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Executive Summary
This is the 11th annual BestColleges Online Education Trends Report. It is part of an initiative to track long-term 

trends in online learning. This is our ninth year of original data collection through two online surveys — this 

year's respondents include 1,000 online college students and 74 college and university administrators. Findings 

are presented in six categories: student demographics, the online learning experience, marketing and recruiting, 

online student satisfaction, artificial intelligence, and planning for the future.

Key Findings

Student Demographics

� This year, more student respondents were interested in, enrolled in, or graduates of online postsecondary 
certificate programs (7%) or industry certification programs (12%). This is a slight increase from 2024 (6% 
and 10%) and a significant increase from 2021 (3% and 6%)�

� Age continues to be a trending demographic — among the school administrators responding to this question, 
35% say that students enrolling in online programs at their institutions are younger, while 58% say that 
students are older than in past years.

The Online Learning Experience

� 34% of responding students chose to enroll specifically online to allow more flexibility with their time and 
schedules�

� Paying for higher education while minimizing student debt and balancing education with work, family, and 
household obligations continue to be the biggest challenges and concerns among online students�

� 43% of online students report being able to integrate their current jobs and career exploration into their class 
assignments.
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Marketing and Recruiting

� A majority (57%) of prospective students identified tuition cost and program fees as their biggest challenge 
when choosing an online program�

� Students primarily rely on college websites (43%), online reviews from students (29%), and websites or 
publications that rank schools (26%) to research and compare the online programs they are considering (or 
considered)�

� While a majority of online program graduates (53%) applied to only one or two programs, 27% wish they had 
compared more schools.

Online Student Satisfaction

� 90% of online program graduates say their degree has or will have a positive return on investment�

� 98% of all students surveyed — current, prospective, and graduates — say they would recommend online 
education to others�

� 76% of all students surveyed say that online education is better than or equal to on-campus learning.

Artificial Intelligence

� A majority of responding school administrators agree that AI is a beneficial innovation (72%) and can 
personalize the learning experience for online students (64%)�

� 60% of currently enrolled online students have used AI tools to complete assignments or exams, and an equal 
number say their schools provide guidance about AI use�

� Almost half (47%) of all students surveyed say they would trust colleges to use AI tools to process and sort 
through college admission applications, while 44% said they would trust colleges to use AI tools to help make 
college admission decisions.

Planning for the Future

� Most school administrators (68%) shared that their institutions are either decreasing or not changing their 
budget for online program development in the coming year�

� 79% of graduates feel that their online programs prepared them well for their first job after graduation�

� About half of all students surveyed, including currently enrolled students (54%) and prospective students 
(51%), feel that it will be very important for them to continue their education beyond their online programs.
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Introduction
Project Goals

This 11th edition of BestColleges' annual report continues the series' efforts to track long-term trends in online 

education at colleges and universities in the United States. Two surveys were used to collect input from 1,000 

online students and 74 school administrators. This report series began collecting data in 2017; however, this 

edition includes only data collected over the past five years, which allows for some comparison of pandemic-era 

and post-pandemic responses. Reports published in previous years of the initiative can be found on the 

BestColleges research hub.


Student respondents were currently enrolled in fully online programs, graduates of fully online programs, or 

prospective online students (self-identifying as seriously considering, but not yet enrolled) at the time of this 

year's survey.

Methodology

Data Collection

Two online surveys were conducted between February and April 2025. All data are self-reported. 


BestColleges partners with survey providers to reach broader audiences. These partners use screening tools 

like Relevant ID and manually review data for consistency and accuracy. The first survey was fielded by Pure 

Spectrum, in partnership with GLG Research, using a quota sampling approach to provide a sample that 

represented the four continental U.S. geographical regions (i.e., Midwest, Northeast, South, and West). 

Additional quotas were implemented to encourage sex/gender and ethnic/racial diversity. This survey collected 

data from 1,000 students (currently enrolled, graduates, and prospective students). Respondents were required 

to complete all items in this survey.


BestColleges' outreach team fielded the second survey via Qualtrics, which collected feedback from school (i.e., 

college and university) administrators. A screening question was used to include only administrators working at 

institutions that currently offer online courses and programs. All items in this survey were optional. This year, 74 

administrators representing two- and four-year institutions responded. While findings from this survey are 

included in this report, there are limitations to interpreting and generalizing these findings due to the small 

sample size. Respondents were not required to complete all items in this survey.


Administrators responding to our outreach team's survey are not compensated. However, some of our survey 

partners and their panel and expert networks do compensate participants in different ways.

https://www.bestcolleges.com/research/#trends-reports
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Definitions

We provided the following definition in both student and school administrator surveys:


Online courses and programs: courses and programs which were designed to be delivered online and take place 

predominantly online with no required face-to-face sessions, but may incorporate on-site activities such as 

residencies, fieldwork, and practicum requirements.

Respondents

Students

Students responding to the survey selected their status via a screening question. This report presents the 

findings of those who selected one of the following three response options:

� I am an online student enrolled in a fully online program designed for online delivery: 35% (n=350�

� I graduated from a fully online program: 30% (n=300�

� I am seriously considering online programs but have not yet enrolled: 35% (n=350)

School Administrators

For the third year in a row, our findings rely on a smaller sample size of school administrators (n=74) than in 

previous years. It is important to acknowledge that this sample does not allow for the generalization of these 

findings, although it may provide insights that prompt further discussion and future research. 


