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This article examines the choices students make when deciding the mode of study they will 
enrol in for university. It expands on previous work in the field by surveying 744 Faculty of 
Arts students at an Australian university who had the choice of enrolling in one of three study 
modes: on-campus, distance or purely online. Influences on enrolment mode were 
categorised into six factors: personal, logistics, teaching and learning, learning support, 
environment, and advice and marketing. Significant differences in influence were found 
between the three cohorts of students, while the teaching and learning and logistics factors 
were found to be the most influential for all cohorts. The findings of this research offer 
administrators, learning and teaching support staff, and academics important information that 
can be used to tailor the delivery of teaching and services to the varying needs of different 
cohorts. 

 
Introduction 
 
Online education has changed the ways that students study and has redrawn the competitive framework of 
the tertiary education sector (Andrews & Tynan, 2012). Reductions to government funding have 
encouraged universities to explore new income streams (Bradley, 2008; Currie, 2002; de Zilwa, 2010), with 
the recruitment of students into online learning programs identified as one avenue of growth (Allen & 
Seaman, 2011; Ziguras & McBurnie, 2011). The expansion of technology-enabled solutions and platforms 
to run such programs has also encouraged their proliferation (Lee, 2015; Liaw, Huang, & Chen, 2007; 
Moore, 2003). In this environment, it is becoming increasingly important to understand the decision-making 
processes that students go through when enrolling in higher education courses. As increasing numbers of 
institutions offer subjects and courses through online and blended delivery modes, competitive advantages 
will accrue to those that better understand why students choose different modes of study. Further, engaging 
with students to explore the reasons and motivations for study mode choice can enable universities to 
improve the student experience by tailoring delivery and support services to student needs. This article 
examines why students choose particular study modes when they commence their degree, with the premise 
that flexibility is both important to students and increasingly prevalent in the sector. 
  
Theoretical background  
 
Online learning has expanded access to higher education. Although there have been many successful 
operating models of distance education, the connectivity and immediacy of online learning has opened the 
field to far more institutions and students  (Bates, 2005; Dobozy & Ifenthaler, 2014; Ifenthaler, Bellin-
Mularski, & Mah, 2015). Further, the technologies involved are increasingly being utilised for blended 
learning, which combines features of online instruction with face-to-face learning (Lefoe & Albury, 2004; 
Lefoe & Hedberg, 2006; Woo et al., 2008). This has implications for the ways that higher education 
institutions compete for students, position their offerings, resource their learning and teaching, cater to 
student interest and demand, and meet the expectations of a broad range of students studying through a 
variety of pure or blended modes of delivery. 
 
As a result, the reasons for choosing different study modes and the choices students make when entering 
tertiary education have received considerable scholarly attention. Indeed, Hagel and Shaw (2010) argue 
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that study mode is the most important focus for students, in terms of the choices they make when entering 
tertiary study. The chief reasons for this, they posit, is that study mode choice impacts on both the learning 
and the social environments that students will encounter, and it conditions the flexibility that students have 
to organise other aspects of their lives. Their claim provides support for the premise of this article – that 
study mode choice is significant and important to analyse – and a backdrop for broader literature on the 
subject. There are numerous lenses through which these decisions can be analysed. In this project we have 
categorised influences on enrolment choice into six factors: personal, logistics, teaching and learning, 
learning support, environment, and advice and marketing. 
 
Personal influences 
 
Socio-economic indicators and geographic location have also been found to strongly influence student 
choices (Bornholt, Gientzotis, & Cooney, 2004). For example, James et al. (1999) found that residence in 
regional or remote locations can shape students’ study pathways. Similarly, there is a broad literature on 
the role that demographic factors play in influencing the choice of study mode: enrolment trends indicate 
that women are more likely than men to choose online study as a means to pursue a degree (Price, 2006). 
Moore and Kearskey (2005) have observed an age affect: distance education students are likely to be older 
than on-campus learners, while school leavers have been shown to be attracted to face-to-face study (Hagel 
& Shaw, 2010). 
 
Logistics influences 
 
For such students who choose online study, flexibility and convenience have been found to be major 
influences (Ding & Boody, 2011; Jaggers, 2014). Braun’s (2008) research with students that had experience 
with both face-to-face and online study found that the need for flexibility outweighed the perceived benefits 
of face-to-face learning. For example, the ability to complete coursework off campus was viewed as 
beneficial by students with families, especially considering 90% of the online students Braun surveyed 
were women. This reinforces the findings of other research that found the time demands of on-campus 
study to be a disincentive, particularly for older students (Mahieu & Wolming, 2013; Romero & Usart, 
2014) and those with busy lives (Brown, 2012; Kirkwood, 2000). 
 
