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Abstract: This research paper delves into the evolving landscape of higher education, focusing
on trends in online degrees and competency-based learning. The study aims to understand the
current state of these educational approaches, their impact on students and faculty, and their
implications for the future of higher education. To achieve these objectives, a mixed-methods
research approach was employed. Surveys were conducted to gather quantitative data on
student experiences and faculty perspectives, while qualitative interviews and document
analysis provided a deeper understanding of the subject matter.

Key findings revealed a high level of student satisfaction with online degree programs,
primarily due to the flexibility they offer. Faculty members recognized the positive impact of
competency-based learning but highlighted challenges in implementation, emphasizing the
need for ongoing professional development. Online degree graduates demonstrated strong
employability, reinforcing the relevance of online education in today's workforce. Additionally,
institutional trends indicated a growing emphasis on access and inclusivity.

The implications of this research are significant. Higher education institutions must
prioritize quality in online course design and provide support for faculty development.
Policymakers should consider incentivizing faculty training and promoting strategies to
enhance access to online education. In conclusion, this study contributes valuable insights to
the ever-evolving landscape of higher education. Online degrees and competency-based
learning are poised to shape the future, and this research underscores the importance of
adapting to these trends to provide accessible and high-quality education for all.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background and Overview

The landscape of higher education is undergoing a profound transformation in response to the
dynamic demands of the modern world. Traditional brick-and-mortar institutions are no longer
the sole providers of education, as the digital age has ushered in a new era characterized by the
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increasing prevalence of online degrees and competency-based learning. This section of the
research paper provides an overview and background of these transformative trends,
underscoring their significance in the context of contemporary education.

The traditional model of higher education, characterized by fixed curricula and rigid
timelines, is facing challenges in meeting the evolving needs of learners, employers, and
society at large. As industries rapidly evolve, demanding a diverse set of skills and
competencies, higher education must adapt to produce graduates who are not only
knowledgeable but also adaptable and skillful.

Online degrees have emerged as a prominent alternative to traditional in-person

education. Leveraging digital platforms, online degrees offer greater flexibility in terms of
when and where learning occurs, catering to a diverse range of learners, from working
professionals seeking career advancement to individuals in remote areas with limited access to
traditional institutions.
Simultaneously, competency-based learning approaches have gained traction, emphasizing the
mastery of specific skills and knowledge over fixed credit-hour requirements. This shift places
the focus squarely on learners' ability to demonstrate proficiency, aligning education more
closely with the demands of the workforce.

The significance of these trends extends beyond convenience and adaptability. They
have the potential to democratize education, making it accessible to a global audience,
regardless of geographical location or socioeconomic background. Additionally, they promise
to bridge the skills gap, aligning education more closely with the skills needed for success in a
rapidly changing job market.

In light of these developments, this research paper aims to delve deeper into the trends
in online degrees and competency-based learning. It seeks to understand their impact on higher
education, identify potential challenges, and explore opportunities for improvement. The
following sections will explore the existing literature, research methodology, results,
discussion, and conclusions, contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the future of
higher education.

1.2. Research Objectives, Research Question, and Hypothesis
The objectives of this research paper are multifaceted, aiming to provide a comprehensive
exploration of the trends in online degrees and competency-based learning in higher education:

1. To examine the current landscape of online degrees, including their prevalence, types,
and delivery methods, in order to gain insight into their evolution.

2. To assess the adoption and implementation of competency-based learning models
across various educational institutions and programs, investigating the key factors
influencing their success.

3. To identify the challenges and opportunities associated with online degrees and
competency-based learning, considering both institutional and learner perspectives.

4. To analyze the implications of these trends for higher education stakeholders, including
universities, faculty, learners, and employers, and their alignment with the needs of the
modern workforce.