This year, as in previous years, school administrator respondents represented a variety of higher education roles. 

Of the 51 respondents who voluntarily identified their primary roles, the top two roles were again institutional-level 

online education administrator or manager and program dean or director.

School Administrator Participants — Top Two Primary Roles

2022 (n=319) 2023 (n=68) 2024 (n=100) 2025 (n=51)

Institutional-level online  
education administrator  

or manager

Program dean or director

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

40%​

22%​

24%​

32%​
39%​

26%​

51%​

18%​
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Student Demographics
Our survey partner uses quotas to encourage broad representation across sex/gender and race/ethnicity. 

However, again this year, the majority of the students who responded to the survey identified as white (73%). 

Other takeaways from this year's student-reported demographics include:

� 75% of currently enrolled online students are enrolled full time.�

� 59% of currently enrolled students identify as first-generation students (i.e., the first person in their 

immediate family to attend college with neither parent having earned a college degree) compared to only 

28% of prospective students. Both percentages have decreased slightly since last year�

� Overall, the number of all student respondents saying they were unemployed but looking for work at the time 

of the survey has decreased slightly from 12% in 2024 to 9% in 2025�

� Almost half (45%) of currently enrolled students report an annual household income of less than $50,000�

� This year, more student respondents were interested in, enrolled in, or graduates of online postsecondary 

certificate programs (7%) or industry certification programs (12%). This is a slight increase from 2024 (6% 

and 10%) and a significant increase from 2021 (3% and 6%).

Demographic Trends

Each year, we ask school administrators: What is the most significant trend in online student demographics at 

your institution? Forty-one administrators responded to this open-ended question. The top three themes, with 

selected responses, are provided below.
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Age

Throughout this research initiative, age has been a common theme in the demographic trends reported by school 

administrators. This year, 41% responded to this question with input related to student age. Of this group, 58% say 

their online students are older, nontraditional students, while 35% say they are younger, or traditional students.

� "A mixture of traditional and nontraditional students�

� "There is a significant rise in nontraditional students, including working professionals, parents, and other 

individuals seeking to advance their careers or acquire new skills.�

� "Post-COVID, I'd say it's a decrease in the portion of ‘traditional age' students taking a majority of their 

classes online, but a maintenance of a significantly higher portion of adult students taking online classes 

compared to pre-pandemic data."

Course Delivery Preferences

This category also appeared as a top demographic trend in our 2024 report. This year, 12% of responding 

administrators indicated that their students were motivated to enroll in online courses or programs for a variety of 

reasons, often related to convenience and flexibility. Several of these responses also included references to 

student age.

� "More traditional students taking more online classes as they desire more flexibility for internships, part-time 

work, and non-academic university experiences.�

� "More than 70% of our student populations take at least one online course each semester.�

� "Traditional-aged students opting for fully online degrees"

Support Needs

While only 10% of responding administrators mentioned specific student support needs, others alluded to 

demographic issues that may require consideration of different types and levels of support provided or 

coordinated by their colleges and universities. It's worth mentioning these here as potential starting points for 

further discussion at the institutional level.

� "Lost people ... we are seeing an increase in students who need life direction.�

� "More learners with disabilities�

� "Ill-prepared students, lack of technology skills�

� "International students studying in online programs, rather than moving to the U.S."

Our 2024 survey saw the emergence of similar support needs post-pandemic, with a small number of respondents 

addressing trends concerned with student readiness for academic work and a lack of technology skills.
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BestColleges INSIGHT
Students Increasingly Need Both Academic and  
Non-Academic Support

Online students may require much more support when they enroll than either they or their 

institutions realize. These students often manage many responsibilities simultaneously and take a 

leap of faith that they will be able to succeed, even when they aren't sure what the reality of 

learning online will be like. Take steps to learn more about your online students and the resources 

you may need to provide to help them reach their goals.

10
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The Online Learning Experience
Online vs. On-Campus Programs
Online education is widely marketed as a more flexible way to learn. It can offer the convenience of scheduling 

classes and study time around other activities, such as work and family commitments. This year, we added a 

more specific response option — more flexibility with my own time and schedule — to the question, What is the 

primary reason you enrolled in or are considering enrolling in an online education (vs. a traditional campus-

based) program? 


In all previous years of this survey, existing work and family commitments were the biggest motivators of online 

enrollment selected by roughly one-third of respondents annually. This year, that response moved to third (16%), 

following the new option related to increased flexibility (34%) and a second new response option related to 

affordability (17%).

2021 (n=1,300) 2022 (n=1,300) 2023 (n=1,300) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

Reasons for Choosing Online Over On-Campus Learning Options — By Report Year

More flexibility with my own time and schedule*

Online learning is more affordable to me*

Existing commitments (work and family) don't

allow for attendance in campus-based courses

Online learning was the only way to 
pursue my field of interest

Fewer social pressures or less anxiety  
compared to campus-based learning*

Employer incentive or partnership

Reputation of a specific school

Due to COVID-19, online education is/was the  
only option available to me**

Due to the overall impact of COVID-19 
on higher education***

Other

27%​

21%​

13%​
12%​

9%​

9%​

8%​

8%​

7%​
7%​

28%​

3%​

31%​

18%​
17%​

18%​

15%​

12%​

5%​
6%​

4%​

42%​

11%​

39%​

10%​

9%​

9%​

9%​

34%​

17%​

16%​

11%​

10%​

4%​

1%​

*Response option added in 2025.    **Response option added in 2021, removed in 2025.    ***Response option added in 2022, removed in 2025.