Teaching and learning influences 
 
O’Neill and Sai (2014) found in their study of North American psychology students that studying face-to-
face was not tradable for the convenience of online study with a majority view that on-campus attendance 
would provide better learning outcomes for them. This supports other studies in which on-campus students 
believe that face-to-face instruction is integral to learning (Hagel & Shaw, 2010), and that engagement with 
their instructors is crucial to this dynamic (Jaggers, 2014; Paechter & Maier, 2010). Online study, for its 
part, can also be appealing because of its structure, immediacy and its capacity to support self-regulated 
learning (Paechter & Maier, 2010). Perceptions of educational outcomes are also tied to the reputation of 
both instructors and institutions, which have been shown to be a motivating factor for enrolment in courses 
either on-campus or online (Aslanian & Clintefelder, 2013). 
 
Learning support influences 
 
Targeted student support services can have a positive impact on motivation to study, academic achievement 
(Wibrowski, Matthews, & Kitsantas, 2016) and retention (Bunn, 2004). More broadly, student support 
services have been found to have a direct relationship to the ways in which students experience university 
(Dominguez-Whitehead, 2017; Lee, Srinivasan, Trail, Lewis, & Lopez, 2011). This is the case for both on-
campus and distance education students, with support seen, particularly, as critical for retention rates 
amongst off-campus students (Bunn, 2004). Despite this, there has been little research on how the presence 
of support services impact on student enrolment choice. Our study draws on scholarship about the 
importance of support services to ask students how they impact on decisions about enrolment. 
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Environment influences 
 
Although one UK study found that a poor physical infrastructure was a deterrent to enrolment (Winter 
& Chapleo, 2017), and other studies have linked campus design to student retention (Hajrasouliha & Ewing, 
2016), the majority of research into environmental influences on enrolment choice have been concerned 
with the social dimensions of campus life. Jaggers’ (2014) study of community college students, for 
example, found that connection with fellow students and teachers was a motivator for students to enrol in 
face-to-face classes. This supports other studies that have found sociability to be an indicator of student 
satisfaction (Reio & Crim, 2013) and a motivator to enrol in on-campus study (Harrington & Loffredo, 
2010; Paechter & Maier, 2010). For students in one Australian study, this meant a willingness to pay more 
and attend a less favourable institution in order to derive these benefits (Hagel & Shaw, 2010). 
 
Advice and marketing influences 
 
Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2016) argue that from a marketing perspective, universities, like other 
service organisations, need to focus on consumer recruitment and satisfaction to manage “profitable 
customer relationships” (p. 2). As such, advice and marketing are important influences on student enrolment 
choices, but it is important that resources in this area are targeted to student need. If, for example, students’ 
decisions about what course they take at university are based on employment and career prospects as 
Maringe (2006) found, then a university’s marketing needs to shape promotions and guidance to this need. 
This article provides evidence for such a focus and expands on the extant scholarship on student enrolment 
choice outlined above. 
 
Research questions and hypotheses 
 
This student survey study was designed to investigate factors that influence student study mode choice. It 
was run in the Faculty of Arts at an institution that delivers subjects across three modes of delivery: on-
campus (face-to-face learning that is sometimes blended with online elements), distance (off-campus 
learning that is largely online, but which may include on-campus elements), and open and online 
(completely online learning that is offered through Open Universities Australia (OUA)). It is guided by the 
hypothesis that there are differences in the importance of factors (personal, logistics, teaching and learning, 
support for learning, environment, and advice and marketing) among students who enrol in different modes 
of study. 
 