5. To propose recommendations for enhancing the effectiveness and accessibility of
online degrees and competency-based learning, with a focus on improving educational
outcomes and workforce readiness.
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Research Question: In light of the evolving landscape of higher education, this research paper
seeks to answer the following central question:

"How are online degrees and competency-based learning shaping the future of higher
education, and what are their implications for learners, institutions, and the workforce?"
Hypothesis: To guide this investigation, we propose the following hypothesis:

"H1: Online degrees and competency-based learning are increasingly influential forces in
higher education, offering greater flexibility, accessibility, and alignment with the needs of the
modern workforce. As a result, they are likely to continue growing in prevalence and impact."
These objectives, research question, and hypothesis form the foundation for the subsequent
sections of this research paper. The following sections will delve into the existing literature,
research methodology, results, discussion, and conclusions, all with the aim of shedding light
on the future of higher education within the context of online degrees and competency-based

learning.
2. Literature

2.1. Literature Review

Year Authors Key Variables Studied Main Findings
2023 Smith, J. Adoption of online (.iegrees in higher|| Online degree p.rogra.lms are rapidly
education proliferating.
022 Brown, A. & Lee, Student satisfaction with online  ||High student satisfaction with online
C. learning degrees.
2021|  Johnson, M. Employability of online degree Online graduajces are competitive in
graduates the job market.
Effi f - - Is enh.
2020 Garcia, R. icacy o c‘ompetency based CompetenC}'/ based .n?o'de s enhance
learning models skill acquisition.
Patel, S. & Ki I f student t and
2020 * ¢ i Challenges in online degree delivery SSHCS OF STGCIE cigageimettt an
H. assessment.
2019 Anderson, L. & Access to online education for Online degrees improve access to
Clark, E. underserved populations higher education.
2019 Davis, P Faculty perceptl'ons of online Faculty requ}re t'ralmng.for effective
teaching online instruction.
2018 Wilson, K. & Learner outcomes in competency- || Positive effects on learner outcomes
Turner, B. based programs demonstrated.
2017 Smith, L. Quality assurance in online degree || Ensuring program quality remains a
programs challenge.
o . . Motivation pl itical role i
2017 Hughes, D. Motivation and online learning otvation p ays a crticatrole In
online success.
Carter, R. & Hall Online educati b t-
2016| " A1l Cost-effectiveness of online degrees rine education C.an © more cos
S. effective.
2016 Kim, M. & Chen, || Assessment methods in competency- Various assessment strategies
Y. based learning enhance learning.
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Year Authors Key Variables Studied Main Findings
2015 Miller, K. Student engagement in online Active student engagement is crucial
courses for success.
2014 Smith, P. & Effectiveness of online support Adequate support services are
Johnson, K. services essential for success.
B ,D. & . . L leti tes i li
2013 role Online degree completion rates OWeL completion rales 1 ORine
White, J. programes.

This table provides an organized overview of the relevant scholarly works, their publication

years, the key variables they studied, and their main findings. These studies collectively
contribute to the body of knowledge surrounding online degrees and competency-based

learning, and they form the basis for the discussion of existing literature in this research paper.
2.2. Identifying Gaps in Existing Literature

While the existing literature on online degrees and competency-based learning has made

significant contributions to our understanding of these trends, there are several notable gaps
and limitations that this research paper aims to address:

1.

Limited Focus on Competency-Based Learning Outcomes: Many existing studies
tend to focus on the adoption and delivery of competency-based learning programs
rather than systematically evaluating their impact on learner outcomes. This research
aims to bridge this gap by examining the effectiveness of competency-based models in
terms of skill acquisition, academic achievement, and employability.

Lack of Longitudinal Studies: Many existing research studies are cross-sectional in
nature, providing snapshots of the current state of online degrees and competency-based
learning. Longitudinal studies are needed to track the evolution of these trends over
time and assess their sustainability, scalability, and long-term impact on higher
education.

Limited Exploration of Faculty Perspectives: While some studies touch upon faculty
perceptions of online teaching, there is a dearth of in-depth research examining the
experiences and challenges faced by educators in transitioning to online and
competency-based models. This research aims to fill this gap by exploring faculty
perspectives and needs for effective online instruction.

Underrepresented Student Voices: A significant gap in the existing literature is the
limited representation of student perspectives in online and competency-based learning.
Understanding student experiences, motivations, and challenges is crucial for
improving the quality and accessibility of these educational models.

Variability in Quality Assurance: Existing literature highlights the importance of
maintaining quality in online degree programs, but there is a lack of consensus on
effective quality assurance mechanisms. This study seeks to explore the different
quality assurance approaches adopted by institutions and their impact on program
outcomes.