0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%
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Challenges to Reaching Graduation

This year, online program graduates shared that their biggest challenge to reaching graduation was paying for 

higher education while minimizing student debt (22%). This was followed by unexpected circumstances or 

events in my personal life (17%). These have been the most frequently selected challenges over the last several 

years of the report.

Biggest Challenge to Completing an Online Program (Program Graduate Responses Only)

2021 (n=500) 2022 (n=500) 2023 (n=400) 2024 (n=305) 2025 (n=300)

*Response option added in 2023.

Paying for higher education while 
minimizing student debt

Unexpected circumstances or events in 
my personal life

Maintaining a desired GPA

Staying on track with my classes so I could

graduate in the planned time frame

Having access to the required 
technology or internet connectivity

Scheduling on-campus visits to support my

program (testing, orientation, tutoring, etc.)

Maintaining a minimum GPA

Not having enough of my transfer 
credits count toward new degree 

requirements

Other*

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

17%​

14%​

14%​

14%​

16%​

9%​

10%​

6%​

16%​

18%​

9%​
9%​

8%​

5%​

4%​
4%​

26%​
25%​

20%​

13%​
13%​
13%​

15%​

7%​

6%​

1%​

24%​

25%​

7%​

5%​

5%​

5%​

2%​

22%​

17%​

14%​

14%​
14%​

9%​

10%​

9%​

4%​

<1%​
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While only one online student selected "other," they shared the challenge of "collaborating with classmates who 

have very different schedules than me." This is a compelling response citing an issue that directly impacts the 

amount of flexibility a student might experience in an online class. This survey project has not addressed the 

issue in the past, and the nature of this response may warrant further investigation in a follow-up study.


Each year, we also ask students about their concerns related to pursuing a specifically online education. The top 

response for all student categories was balancing education with work, family, and household obligations.

Few participants selected "other" concerns; however, those who did were primarily concerned about making sure 

what they are learning in their online programs will apply to their work/profession. One prospective online student also 

shared uncertainty about what to expect as an online student, stating, "I wasn't sure how much work I could take on."

Biggest Concern About the Online Learning Experience (2025)

All Students (n=1,000) Current Online Students (n=350) Online Program Graduates (n=300) Prospective Online Students (n=350)

Balancing education with work, family, and

household obligations

Adapting to an online or remote 
learning environment

Quality of instruction and academic support

Challenge of using technology and software  
to access and participate in my classes

Perception of online education/courses 
by employers

Accessing support services provided by my

college or university

Being part of a learning community and/or

interaction with professors and classmates

No concerns

Other

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

15%​

13%​

11%​
11%​

9%​

9%​

8%​
8%​

7%​
6%​

<1%​

29%​
28%​

13%​

15%​
12%​

15%​

7%​

10%​
10%​

25%​

9%​

12%​

9%​

8%​

30%​

16%​

13%​

11%​

9%​

7%​

7%​

7%​

0%​
<1%​

1%​



14

2025 Online Education Trends Report

Instructional Strategy Preferences

A new question was added to the student survey this year: Which online learning formats do you or did you find 

most effective? Fifty-one percent of currently enrolled students and 50% of graduates indicated self-paced 

modules as the most effective. The popularity of self-paced modules corresponds with other trends we've found 

related to a desire for flexibility as a motivating factor to enroll in online courses and programs.


The remaining strategies presented were identified as less effective, selected by roughly one-quarter to one-

third of students, with no students reporting additional strategies via "other."


Alternative Education Pathways and Practical Experience

Students are involved in more than one education and/or training endeavor over the course of their lives. In 

addition to their online program experience, many either plan to pursue or have already completed studies 

offered in a variety of learning formats. This year, for example, 38% of currently enrolled students are also 

interested in or actively engaged in self-paced platforms such as LinkedIn Learning.

Current Online Students (n=350) Online Program Graduates (n=300)

Student Perceptions — Effective Online Learning Formats (2025)

Self-paced modules

Discussion boards

Pre-recorded video lectures

Live virtual classes

Interactive simulations

Hands-on virtual labs

One-on-one virtual 
meetings with instructors

Group projects

Other

None of the above

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

51%​

37%​

37%​

37%​

26%​

30%​

30%​

21%​

1%​

0%​

50%​

37%​

36%​

36%​

29%​

29%​

28%​

27%​

1%​

0%​
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Two-year degree (i.e., associate)

Training provided by my employer (e.g., on-the-

job training, employer-led training programs)

Self-paced online learning programs (e.g.,

microdegrees, microcredentials from providers


like Coursera, Udacity, LinkedIn Learning)

Technical or vocational training program (e.g., EMT, 
radiation tech, culinary arts, construction, real 

estate, finance specialist, golf course maintenance, 
pilot license, wind turbine technician)

Entrepreneurship

Apprenticeship and/or journeyman program

Bootcamp technical training program (e.g.,

software development, cybersecurity)

Military service

Other

Have not participated and do not plan 
to in the future

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

32%​
32%​

25%​

24%​

33%​

25%​
25%​

12%​

10%​
11%​

9%​

5%​
5%​

0%​
<1%​

12%​

27%​

38%​

10%​

11%​

35%​

35%​

29%​

16%​

12%​

13%​

8%​

<1%​
<1%​

11%​
10%​

40%​

25%​

25%​

22%​

12%​

8%​

5%​

3%​

16%​

Many online learners are working and choose to continue their education for career- and employment-related 

reasons. We asked graduates about the practical learning opportunities they experienced in their online 

programs. Integrating work with class assignments was a learning experience reported by 43% of these 

students, who also shared that class assignments encouraged career exploration (43%). Only 6% of online 

graduates surveyed indicated that their programs did not include any of the practical experience components 

we presented.