Method 
 
Setting and context 
 
The institution in which the survey was run has offered multiple modes of delivery for more than 10 years. 
In recent years it has been a requirement that subjects included a website for all modes of delivery, including 
face-to-face instruction. Most units in the Faculty of Arts are offered in both internal and external enrolment 
mode for students, with a substantial subset of these also being offered through OUA – an umbrella group 
that provides students with access to a range of units and qualifications taught by Australian universities. 
The cross-mode delivery of Faculty of Arts subjects provides an ideal opportunity to test student study 
mode choice. All on-campus students who chose to engage in face-to-face learning also had the opportunity 
to enrol in distance or open and online study of the same subjects. Their enrolment decision was thus not 
influenced by content or subject restrictions because the same options were available to them through any 
mode of study. Those who chose to enrol in distance or open and online subjects had the same choice 
framework. Similarly, then, their decisions about enrolment were not influenced by subject availability but 
by other factors. To ensure that it was these factors that we measured, the survey sample was drawn from 
subjects that were being simultaneously offered in all three modes. A total of 744 students responded to the 
survey. 
 
Instrument 
 
The survey consisted of the following sections: (a) Enrolment profile, (b) Motivation to study, (c) Factors 
influencing initial choice of study, (d) Demographics. The subscale for motivation to study drew on a 
diverse range of previous scholarship and an existing OUA survey. One of the authors of this article helped 
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to develop the OUA survey. Its questions provided a guide to the concerns students had when enrolling in 
OUA study and the issues that were important to them when making choices at this time. This, along with 
extant published scholarship on motivations for enrolment choices and online participation (Allen & 
Seaman, 2011; Aslanian & Clintefelder, 2013; Braun, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Hagel & Shaw, 2010; Hrastinski 
& Jaldemark, 2012; Romero & Usart, 2014) helped us to conceptualise influences on enrolment. From here 
we drafted questions and sought feedback from learning and teaching professional staff and administrators 
at our institution, before settling on the final question bank for the survey. The items were answered on a 
five-point Likert scale (5 = extremely important; 4 = very important; 3 = neither important nor unimportant; 
2 = very unimportant; 1= not at all important). Table 2 shows example items of the different subscales. 
Subscales have been successfully tested for reliability with Cronbach’s alpha .681 ≤ r ≤ .869. The survey 
was implemented on the Qualtrics platform (http://www.qualtrics.com). It took approximately 15 minutes 
to complete the survey. 
 
Data collection and analysis 
 
Based on enrolment lists from the relevant teaching units, participants were invited to complete the survey 
using the Qualtrics platform bulk email function. All data stored on the Qualtrics platform was anonymised, 
exported, and analysed using SPSS V22.0. Six factors (personal, logistics, teaching and learning, learning 
support, environment, advice and marketing) were computed by the average of items comprising the factor. 
Initial data checks showed that the distributions of ratings and scores satisfied the assumptions underlying 
the analysis procedures. All effects were assessed at the .05 level. 
 
Results 
 
Differences in importance of factors 
 
Table 1 provides means, standard deviations, F-tests results, and effect sizes of the importance of factors 
that influenced decisions students made for the three enrolment modes (on-campus, distance, open and 
online) when commencing study. 
 
Table 1 
Means (standard deviations in parentheses), F-test results, and effect sizes for importance of factors for 
the three enrolment modes (on-campus, distance, open and online), N = 744 

 Enrolment mode   
Factor On-campus Distance Open/Online F(2,743) Eta2 
Personal 3.07 (.58) 2.89 (.73) 2.88 (.78) 6.365** 0.017 
Logistics 3.32 (.77) 3.52 (.71) 3.68 (.59) 13.023*** 0.034 
Teaching and learning 3.42 (.90) 3.73 (.77) 3.81 (.70) 12.888*** 0.034 
Learning support 3.31 (.85) 3.23 (.94) 3.26 (.94) 0.341 0.001 
Environment 3.28 (.82) 2.54 (1.14) 1.91 (.94) 126.889*** 0.255 
Advice and marketing 3.27 (.77) 2.77 (1.06) 2.74 (1.109) 26.261*** 0.066 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
 
For personal factor, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons between the enrolment modes indicated that on-
campus students (M = 3.07, 95% CI [3.03, 3.12]) rated significantly higher than open and online students 
(M = 2.88, 95% CI [2.73, 3.02]), p < .01. All other pair-wise comparisons between cohorts were not 
statistically significant. 
 
For logistics factor, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons between the enrolment modes indicated that open 
and online students (M = 3.68, 95% CI [3.57, 3.79]) rated significantly higher than on-campus students (M 
= 3.32, 95% CI [3.25, 3.38]), p < .01. All other pair-wise comparisons between cohorts were not statistically 
significant. 
 