Incomplete Exploration of Accessibility: While it is acknowledged that online
degrees can improve access to education, there is limited examination of how these
programs address the needs of underserved populations, such as individuals with
disabilities or those in remote areas. This research aims to delve deeper into the
accessibility aspects of online education.
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7. Global Perspectives: Many existing studies are predominantly focused on the North
American context. This research aims to provide a more global perspective by
considering the adoption and impact of online degrees and competency-based learning
in diverse international settings.

8. Workforce Alignment: While some studies touch upon the employability of online
degree graduates, there is a need for more extensive research examining how well these
programs align with the evolving demands of the workforce, especially in emerging
fields and industries.

By addressing these gaps and limitations in the existing literature, this research paper aims to
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the trends in online degrees and
competency-based learning and their implications for the future of higher education. It seeks
to provide valuable insights for educators, policymakers, and stakeholders in shaping the
direction of higher education in the digital age.

3. Methods

This section outlines the research methods employed in this study to investigate trends in online
degrees and competency-based learning in higher education. It provides a comprehensive
overview of data collection, data sources, and data analysis techniques. Ethical considerations
relevant to the research are also addressed.

3.1 Data Collection Methods

The data collection for this study involved a mixed-methods approach to ensure a well-rounded
understanding of the research topic. The following methods were utilized:

3.1.1 Surveys: An online survey was administered to a diverse sample of students enrolled in
online degree programs and competency-based learning programs across various institutions.
The survey included questions about their experiences, motivations, and challenges.

3.1.2 Interviews: In-depth interviews were conducted with faculty members who have
experience in teaching online courses and competency-based programs. These interviews
aimed to gather qualitative insights into their perspectives and experiences.

3.1.3 Document Analysis: Relevant documents, such as institutional reports, program
guidelines, and policy documents related to online degrees and competency-based learning,
were analyzed to provide contextual information.

3.2 Data Sources

3.2.1 Participants: The survey respondents included a stratified sample of 500 students from
various institutions offering online degrees and competency-based programs. Interviews were
conducted with 20 faculty members who volunteered to participate. Institutional documents
were obtained from a diverse set of higher education institutions.

3.2.2 Secondary Data: To supplement primary data, secondary data sources, including
academic journals, reports, and articles, were reviewed. These sources provided additional
context and background information for the study.

3.3 Data Analysis Techniques

3.3.1 Quantitative Data Analysis: Survey data was analyzed using statistical software (e.g.,
SPSS). Descriptive statistics were used to summarize survey responses, and inferential
statistics (e.g., t-tests, ANOVA) were employed to identify significant patterns and
relationships among variables.
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3.3.2 Qualitative Data Analysis: Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using thematic
analysis. Themes and patterns in the qualitative data were identified and coded to provide a
deeper understanding of faculty perspectives.

3.3.3 Document Analysis: Institutional documents were analyzed using content analysis
techniques. Key themes and trends related to online degrees and competency-based learning
within these documents were identified.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the research process. Informed consent was
obtained from all survey participants and interviewees, ensuring their voluntary participation
and anonymity. The study adhered to all relevant institutional ethics guidelines and was
conducted in accordance with ethical standards for research involving human subjects.
Additionally, measures were taken to protect the confidentiality of participants, and data was
anonymized during analysis. Any potentially sensitive information, such as participant
identities, was securely stored and kept confidential.

4. Results

This section presents the findings obtained from the research, organized according to the
methods described in the previous section (Section 3). The results are presented using tables to
ensure clarity and precision in reporting the data.

4.1 Survey Results

Table 1: Student Experiences in Online Degree Programs

Aspect Strongly Agree | Agree Neutral | Disagree || Strongly Disagree
(%) (o) (%) (o) (%0)
Overall satisfaction 35 42 15 6 2
Flexibility of schedule 48 32 14 4 2
Quality of' course 28 45 18 6 3
materials

Interaction with peers 22 38 25 10 5
Instructor support 32 40 18 6 4

Table 2: Faculty Perspectives on Competency-Based Learning

Theme Frequency (%)
Positive impact on learning 75
Challenges in implementation 60
Need for faculty development 85
Student engagement 70

4.2 Interview Results

The interviews with faculty members provided qualitative insights into their perspectives on
online teaching and competency-based learning:
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Positive Impact: The majority (75%) of faculty members expressed that competency-
based learning had a positive impact on students' skill development and mastery of
course content.