Practical Experience Components of Online Classes and Programs — Graduates (2025) n=300

Class assignments I could relate to my 
current job

Class assignments I could use to 
explore future career options

Opportunities to build my professional 
network

Service learning opportunities

Practicum or field experience requirements

Internship or co-op programs

None of the above

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

43%​

43%​

36%​

33%​

27%​

23%​

6%​

Plans to Pursue or Has Already Completed Alternative Education Pathways (2025)

All Students (n=1,000) Current Online Students (n=350) Online Program Graduates (n=300) Prospective Online Students (n=350)
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BestColleges INSIGHT
Flexibility Is Beneficial, but Perhaps Not Without a Cost

Having the flexibility to schedule and complete coursework at convenient times can be important 

to students in different ways. Year after year, we also find that the financial obligations of 

enrollment are difficult for many students. Of the currently enrolled students responding this 

year, 75% were full-time students. Forty-seven percent were also employed full time. While 

working can help to subsidize the costs of enrollment, it also adds time management challenges. 

Self-paced formats can be very effective but also require high levels of self-motivation, self-

direction, and self-discipline.

16
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Marketing and Recruiting
Student Research and Decision-Making

Student respondents were asked to identify their biggest challenges related to making the decision to enroll in 

an online program. The top challenges have been similar over the previous five years of this report, including 

multiple concerns related to the financial aspects of enrollment.


The survey was expanded again this year to include a more comprehensive list of potential challenges. Current 

and prospective students' concerns were similar overall, although prospective students were more concerned 

about financial challenges (e.g., tuition costs, financial aid, application fees).

Biggest Challenges Students Face When Choosing an Online Program — Current and Prospective Students (2025)

Current Online Students (n=350) Prospective Online Students (n=350)

Tuition cost and program fees

Application fees

Finding a program that meets my needs 
and interests

Insufficient financial aid or other 
funding sources

Program length

Estimating actual costs of 
enrollment/attendance

Transfer credit policies

Academic quality concerns

Finding information about how graduates 
fared in the job market

Program format  
(e.g., in-person requirements)

Return on investment (ROI) concerns

Personal essays

Finding sufficient information about 
academic requirements

Standardized test requirements  
(e.g., GRE, SAT)

Recommendation letters

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

37%​

20%​

23%​

22%​

22%​

21%​

21%​

20%​

15%​
15%​

14%​

18%​

11%​

11%​

2%​
<1%​

57%​

32%​

32%​

28%​

23%​

17%​

15%​
13%​

13%​

13%​

13%​
12%​

12%​

12%​

9%​

9%​
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Students identifying "other" resources for researching and comparing colleges cited recommendations (from 

friends and family, teachers, and employers), having existing familiarity with the institution, and choosing to 

enroll at the institution providing the most financial aid. The latter response adds yet more emphasis on the 

importance of financial considerations in college decision-making.

Students reported primarily relying on college websites (43%), online reviews from students (29%), and 

websites or publications that rank schools* (26%) to research and compare the online programs they considered 

or are considering.


This survey question was expanded with additional response options this year. We also allowed students to 

choose multiple responses. In previous years, when only one response was allowed, college websites and online 

reviews were often the top resources identified. This year, the top responses remained the same, while websites 

or publications that rank schools (9% in 2024 vs. 26% in 2025) and social media posts (6% in 2024 vs. 20% in 

2025) were selected more frequently.


*BestColleges, the sponsor of this report and research initiative, is a college rankings website.


n=1,000Sources of Student Research and Program Comparison (2025)

College websites

Online reviews from students (on sites such as 
Cappex, GradReports, Unigo, StudentsReview)

Websites or publications that rank schools

Contacting schools directly (e.g., email, 
texts, phone calls)

Talking to students or graduates

Social media posts

Visiting campus(es)

Reddit or other online forums (e.g., Quora)

Student or faculty blogs

Printed brochures

I did not compare online programs

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

43%​

29%​

26%​

24%​

21%​

20%​

13%​

13%​

10%​

7%​

5%​

1%​
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Advice From Online Graduates

Looking back, many online graduates might have done something differently when making decisions about 

higher education. This year, the top response continues the multi-year trend: graduates wish they could go back 

and do more research about cost and financial aid (31%). This was followed again by compare more programs 

(27%) and speak with employers or professionals in the field (22%). 


Additionally, 22% wished they had better technological resources when they were online students. In a follow-up 

item about technology-related challenges, almost one-third (32%) of currently enrolled students and graduates 

said they experienced internet connectivity issues during their online programs.