For teaching and learning factor, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons between the enrolment modes 
indicated that distance students (M = 3.73, 95% CI [3.55, 3.91]) rated significantly higher than on-campus 
students (M = 3.42, 95% CI [3.34, 3.49]), p < .01. Additionally, open and online students (M = 3.81, 95% 
CI [3.68, 3.94]) rated significantly higher than on-campus students (M = 3.42, 95% CI [3.34, 3.40]), p < 

http://www.qualtrics.com/
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.001. The comparison between distance students and open and online students was not statistically 
significant. 
 
For environment factor, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons between the enrolment modes indicated that 
on-campus students (M = 3.28, 95% CI [3.21, 3.35]) rated significantly higher than distance students (M = 
2.54, 95% CI [2.28, 2.81]), p < .001. Additionally, on-campus students (M = 3.28, 95% CI [3.21, 3.35]) 
rated significantly higher than open and online students (M = 1.91, 95% CI [1.74, 2.09]), p < .001. Last, 
distance students (M = 2.54, 95% CI [2.28, 2.81]) rated significantly higher than open and online students 
(M = 1.91, 95% CI [1.74, 2.09]), p < .001. 
 
For advice and marketing factor, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons between the enrolment modes 
indicated that on-campus students (M = 3.27, 95% CI [3.21, 3.34]) rated significantly higher than distance 
students (M = 2.77, 95% CI [2.52, 3.01]), p < .001. Additionally, on-campus students (M = 3.27, 95% CI 
[3.21, 3.34]) rated significantly higher than open and online students (M = 2.74, 95% CI [2.54, 2.94]), p < 
.001. The comparison between distance students and open and online students was not statistically 
significant. 
 
Post-hoc item level analysis 
 
In order to gain more insights into the importance of factors influencing the decisions of students for 
enrolling in a specific study mode, a post-hoc item level analysis was conducted. Table 2 provides means 
and standard deviations of the importance of single items that influenced decisions students made for the 
three enrolment modes when commencing their study. 
 
Table 2 
Post-hoc item level analysis for the three enrolment modes (on-campus, distance, open and online) 
including means (standard deviations in parentheses) 

 
Factor 

 
Short item description 

Enrolment mode 
On-campus Distance Open/Online 

Personal Personal 3.68 (1.31) 4.10 (1.12) 4.30 (1.01) 
Cultural/religious orientation 2.67 (1.20) 1.95 (1.11) 1.92 (1.11) 
Specific/special learning needs 2.90 (1.13) 2.74 (1.34) 2.58 (1.39) 
Confidence in academic ability 3.50 (1.09) 3.47 (1.25) 3.48 (1.26) 
Prior experience with institution 2.61 (1.20) 2.19 (1.25) 2.12 (1.20) 

Logistics Cost per unit 2.92 (.95) 2.89 (1.03) 3.35 (1.16) 
Distance from campus 3.41 (1.04) 3.60 (1.23) 2.98 (1.52) 
Ease of access to campus 3.51 (1.08) 3.47 (1.26) 2.37 (1.36) 
Flexibility in studying at own pace 3.38 (1.11) 3.79 (1.09) 4.25 (.86) 
Flexibility in studying at time of 
choosing 

3.43 (1.16) 4.04 (1.05) 4.53 (.75) 

Flexibility in managing work-life-
study balance 

3.48 (1.22) 4.06 (1.06) 4.45 (.93) 

Flexibility in studying at other 
universities 

2.75 (1.07) 2.43 (1.11) 3.47 (1.15) 

Range of units available to choose 
from 

3.63 (1.24) 3.88 (.93) 4.07 (.92) 

Teaching and 
learning 

Extent of online content 3.24 (1.00) 3.89 (1.14) 4.22 (.93) 
Work collaboratively with other 
students 

3.21 (.92) 2.79 (1.12) 2.76 (1.09) 

Access to study resources 3.55 (1.20) 4.02 (1.01) 4.25 (.91) 
Expected workload 3.43 (1.06) 3.87 (.95) 3.96 (.94) 
Engagement with academic staff 3.44 (1.04) 3.81 (.95) 3.76 (.95) 
Reputation of high quality teaching 3.62 (1.21) 3.99 (1.05) 3.92 (.94) 
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Learning 
support 

Access to learning support services 3.19 (.97) 2.80 (1.26) 2.94 (1.22) 
Access to IT support services 3.23 (.96) 3.24 (1.11) 3.21 (1.09) 
Access to course and careers 
advice 