Challenges: About 60% of faculty members identified challenges in the
implementation of competency-based models, including the need for significant course
redesign and adaptations to assessment methods.

Faculty Development: A substantial 85% of faculty members emphasized the need for
ongoing professional development to effectively teach in online and competency-based
formats.

Student Engagement: Approximately 70% of faculty members highlighted the
importance of active student engagement in online courses and competency-based
programs.

4.3 Document Analysis

Document analysis of institutional reports and policy documents revealed the following key

trends:

Increased Adoption: The documents indicated a consistent upward trend in the
adoption of online degree programs and competency-based learning across higher
education institutions.

Quality Assurance: Quality assurance mechanisms, including accreditation standards
and program assessment, were a central focus in these documents, reflecting the
importance of maintaining program quality.

Access and Inclusivity: Several documents emphasized the role of online education in
improving access to higher education for underserved populations, aligning with the
study's objectives.

4.4 Quantitative Analysis - Student Demographics
Table 3: Demographics of Survey Participants

Demographic Percentage (%)
Gender (Male) 40
Gender (Female) 60
Age (18-24) 25
Age (25-34) 45
Age (35-44) 20
Age (45 and above) 10

Educational Level

- Undergraduate 50
- Graduate 35
- Postgraduate 15

4.5 Qualitative Analysis - Faculty Insights

Table 4: Challenges Faced by Faculty in Competency-Based Learning Implementation

Challenge

Faculty Mentioned (%)

Course Redesign

65
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Challenge Faculty Mentioned (%)
Assessment Modifications 50
Time-Intensive Planning 40
Student Support and Feedback 30
Technology Integration 25
4.6 Institutional Trends - Document Analysis
Table 5: Key Trends in Institutional Documents
Trend Frequency (%)
Increased Adoption 80
Quality Assurance 75
Access and Inclusivity 60
Faculty Development Programs 70
Student Support Services 45

4.7 Quantitative Analysis - Student Satisfaction

Table 6: Factors Contributing to Overall Student Satisfaction

Factors Contributing to Satisfaction

Percentage of Respondents

Quality of Instruction 65
Support Services 50
Flexibility of Schedule 70
Interaction with Instructors 55
Program Reputation 60

4.8 Quantitative Analysis - Employability

Table 7: Employability of Online Degree Graduates

Employment Status Percentage of Graduates Employed (%)
Employed Full-Time 72
Employed Part-Time 18
Unemployed/Seeking Employment 10

4.9 Qualitative Analysis - Student Experiences
Table 8: Key Themes from Student Responses

Key Themes Frequency (%)
Flexibility and Convenience 80
Technical Challenges 60
Need for Improved Interaction 45
Quality of Learning Materials 55
Importance of Time Management 70
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4.10 Document Analysis - Access and Inclusivity

Table 9: Strategies for Enhancing Access and Inclusivity

Strategies Mentioned in Documents (%)
Online Accessibility Standards 65
Financial Aid and Scholarships 50
Outreach to Underserved Populations 45
Online Support Services 60
Inclusive Course Design 40

5. Discussion

In this section, we analyze and interpret the research findings in the context of the research
objectives and hypothesis set in Section 1. We discuss how these results contribute to a deeper
understanding of trends in online degrees and competency-based learning and explore their
implications for higher education institutions, students, and policymakers.

5.1 Student Experiences and Satisfaction

The survey results (Table 1) reveal that a significant majority of students express satisfaction
with online degree programs. This aligns with our hypothesis (H1), indicating that online
degrees are indeed meeting the needs and expectations of learners. The flexibility of online
programs is a key factor contributing to this satisfaction, with 80% of students agreeing or
strongly agreeing with its benefits.

However, it is crucial to note that 25% of students expressed neutral or negative views
regarding the quality of course materials. This points to the need for institutions to continually
enhance the design and delivery of online courses. The results underscore the importance of
investing in instructional design and technology to ensure high-quality learning experiences.
5.2 Faculty Perspectives on Competency-Based Learning

The qualitative findings (Table 4) provide valuable insights into faculty perspectives on
competency-based learning. While 75% of faculty members noted the positive impact of this
model on student learning, the challenges faced during implementation (60%) cannot be
ignored. Faculty development programs (85%) emerge as a critical need to equip educators
with the skills and strategies necessary for effective online and competency-based instruction.
These findings have implications for higher education institutions, suggesting that support for
faculty in adapting to new instructional models is essential. Policymakers should consider
incentivizing and funding professional development opportunities for faculty to ensure the
successful implementation of competency-based programs.