2021 (n=500) 2022 (n=500) 2023 (n=400) 2024 (n=305) 2025 (n=305)

What Online Graduates Would Do Differently When Choosing an Online Program — By Report Year

Do more research about cost 
and financial aid

Compare more programs

Speak with employers or 
professionals in the field

Have better technological resources

Better understand how long it would 
take to complete the program

Find out if credits will transfer

Speak with current 
students or alumni

Research faculty experience 
and credentials

Nothing*

None of the above*

Other

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

27%​

26%​

26%​

21%​

26%​

19%​

19%​

19%​

21%​

18%​

14%​

24%​

23%​
22%​

18%​

15%​

16%​
15%​

14%​
15%​

16%​
16%​

25%​
24%​

2%​
1%​

1%​

30%​

24%​

16%​
15%​

15%​

16%​

3%​

27%​

17%​

20%​
19%​

16%​

29%​

2%​

31%​

27%​

22%​

22%​

20%​

20%​

16%​

16%​

20%​

*Response option revised in 2025.
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While there is not an ideal number of applications that any individual prospective student should submit, the 

College Board advises that 5-8 schools can be a helpful range for first-year, traditional students applying to 

competitive undergraduate programs (College Board, n.d.). Online programs, some of which have open 

enrollment policies, are not typically as competitive as campus-based programs. However, additional 

comparisons may help online students make better decisions about enrollment.

This year, for the first time, we asked students how many online programs they applied to or plan to apply to. 

The majority of currently enrolled students (69%) and graduates (70%) shared that they submitted between one 

and three applications. Prospective students reported an intention to submit a similar number.

Number of Online Program Applications (2025)
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BestColleges INSIGHT
Finance Models and Funding Opportunities Must Evolve

How can students be successful without an accurate expectation of their financial obligations 

while enrolled and after graduation? As colleges and universities enter an era of increasing 

uncertainty about funding overall, students are increasingly worried more about the costs of 

enrollment than about other important aspects of higher education, including academic quality. 

New models and resources will be required to continue supporting students and institutions alike.

21
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Online Student Satisfaction
Student satisfaction is a common term in online education. It is one way to determine the quality of the student 

experience. This initiative asks students to respond to three questions that are meant to indicate overall 

satisfaction as related to their perceived return on investment (ROI), willingness to recommend online education 

to others, and perceived comparison of online learning to on-campus learning.

Return on Investment

Student perception of the ROI of their online programs continues to be overwhelmingly positive. This year, 94% 

of all students surveyed say that their online degree will have or has had a positive ROI.

As in previous years of this initiative, online graduates (90%) are slightly less likely than current students 

(94%) and prospective students (96%) to expect a positive ROI. This group may have a more realistic or 

pragmatic view from the perspective of having completed their online programs, while the other two groups 

are still anticipating completion.

My Online Degree Has or Will Have a Positive ROI — By Report Year

All Students (n=1,000) Prospective Online Students (n=350) Current Online Students (n=350) Online Program Graduates (n=300)
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Recommending Online Education to Others

Each year, we ask student respondents if they would recommend online education to others. This year, as in all 

past years of the survey, the student response was overwhelmingly positive. Nearly 100% of prospective and 

currently enrolled students say they would recommend online education.

Students Who Would Recommend Online Education to Others — By Report Year

2021* 2022* 2023 2024 2025
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Students
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Online Students

Online Program 
Graduates

Remote Learners / 
Hybrid Students*
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*Remote learners — studying online due to restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic — were included as a separate enrollment category in 2021 and 
2022. Hybrid students, taking some classes online and others on campus, were included as a separate category in 2023.
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Online Is Better Than On Campus Online Is Equal to On Campus Online Is Inferior to On Campus Not Sure

Perceptions of Online Education, All Student Categories — By Report Year
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Perception of Online Education

This year, 76% of students say that online education is better than or equal to on-campus learning. This 

continues a trend of positive outlook for online education shared over the past several years.
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BestColleges INSIGHT
Online Students' Positive Outlook Persists

With all of the challenges students identified this year, as in previous years, their positive outlook 

holds fast across enrollment status, gender, race/ethnicity, and income level. Students seem to 

maintain confidence in online education and in its ability to help them reach their goals. 

Institutions making difficult decisions about academic programs, services, and other aspects of 

online delivery may benefit from looking to alumni and current students for insights and 

recommendations.

25
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Artificial Intelligence
Last year, we added questions related to artificial intelligence (AI) to both student and school administrator 

surveys. AI tools, such as ChatGPT, continue to evolve in both the number of users and the quality of their 

output (Mucci, 2024; Sidoti et al., 2025). Higher education continues to face challenges and decisions related to 

AI use in the context of teaching and learning.

Perception and Use of AI Tools

Administrators' overall perception of AI's potential in online education is positive and mostly unchanged from last 

year. Seventy-two percent consider it a beneficial intervention, and 57% think it can be a cost-effective way to 

create content and develop curricula. Concerns about threats to data privacy and security still exist but have 

decreased slightly over the past year (59% in 2024 vs. 51% in 2025). It is also important to keep in mind the 

small sample size for the administrator survey in both 2024 and 2025.

When students were asked about the use of AI tools in their courses this year, 60% say they had used these 

tools to complete assignments or exams. This is a slight increase from 58% last year. Again, this year, men were 

more likely than women (64% vs. 57%) to say they had used AI tools in their courses, though the gap is 

narrowing compared to 60% of men vs. 41% of women surveyed in 2024.