3.44 (1.02) 3.29 (1.17) 3.11 (1.19) 

Ease of administration 3.37 (1.02) 3.61 (1.04) 3.78 (.97) 
Environment Access to personal support 3.13 (1.00) 2.59 (1.40) 2.18 (1.25) 

Access to campus facilities 3.23 (.92) 2.41 (1.24) 1.66 (.98) 
Meeting and socialising with other 
students 

3.47 (1.02) 2.64 (1.30) 1.91 (1.06) 

Advice and 
marketing 

Experience of other students 3.38 (.95) 2.85 (1.30) 2.55 (1.26) 
Advertising, website, social media 3.17 (.88) 2.78 (1.21) 2.76 (1.19) 
Advice from student advisors 3.27 (.95) 2.68 (1.26) 2.91 (1.32) 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
 
Discussion 
 
Figure 1 summarises the findings for the importance of the six factors for each study mode. It shows that 
all cohorts ascribed high importance to the logistics factor and the teaching and learning factor. This 
correlates with a range of identified influences on student decision-making, including perceptions of quality 
teaching (Aslanian & Clinefelter, 2013), flexibility (Braun, 2008; Clayton et al., 2010), ease of access 
(Hagel & Shaw, 2010; Young & Norgard, 2006), student schedules (Romero & Usart, 2014) and workload 
expectations (Brown, 2012; Jaggers, 2014). 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Order of importance of factors for initial enrolment for three modes (on-campus, distance, open 
and online) 
 
Teaching and learning 
 
As Table 2 shows, the teaching and learning factor was composed of items that measured delivery and 
resourcing rather than content. Policy at the university is for the latter to be equivalent across modes, but 
anecdotal evidence, as well as broader scholarship, suggests that the way in which it is delivered can be 
problematic and can impact on the experience of students, as well as their learning outcomes (Song, 
Singleton, Hill, & Koh, 2004). This is emphasised by the fact that all cohorts ranked teaching and learning 
as the most important factor, with the off-campus cohorts ranking it significantly higher than the on-campus 
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cohort. This demonstrates the high expectations that online students hold and the need, in an increasingly 
competitive marketplace (de Zilwa, 2010), for universities to meet these expectations. 
 
When examining the six items comprising this factor (Table 2), a number of trends emerged:  
 
• There is less variation in the importance of items for on-campus students compared to the open and 

online and distance cohorts. 
• Cohorts from all three modes rate access to study materials and resources highly, although this is 

particularly high amongst the distance and open and online cohorts. 
• Cohorts from all three modes rated group collaborative work as the least important influence on their 

choice of study mode. 
 
The open and online and distance cohorts understandably ranked the extent to which teaching is conducted 
online higher (mean importance of 4.22 and 3.89 respectively) than the on-campus cohort as an influence 
on enrolment, although the latter’s mean importance of 3.24 on this item reflects a growing expectation 
amongst students that technology will be integral to their higher education learning experience (Dahlstrom 
& Bichsel, 2014; Gosper, Malfroy, & McKenzie, 2013; Gosper, McKenzie, Pizzica, Malfroy, & Ashford-
Rowe, 2014).  Our study suggests a degree of ambivalence amongst off-campus students about 
opportunities to engage in collaborative learning, with the on-campus cohort recording significantly higher 
mean importance on this item (3.21) than the distance (2.79) and open and online cohorts (2.76). 
Scholarship in this area suggests that while educators recognise the value of online collaborative projects 
(McConnell, 1994), the success of implementation is varied and dependent on the ways in which it is 
integrated with assessment (Macdonald, 2003). When making choices about enrolment, students appear 
cognisant of these difficulties. 
 
In terms of pedagogical items, the online and distance cohorts gave significantly higher importance to 
access to study materials and resources, engagement with academic staff, and reputation of high quality 
teaching when considering their mode of enrolment. These indicate some of the key requirements that off-
campus learners identify as crucial to their learning experience: the high importance placed on quality 
teaching and engagement with academic staff is congruent with a range of studies that have shown a close 
link between online students’ perceptions of staff engagement and course satisfaction as well as learning 
outcomes (Baker, 2004; Lee et al., 2011). The need for easy and transparent access to support (Lee et al., 
2011), instructional clarity (Lim, Morris, & Kupritz, 2007) and learning materials (Bunn, 2004) is also well 
documented. None of these are unimportant to on-campus students, but physical access to services, 
academics and fellow students may offer support networks that mitigate shortfalls in their delivery when 
compared with the off-campus experience. Again, students appear to be weighing these issues when making 
enrolment choices. 
 
