will eventually be a tool that will benefit all students.  
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Appendix A 
 

Qualitative Interview Questions 
 

1. Can you describe your experience thus far as a student-athlete / student? 
 
2. How do you think your status as an athlete has affected your academic career?  (Not 

asked to non-student-athletes) 
 
3. Why did you choose to take an online class? 
 
4. What role did your Academic Advisor play in your decision to enroll in an online 

course? 
 
5. Can you describe for me the format of the online course?   
 
6. Tell me about your experience in the course?   
 
7. What benefits did you experience taking a class online?   
 
8. What difficulties did you experience taking a class online?   
 
9. How proficient were you at using technology prior to taking this course?   
 
10. How was your experience influenced by the technology used to deliver course 

material?   
 
11. How motivated were you to pass this course? What was your primary source of 

motivation?   
 
12. What other influences affected your success in this course?   
 
13. How was your experience in this course different from your experiences in classroom 

courses?   
 
14. Do you feel that your status as a student-athlete affected your success in this course? 

If so, please describe that influence or how did you keep it from affecting you class 
performance? (Not asked to non-student-athletes) 

 
15. What support programs were offered by Dixie State University to help you pass this 

course?  Did you use them? How did they influence your achievement in this course? 
 
16. What support programs would you suggest would help improve student-athlete / 

student success in online courses? 
 
17. Is there anything that we missed or anything else that you would like to add?   
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Appendix E 

Student-Athlete Online Course Decision Tree Part 1 
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Appendix F 

Student-Athlete Online Course Decision Tree Part 2 

Answer questions with 3 (definitely yes), 2 (maybe yes), or 1 (probably not) 

  
Am I comfortable following written instructions by reading from a computer 

screen?  

  
Can I manage my time wisely and ignore distractions when I need to study? 

  
Can I balance online coursework with other courses and responsibilities? 

  

Am I willing to dedicate the same amount of time and effort to an online 
course as I would to a classroom-based course (6-9 hours per week for a 

three-credit course)? 

  
Do I have the self-discipline to log in regularly (usually at least three times 

per week) to participate in an online course? 

  
Am I able to schedule my study time so I can ask questions before an 

assignment is due? 

  
Do I feel confident in my ability to communicate my thoughts, remarks and 

inquiries in writing? 

  
Am I willing to share my ideas and feel comfortable reading and carefully 

responding to the ideas shared by others? 

  
If I need clarification or help, am I comfortable with asking questions of my 

professor or classmates using e-mail, discussion boards, or chat tools? 

  
Am I willing to work through and solve any technical issues that could arise 

during the course? 

  

  
TOTAL SCORE 

  
To recommend online courses, it is preferred that the student-athlete scores at least 

20 points. 

 