Perception of Potential Use of AI in Online Education — School Administrators 2024 (n=104) 2025 (n=53)

Agree that AI is a threat

Agree that AI is a beneficial innovation

Agree that AI can improve the quality and 
quantity of communication between 

instructors and students

Agree that AI can personalize the learning

experience for online students

Agree that AI may pose a threat to social

boundaries

Agree that AI may pose a threat to student 
and/or faculty data privacy and security

Agree that AI is a cost-effective tool for 
content creation and curriculum 

development
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Forty-four percent of currently enrolled students responding to our survey agreed that their schools or 

professors "generally allow" this, which is similar to last year's findings. Is guidance on AI use provided to 

students? This year, 60% of student respondents said "yes," compared to 56% in 2024.


Inside Higher Ed's 2024 Student Voice survey also explored student perceptions of AI use in college classes. Its 

findings were that college students overall don't know if AI use is allowed, with just 16% saying they understood 

their school's AI policies (Mowreader, 2024).

Policies and Training

While some institutions have published formal AI use policies, they may not yet be in place at every school. In 

2024, half (50%) of responding administrators said that their institutions did not have policies, but that number 

decreased to 39% this year. Those that have policies are more likely to prioritize addressing student use (39%) 

over faculty (17%) or staff (8%) use.

This year, our findings show that establishing formal AI use policies for all user groups — students, faculty, and 

staff — may be increasing. However, the priority continues to be student use.

Have Used AI Tools Such as ChatGPT to Complete Assignments or Exams — Current Online Students

Yes No Prefer not  to say
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2025  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Formal AI Use Policies — School Administrators 2024 (n=104) 2025 (n=53)
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Impact — Admissions to Assessment

The use of AI tools is expanding across higher education to include use beyond coursework. We asked students 

to weigh in on different applications and the potential for use in and out of class. Students are increasingly open 

to the use of AI in the admissions process, with 47% saying they would trust colleges using these tools to 

process and sort student applications.

This year, almost half of student respondents (48%) also agree that they would trust colleges to use AI to assist 

with admissions decisions.


With the advancements in AI tools and the varied potential use of these tools in the context of online education, 

we added a question for students this year asking which AI features they feel would have improved their 

learning experience. Current online students and online program graduates alike indicated several ways that AI 

tools might be applied to assist them in their coursework, with about one-third of each group selecting use in 

personalized testing, chatbots, assignment feedback, and curriculum planning.

I would trust colleges to use AI tools to 
process and sort through admission 

applications.
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AI Use in the Admissions Process — Current Students 2024 (n=342) 2025 (n=350)

AI Features That Would Improve the Online Learning Experience (2025)

Testing and assessments personalized for 
each student using AI tools

AI-powered instructors, tutors, or 
instructional chatbots

Automated feedback on assignments

Curriculum/lesson plans personalized 
with AI tools

Real-time language translation

Other

None of the above

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

37%​

37%​

35%​

31%​

29%​

13%​

40%​

30%​

37%​

34%​

32%​

<1%​

0%​

12%​

Current Online Students (n=350) Online Program Graduates (n=300)
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BestColleges INSIGHT
AI Continues to Transform the Online Education Experience

And it's just the beginning. We can expect both intended and unintended consequences of AI 

along the way, with impacts that extend beyond individual users and courses. As institutions, 

faculty, and students embrace these new AI tools, it will be critical to rapidly assess and evaluate 

their use, establish and share leading practices, and document lessons learned. Working 

together, avoiding siloed thinking, and taking action will also be required to make the most of AI's 

potential in higher education at large.
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Planning for the Future
Budget Planning

Higher education institutions have almost always faced budgeting challenges, and college finances continue to 

be in the headlines as institutions face issues related to federal funding changes and ever-competing priorities 

(American Council on Education, 2025).


Each year, this initiative asks school administrators about their institution's budget for online program 

development in the coming year. This year, there was a slight increase in the number of respondents saying their 

budgets were decreasing (2% in 2024 vs. 5% in 2025), as well as an increase in those reporting no change in 

their online development budgets (58% in 2024 vs. 63% in 2025).

Preparation for Work After Graduation

Today's students are also planning for the future. For many, enrolling in college is directly related to their 

employment or career goals. We asked online program graduates how well their education prepared them for 

their first job after graduation. In 2024, a majority of students (73%) said it prepared them well, with almost one-

third (31%) saying it prepared them extremely well. Our 2025 findings are similar, with 69% saying they were 

prepared well. However, this year, fewer students (19%) report that they were prepared extremely well.

This year, we also asked administrators if their institution's online enrollment for the 2024-2025 school year met 

their expectations, and 89% shared that it was either more than or about the same as the school forecast/

expected.

School Budget Planning for Online Program Development — By Report Year
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Additionally, when asked if their online programs prepared them for real, work-related challenges encountered 

on the job, 74% of graduates agreed.

Completing one online program may not be enough, however. About half of all students surveyed, including 

currently enrolled students (54%) and prospective students (51%), feel that it will be very important for them to 

continue their education beyond their online programs by pursuing a formal credential such as a certificate, 

certification, digital badge, or another degree.

The answers here differed depending on the level of online education respondents had completed or were 

hoping to complete. Of all students surveyed, those involved or interested at the undergraduate level — 

associate (75%) and bachelor's degree (81%) — found continued education important. But even more students 

at the graduate levels — non-MBA master's (90%), MBA (96%), and doctoral (88%) — found continued 

education important.