Logistics 
 
All cohorts ranked logistics as the second highest factor in terms of mean importance. There were 
differences, though, between cohorts: for both off-campus cohorts, logistics was significantly more 
important than it was for the on-campus cohort. That logistics ranked so highly across the whole sample is 
indicative of the nature of study, work, and life balances that face students studying today (Baron & Corbin, 
2012). Even in 2009, it was estimated that more than 60% of Australian students studying full-time were 
in paid employment for almost 2 days a week. Almost 70% of these were forced to do so to meet everyday 
needs (James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010). Research has found that 75% of tertiary students aged 20–25 are 
engaged in employment, with 80% working more than 8 hours a week, and 22% working in excess of 24 
hours a week (Horin, 2011). An analysis of the contributing items to the logistics factor shows that both the 
open and online and distance cohorts registered significantly higher mean importance for most items related 
to flexibility (Table 2). This aligns with a broad range of literature demonstrating that distance and online 
students make choices about study mode to maximise their time and place flexibility (Clayton, Blumberg, 
& Auld, 2010; Hagel & Shaw, 2010). 
 
The high importance that all students ascribed to the logistics factor should be noted by program directors, 
support staff and administrators. Broader economic issues, such as rental affordability and rising living 
costs, will continue to influence the choices that students make about employment during study. Between 
2007 and 2017, housing rentals in Australia rose by 48%, compared with an increase of 31% for the 
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minimum wage (Jericho, 2017). It is thus more expensive to rent now, particularly for low-income earners 
such as students, than it has been in the past. This will vary depending on geographic location – Sydney 
and Melbourne, for example, have seen extraordinary increases in property prices over this time period. 
Whilst many students make adjustments such as choosing to live at home for longer, more research on the 
impact of macroeconomic forces on student study patterns is required. At the least, cognisance of these 
issues and efforts to provide flexibility through online and blended offerings should be intrinsic to program 
planning if the needs of students are to be adequately addressed.  
 
Learning and support 
 
The learning and support factor was ranked third in mean importance in all cohorts with no significant 
difference in importance between cohorts. The relatively high mean importance of the factor across all 
cohorts adds evidence that “support for student learning is a key element in optimizing student learning 
experiences” (Lee et al., 2011, p. 158; Wibrowski et al., 2016). Our data indicates that this is a view shared 
by students and that perceptions about support services influences their decision-making at the point of 
enrolment. From an institutional point of view, this highlights the need to develop resilient support services 
(Dominguez-Whitehead, 2017; Stephens et al., 2014), as well as the importance of providing early clarity 
in communicating their availability to students and transparent pathways towards their access (Chenoweth, 
Ushida, & Murday, 2006; Lee et al., 2011).  
 
Although earlier studies have found that online students had a particular need for technological support 
(Chenoweth et al., 2006; Levy, 2003), our study found the mean importance of the item access to IT services 
and support to be virtually equivalent across cohorts. This is reflective of the rapid expansion of learning 
technologies in higher education, including the widespread application of blended learning pedagogies 
(Dahlstrom & Bichsel, 2014; Wheelan, 2016). The sample population in this survey, for example, 
experience a high level of information technology integration in all delivery modes. Courses run through 
the faculty are required to have a website within the university’s learning management system, while the 
recording of live lectures, which are subsequently made available online, is common. This highlights the 
importance of cohesive technological support structures that are readily accessible to all students across all 
enrolment modes (Lee, 2010). The need for this is further supported by the work of Kennedy, Judd, 
Churchward, Gray, and Krause (2008), which shows there can be a “digital divide” between students within 
single cohorts that can be masked by generalisations about “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1).  
 
In our study, on-campus students gave more importance to the item access to services to support learning 
(mean of 3.19) than either the distance (mean of 2.8) or open and online cohorts (mean of 2.94). This adds 
some weight to previous studies, which have found that off-campus students prefer independence (Braun, 
2008), but may also reflect lower expectations of institutional support amongst students who do not 
physically visit the campus. This should not be confused with instructional support within courses – as 
item-level analysis of the teaching and learning factor shows above, engagement with academic staff 
remains very important for off-campus students in this study.   
 