5.3 Employability and Access

The quantitative analysis (Table 7) indicates that a significant majority (90%) of online degree
graduates are employed, with 72% in full-time positions. This supports our hypothesis (H1)
that online graduates are competitive in the job market. It highlights the potential of online
degrees to address workforce demands and enhance graduates' employability.

Document analysis (Table 5) reveals an emphasis on strategies to enhance access and
inclusivity in online degree programs, aligning with the study's objectives. Online accessibility
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standards (65%) and outreach to underserved populations (45%) are among the strategies
institutions are adopting to improve access.
5.4 Implications for Policymakers and Institutions
These findings have several implications for policymakers and higher education institutions:
e Policymakers should consider providing funding and support for faculty development
programs to ensure effective online and competency-based instruction.
o Institutions should prioritize the design of high-quality online courses and provide
ongoing support services to enhance student experiences.
o Efforts to improve access and inclusivity should include adherence to online
accessibility standards and targeted outreach to underserved populations.
5.5 Conclusion and Future Research
In conclusion, this research provides valuable insights into trends in online degrees and
competency-based learning in higher education. The findings indicate that online degrees can
meet the diverse needs of students and contribute to their employability. However, they also
highlight the importance of addressing challenges in implementation and enhancing the quality
of online education.
Future research can further explore the long-term impact of online degrees and competency-
based learning on student outcomes, the effectiveness of different faculty development models,
and the evolving landscape of online education in a global context. Additionally, research can
delve into the experiences of specific student populations, such as underserved and non-
traditional learners.
Overall, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the evolving landscape of higher
education and offers actionable insights for institutions, educators, and policymakers as they
navigate the future of online degrees and competency-based learning.
6. Conclusion
In summary, this research paper has explored the trends in online degrees and competency-
based learning in higher education and has provided valuable insights into the experiences of
students and faculty, as well as institutional perspectives. We aimed to answer the central
research question: "How are online degrees and competency-based learning shaping the future
of higher education, and what are their implications for learners, institutions, and the
workforce?"
The findings of this study have shed light on several key aspects. Firstly, the majority of
students expressed satisfaction with online degree programs, emphasizing the flexibility they
offer. This aligns with the hypothesis that online degrees are becoming increasingly influential
in higher education. However, challenges related to course material quality highlight the need
for continuous improvement in instructional design.
Faculty perspectives revealed the positive impact of competency-based learning on student
learning but also underscored challenges in implementation, emphasizing the importance of
faculty development. These insights call for institutional support and professional development
opportunities to equip educators for effective online and competency-based instruction.
The research also highlighted that a significant proportion of online degree graduates are
employed, supporting the hypothesis that online graduates are competitive in the job market.
Moreover, document analysis indicated that institutions are focusing on strategies to improve
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access and inclusivity, emphasizing the importance of online accessibility standards and
targeted outreach.

These findings have broader implications for higher education stakeholders. For higher
education institutions, the study emphasizes the importance of investing in instructional design
and technology to ensure the quality of online courses. It also underscores the need for robust
faculty development programs to support effective online and competency-based instruction.
Policymakers should consider providing funding and incentives for faculty development
initiatives to strengthen online education programs. Additionally, they can promote the
adoption of online accessibility standards and encourage institutions to reach underserved
populations.

Looking ahead, the significance of this study's findings lies in their potential to shape the future
of higher education. Online degrees and competency-based learning have emerged as powerful
tools to meet the diverse needs of learners, improve employability, and enhance access to
education. As the landscape continues to evolve, it is essential for institutions and policymakers
to adapt and embrace these trends to ensure the continued growth and accessibility of higher
education.

In conclusion, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the transformative trends
in higher education. It underscores the pivotal role that online degrees and competency-based
learning play in shaping the future of education. By addressing challenges, improving quality,
and supporting educators, higher education institutions and policymakers can harness the full
potential of these trends to provide accessible, high-quality education for learners worldwide.
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