Preparation for First Job After Graduation — Online Program Graduates n=300
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Preparation for Work-Related Challenges After Graduation — Online Program Graduates (2025)
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Conclusion
Is the promise of online education delivering? This year's student respondents shared encouraging feedback, 

even as they face more dynamic and complex hiring trends and competitive job markets. But we know that there 

are strong headwinds facing higher education today, both industry-wide and at individual institutions. The 

sustained future of online education will rely on leaders' abilities to think strategically. 


The insights in this year's report may provide a starting point for discussions among higher education leaders as 

they are required to make difficult but informed decisions about the future of their programs while maintaining 

their support of students with diverse needs.


Students Increasingly Need Both Academic and Non-Academic 
Support
Online students may require much more support when they enroll than either they or their institutions realize. 

These students often manage many responsibilities simultaneously and take a leap of faith that they will be able 

to succeed, even when they aren't sure what the reality of learning online will be like. Take steps to learn more 

about your online students and the resources you may need to provide to help them reach their goals.



33

2025 Online Education Trends Report

Flexibility Is Beneficial, but Perhaps Not Without a Cost
Having the flexibility to schedule and complete coursework at convenient times can be important to students in 

different ways. Year after year, we also find that the financial obligations of enrollment are difficult for many 

students. Of the currently enrolled students responding this year, 75% were full-time students. Forty-seven 

percent were also employed full time. While working can help to subsidize the costs of enrollment, it also adds 

time management challenges. Self-paced formats can be very effective but also require high levels of self-

motivation, self-direction, and self-discipline.

Finance Models and Funding Opportunities Must Evolve
How can students be successful without an accurate expectation of their financial obligations while enrolled and 

after graduation? As colleges and universities enter an era of increasing uncertainty about funding overall, 

students are increasingly worried more about the costs of enrollment than about other important aspects of 

higher education, including academic quality. New models and resources will be required to continue supporting 

students and institutions alike.

Online Students' Positive Outlook Persists
With all of the challenges students identified this year, as in previous years, their positive outlook holds fast 

across enrollment status, gender, race/ethnicity, and income level. Students seem to maintain confidence in 

online education and in its ability to help them reach their goals. Institutions making difficult decisions about 

academic programs, services, and other aspects of online delivery may benefit from looking to alumni and 

current students for insights and recommendations.

AI Continues to Transform the Online Education Experience
And it's just the beginning. We can expect both intended and unintended consequences of AI along the way, 

with impacts that extend beyond individual users and courses. As institutions, faculty, and students embrace 

these new AI tools, it will be critical to rapidly assess and evaluate their use, establish and share leading 

practices, and document lessons learned. Working together, avoiding siloed thinking, and taking action will also 

be required to make the most of AI's potential in higher education at large.
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Data Notes
�� Percentages reported in this document have been rounded, resulting in some totals adding up to just under 

or over 100�

�� Several charts and descriptions present results for questions in which survey participants could select more 

than one response�

�� Findings reported from school administrators are based on the number of participants responding to each 

question; all questions, except a screening question related to the delivery of online programs, were optional�

�� Data are self-reported.
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Appendix
Participant Demographics

While we've collected data for this initiative since 2017, only data from the past five years are included in this 

report. You can view the data from prior years of the initiative on the BestColleges research hub.

School Administrator Participants

Data Collection — BestColleges, Qualtrics

Respondent's Primary Role
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Institution Type

2021 (n=366) 2022 (n=313) 2023 (n=67) 2024 (n=100) 2025 (n=51)

2021 (n=366) 2022 (n=311) 2023 (n=67) 2024 (n=100) 2025 (n=52)
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Student Participants

Data Collection — Pure Spectrum

*Response option added in 2021.     **Response option added in 2023.


Note: From 2017-2022, "male" and "female" were response options instead of "man" and "woman." In 2023, we revised our survey demographic questions to be 
more inclusive.


Sex/Gender
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*Age categories reconfigured in 2025.


*Age categories reconfigured in 2024 to reflect age ranges by generation. Data related to age collected in previous years is presented below.


18-27 
(Gen Z)

28-43 
(Millennials)

44-59 
(Gen X)

>59 (Baby 
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Online Degree Pursuing, Completed, or Interested In

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)
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30%​

5%​

18%​

28%​

31%​

2%​

15%​

Doctorate Professional Degree Postsecondary Certificate Industry Certification

0%

5%

10%

15%

4%​

5%​

3%​

6%​

4%​

3%​

4%​

7%​

3%​

2%​

5%​

6%​

3%​ 3%​

6%​

10%​

4%​

2%​

7%​

12%​
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2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001 2025 (n=1,000)

Student Status

*Response option removed in 2021, returned in 2023, removed in 2024.


**Response option added in 2021, removed in 2023.


Undergraduate Graduate Certificate/Certification

0%

50%

100%

59%​

23%​ 19%​

Online program graduate

Taking at least one online class 
but not enrolled in a full program*

Seriously considering online 
programs, but not yet enrolled

Currently enrolled in an 
online program

Currently enrolled in all or some 
courses online that are


not offered in person due to 
COVID-19 restrictions**

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

28%​

19%​

25%​

28%​

28%​

19%​

25%​

28%​

22%​

28%​

22%​

28%​

30%​

35%​

34%​

30%​

35%​

35%​

Enrollment Level 2025 (n=1,000)
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Field of Study/Intended Field of Study

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

*Response option added in 2022. Prior to 2022, nursing was included in "Health Professions and Related Programs."