Personal 
 
The personal factor, which measured the influence on enrolment of cultural and religious orientation, levels 
of confidence and experience with study, as well as specific or special learning needs, received the lowest 
mean ranking for the on-campus cohort. Distance and open and online students gave it a similar ranking, 
but for these cohorts, the personal factor was still more important than the environment and advice and 
marketing factors. When looking at the item level, distance and open and online students gave more 
importance (mean of 4.1 and 4.3 respectively) than on-campus students (mean of 3.68) to the personal item 
within the personal factor. This item was intended as a measure to capture the personal circumstances that 
previous studies have found influential on study mode choice, and which in many cases drives off-campus 
students’ needs for flexibility discussed above (Bornholt et al., 2004; Clayton et al., 2010; Hagel & Shaw, 
2010; Price, 2006). 
 
On-campus students ranked the religious and cultural item as a stronger influence on enrolment mode 
choice (mean of 2.67) than distance and open and online students (mean of 1.95 and 1.92 respectively). 
Investment in the cultural life of universities provides the opportunity to foster cross-cultural awareness 
and social cohesion (Andersson, Sadgrove, & Valentine, 2012; Volet & Ang, 1998); helps prepare students 
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for life in a multicultural, pluralist society; can assist with social adjustment for some student bodies (Myles 
& Cheng, 2003); and produces higher retention rates through improved social integration (Gerdes & 
Mallinckrodt, 1994). While not operating as a major driver of study mode choice, the mean importance 
accorded to religious and cultural factors by on-campus students does indicate that campus activities, clubs, 
cultural infrastructure and support services are viewed as a part of the social fabric of the university 
environment. The lower mean importance for this item amongst off-campus students suggests a space for 
stronger investment in the creation of online communities to support the social dimensions of their learning 
experience (Duffy, 2013) and the promotion of such infrastructure prior to enrolment to inform student 
decision-making. 
 
Environment 
 
Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004) noted that student characteristics, including work-life patterns 
and study commutes, affect their adjustment to campus environments. They suggested that commuting 
students in the United States spent comparatively little time on campus and were largely focused on 
attending classes and meeting degree requirements. In Australia today this is arguably even more the case: 
Internet and communication technologies have long been seen as a disruptive and innovative force in higher 
education (Andrews & Tynan, 2012; Archer, Garrison, & Anderson, 1999; Garrison & Kanuka, 2004), and 
have been embraced to a considerable degree by Australian institutions. This has resulted in a 
reconceptualisation of the ways in which students engage with each other and the physical campus. Pre-
recorded lectures, for example, are available for most courses that students in this study’s sample are 
enrolled in. The additional flexibility that this provides on-campus students expands the parameters 
available to students as they construct study patterns, complicating notions of typical study schedules 
determined by enrolment mode (Woo et al., 2008). Nonetheless, in this study there remains a significant 
difference in the mean importance attached to the environment factor by the on-campus cohort on one side 
and the distance and open and online cohort on the other. This is explained by the items comprising the 
environment factor, two out of three of which are characterised by face-to-face or on-campus activity (see 
Table 2). The comparatively high mean importance of the environmental factor for the on-campus cohort 
is a reminder to administrators, amidst the influx of technology, of the need to provide an engaging and 
supportive study environment for students enrolled in face-to-face instruction (Hajrasouliha & Ewing, 
2016; Winter & Chapleo, 2017). 
 
The greater congruence between the two off-campus cohorts can be explained by similarities in delivery: 
distance students in this survey conduct the vast majority of their study online, with very little provision 
made for face-to-face sessions on campus. The main difference between distance and open and online 
students is that the former tend to be younger and are more likely to live closer to the university. In this 
regard, work or other commitments are likely to be stronger drivers of their enrolment mode choice than 
geographic location. Distance students also share privileges of on-campus students in terms of access to 
support services, the library and campus facilities. This closer affiliation with the campus explains the 
significant difference in mean importance for the environment factor amongst distance students when 
compared with open and online students. 
 
Advice and marketing 
 
For the two off-campus cohorts, advice and marketing was ranked as the second lowest factor in terms of 
mean importance. There was a significant difference between these cohorts and the on-campus cohort. This 
suggests the former cohorts are more self-determined in their approach to university study. This may in part 
be a factor of experience and maturity, as off-campus students have an older average age than their on-
campus peers. It may also result from the strength of other influences such as life stage and demographic 
factors (Mahieu & Wolming, 2013; Moore & Kearsley, 2005; Romero & Usart, 2014), which potentially 
operate as guiding frameworks for decision-making that exert more influence than university marketers and 
advisers. It is also possible that the latter are less effective at reaching off-campus students than those who 
are physically accessible on campus. Although further research is required to make a determination about 
this dynamic, understanding higher education consumer choice has never been more important in what is 
an increasingly competitive landscape (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2016). 
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Limitations and further research 
 
While this study offers a number of insights into student enrolment mode choice, it also contains limitations. 
As a study of humanities students the results are informative of decisions made in other disciplines but not 
directly transferable. Students enrolled in a science subject online, for example, may well place a higher 
importance on the learning and support factor if they feel a need for support and clarification of complex 
technical know-how. As an Australian study, similarly, this research offers pointers to student behaviour in 
other markets but conclusions about such behaviour should be treated cautiously. In both these cases, 
however, we would argue that the factors explored here offer a useful guide to the issues of which academic 
administrators should be cognisant when designing programs of study and support networks for students.  
 
Further research across a broader range of disciplines, institutions and markets would thus offer useful 
additional evidence that would assist in managerial decision-making about student services and program 
delivery. Follow-up qualitative studies would also provide a more complete understanding of the issues 
students face when enrolling in higher education. Pre-emptive research along these lines will become more 
important as the issue of retention rates continues to gain traction at an institutional and political level. 
Finally, this research has surveyed choices around enrolment modes, not satisfaction with the delivery of 
education in these modes. As blended and online learning becomes ever more prevalent in the higher 
education landscape, quality assurance and systems to support it will continue to grow in importance. 
Measuring the effectiveness of learning technology implementation across enrolment modes, and student 
perceptions of it, are examples of the kind of research that will be required to inform administrative 
decision-making in this time of change. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has reported on findings examining the factors influencing students’ initial decisions about study 
modes, which provide useful insights that can be used by universities to attract, support and retain students 
in a competitive environment. The findings indicate that, in comparison with the distance and open and 
online cohorts, there was less volatility in the mean responses across factors for the on-campus cohort. The 
range for the latter was 3.07 to 3.42, compared with 2.54 to 3.73 for distance students and 1.91 to 3.81 for 
open and online students (Table 1). This suggests a need to tailor delivery, pedagogical approaches, support 
structures, and marketing in ways that resonate and enhance the experience of different cohorts. The only 
factor that did not register a significant difference between cohorts was learning support. There were, 
though, differences between cohorts at the item level of this factor that provide information for the ways in 
which university administrators can best cater to student needs in this space. 
 
For all cohorts, the teaching and learning factor was ranked most important. Both the distance and open 
and online cohorts rated it significantly higher than the on-campus cohort. At the item level, these latter 
two cohorts gave a significantly higher mean importance than on-campus students to items including 
engagement with academic staff, access to study materials and resources, and reputation of high quality 
teaching. These results emphasise the importance of academics’ engagement with off-campus students and 
the necessity of adequately resourcing off-campus modes of delivery. With little face-to-face contact, and 
limited physical access to campus facilities and support structures, these students recognise and value 
contact with lecturers and ready access to study materials. All cohorts ranked the logistics factor second 
highest in mean importance, but again there was a significant difference between the off-campus cohorts 
and the on-campus cohort. This supports a wide range of literature on the appeal of flexible study options 
amongst students pursuing distance and online learning. 
  
These findings – as well as the significant differences detailed above at both the factor and item level 
between student cohorts in different enrolment modes – demonstrate the many influences on study mode 
choices. University administrators, as well as learning and teaching support staff and academics should be 
cognisant of these differences and aware of the ways in which support structures and pedagogical 
approaches can be aligned with the variable needs of students enrolled in all modes of delivery through 
which they offer courses. This can enhance the quality and focus of course delivery and may also improve 
student satisfaction levels and reduce attrition rates. This has both economic and pedagogical value: the 
former because quality is a differentiating factor in an increasingly competitive market place; the latter 
because a poor fit in learning style can reduce student satisfaction and increase attrition rates (Harrington 
& Loffredo, 2010). Research into student needs and expectations – particularly as technologies, methods 



 
Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2017, 34(5).   

 82 

of instruction and delivery platforms are changing so rapidly – should thus become a central component of 
information gathering for universities (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2016), which should use it to inform 
the development of teaching practice, support services and learning delivery. 
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