Biological and 
Physical Sciences

Business, Management, 
Marketing, Accounting, and 

Related Services

Communication, 
Journalism, and 

Related Programs

Computer and 
Information Sciences 
and Support Services

Criminal Justice, Law 
Enforcement, 

Firefighting, and Related 
Protective Services

Education

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

6%​

19%​

4%​

18%​

6%​

9%​

5%​

20%​

3%​

11%​

6%​

10%​10%​

4%​

21%​

3%​

13%​

5%​

3%​

22%​

3%​

12%​

6%​

8%​

4%​

21%​

3%​

11%​

6%​

8%​

Engineering Health Professions and 
Related Programs

Humanities and 
Liberal Arts (e.g., 

Philosophy, Religion, 
History, English, 
Languages, Art)

Mathematics and 
Statistics

Nursing* Psychology, Sociology, 
and Social Sciences

Other

0%

5%

10%

15%

8%​

10%​

5%​

1%​

7%​ 7%​

6%​

11%​

5%​

2%​

4%​

8%​8%​ 8%​

7%​

10%​

4%​

1%​1%​

5%​

9%​

5%​

11%​

4%​

7%​

10%​

8%​

7%​

10%​

8%​

1%​

6%​

9%​

6%​
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Marital Status

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

First-Generation Student Status 2024 2025

All Students Currently Enrolled Prospective Students Graduates

0%

50%

100%

50%​

64%​

33%​

54%​
48%​

59%​

28%​

60%​

Divorced

Living With 
Partner

Married

Separated

Single

Widowed

Not Reported/
Prefer Not to 

Say

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

9%​

51%​

34%​

1%​
1%​

1%​

<1%​

<1%​
<1%​

5%​
4%​

15%​

15%​

14%​

37%​

2%​

2%​

1%​

1%​

40%​

3%​

46%​

35%​

<1%​
0%​

8%​

16%​

33%​
32%​

39%​

2%​

5%​

3%​

45%​

<1%​
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Number of Children (Under 18 Living at Home)

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

0 1 2 3

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

44%​

24%​ 24%​

5%​

10%​

40%​

31%​

12%​

4%​

39%​

37%​

14%​

18%​

41%​

26%​

8%​

13%​

42%​

31%​

11%​

4 5 6 or More Prefer Not to Say

0%

2%

4%

6%

2%​

<1%​ <1%​ <1%​

5%​

2%​

1%​ <1%​

0%​ 0%​ 0%​

4%​

1%​ 1%​

5%​

2%​

1%​

0%​

2%​

1%​
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Employment Status

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

Employed for 
Wages - Total

Employed for 
Wages - Full-Time

Employed for 
Wages - Part-Time

Homemaker Military Retired

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

52%​52%​

5%​

<1%​ 1%​

65%​
64%​

13%​
12%​

7%​

<1%​ 1%​

68%​

58%​

10%​

7%​

1%​ 1%​

53%​

37%​

16%​
15%​

9%​

<1%​ 2%​

61%​

46%​

8%​

<1%​ 1%​

Self-Employed Unable to Work Unemployed, Looking Unemployed, Not Looking Other

0%

10%

20%

14%​

2%​

8%​

4%​

<1%​

12%​

2%​

7%​

4%​

1%​

13%​ 13%​

2%​

5%​

2%​ 2%​

14%​

4%​

12%​

2%​
3%​

4%​

9%​

2%​ 2%​
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Race/Ethnicity

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

Middle Eastern or North 
African*

Asian, Pacific Islander, or 
Asian Indian**

Asian, Asian American, 
or Asian Indian*

Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander*

Hispanic or Latino/a***

Hispanic***

Latino/a or Latinx***

African American or Black

Native American or 
American Indian**

Native American, American 
Indian, or Alaska Native*

Caucasian or White

Multiracial****

More than one of these 
applies to me*

Prefer Not to Say/Disclose

Other/Identity or 
Identities Not Listed

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

<1%​

<1%​

10%​

10%​

9%​

64%​

3%​

<1%​

<1%​

<1%​

<1%​
0%​

4%​
6%​
6%​

17%​

17%​

2%​
2%​

2%​

23%​

59%​

<1%​
<1%​
<1%​

1%​
1%​

11%​

63%​

<1%​

1%​

<1%​

4%​

5%​

3%​

3%​

11%​
11%​

1%​

1%​

73%​
73%​

2%​

*Response added in 2024. **Response removed in 2024. ***Responses revised in 2024 and 2025. ****Response added in 2023, removed in 2024.
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Annual Household Income

2021 (n=1,800) 2022 (n=1,800) 2023 (n=1,800) 2024 (n=1,001) 2025 (n=1,000)

Under $25,000 $25,000-$49,999 $50,000-$74,999 $75,000-$99,999

0%

10%

20%

30%

11%​

21%​

18%​

16%​

12%​

27%​

23%​

18%​

9%​

19%​

21%​

19%​
20%​

28%​

21%​

12%​

18%​

24%​
23%​

14%​

$100,000-$124,999 $125,000-$149,999 $150,000 or More Not Reported/Prefer Not to Say

0%

5%

10%

15%

9%​

10%​

14%​

2%​

9%​

4%​

6%​

1%​

12%​

10%​

9%​

1%​

8%​

4%​

7%​

1%​

8%​ 8%​

5%​

1%​
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