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O R G A N I Z A T I O N S 
 

 

 

U N I V E R I S T Y   O F   W I S C O N S I N   S Y S T E M     

 

 

The University of Wisconsin System is one of the largest systems of public higher education in the 
country, educating approximately 165,000 students each year and employing 40,000 faculty and 

staff statewide.  With 13 universities across 26 campuses and a statewide extension network, the 
UW System is a tremendous academic, cultural, and economic resource for Wisconsin, the nation, 

and the world. 

The Office of Learning & Information Technology Services (OLITS) is dedicated to supporting the 

use of technology to enhance the teaching and learning mission of the UW System institutions.  
OLITS staff have responsibility for systemwide collaboration and enhancement of six major areas 

of Information Technology including technology for teaching and learning. 

The University of Wisconsin System Digital Learning Environment (DLE) is a unique online 
ecosystem used by our students, instructors, and administrators to support teaching and learning.  
Currently, the DLE includes three, cloud- based software tools: Instructure’s Canvas learning 

management system, Kaltura media management system, and Blackboard Collaborate Ultra web 
conferencing system.  The DLE enables teaching and learning in all course formats (e.g., face-to-

face, blended/hybrid/hyflex, and fully online) and includes more than 100 other integrated 
learning technology tools to meet the diverse needs of the students and instructors. 

 

D E T A    R E S E A R C H 

 

 

DETA (DETAResearch.org) was established as the National Research Center for Distance 
Education and Technological Advancements in 2014 with funding from the U.S.  Department of 

Education, Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, at the University of Wisconsin 
- Milwaukee.  DETA conducts and supports rigorous research from the course level to cross-
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institutional studies for all educational institutional types (K-20) with a particular focus on 
traditionally underrepresented students.  This enables DETA to help partners strategically ensure 

quality experiences and improve student access and success through thoughtful implementation, 
evaluation, and scaling of proven instructional and institutional practices and technologies. 

The work was undertaken on behalf of the University of Wisconsin System Administration. 
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E X E C U T I V E   S U M M A R Y 
 

 

 

K E Y   F I N D I N G S 

In answering the research questions, there were four primary findings: 1.) Students are generally 
satisfied with their experience with the DLE; 2.) Students use the DLE often for their learning 

tasks and feel that the majority of tasks are easy for them to perform; 3.) Students find navigation 
generally easy to do, but there are some challenges; and 4.) Students reported challenges with 

some areas, although not necessarily with high demand functions. 

 

 

Students are generally satisfied with their experience. 

 

Students use an array of functions often for their learning tasks 
and feel that the majority of tasks are easy for them to perform. 

 

Students find navigation generally easy to do, but there are some 
challenges. 

 

Students reported challenges with some areas, although not 
necessarily with high demand functions. 

 

 

In the next section, we will summarize those primary findings by describing students’ attitudes and 

behaviors from their user experience in the DLE as captured in the data collection.  Overall, 
students generally have a positive experience within the DLE. 
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1.  Students are generally satisfied with their experience with the DLE. 

Students report that the DLE is easy to access and to use, and they perceive that Canvas is 

a useful system.  They feel that they will continue to use it as it is available in the future and 
believe instructors should use it in the future.  Most students are confident in their use and 

satisfied using Canvas.  Moreover, students believe Canvas is helpful in organizing their 
learning.   

 

2.  Students use the DLE often for their learning tasks and feel that the majority of tasks 
are easy for them to perform. 

The student experience in using the DLE consists of learning activities such as finding 

course information, staying on task, managing their time, submitting and taking 
assessments, tracking performance and getting feedback on assessments, and interacting 

in threaded discussions.  Most students find the DLE beneficial and easy to use.  However, 
students report that the way in which the instructor utilizes it can determine not only the 

success of their use, but also the ease in which students can experience the course site.  
For example, although it is reported that the general functionality to find information is 

easy, students reported some difficulty with finding course materials and assignments 
which appears to do with how the course is organized and less with the functionality of the 

DLE.  Same sentiment in staying on task and managing their time through the calendar, to-
do list, and dashboard.  While students' ability to take and submit assessments is done 

often and without difficulty, they also enjoy the confetti functionality when they turn in 
their work.  With noted benefits of the grades and feedback tools, the students 

recommend a few items be improved in functionality.  Discussions were on the lower end 
of functions frequently used yet were still above average and easy to use.   

 

3.  Students find navigation generally easy to do, but there are some challenges. 

Students navigate the DLE by:  

viewing their dashboard, returning to the course home page, accessing and 

navigating modules, navigating course websites, finding the page with the 
information they need, navigating the template used for their course, finding their 

way back to another page, clicking back out of a page, finding their list of their 
course sites, working with the system interface for their course, and turning the 

page or moving between pages.   



 
 

While half of these tasks were easy to perform, half were below average in ease of use.  
Students had less ease in turning or moving between pages, clicking back out of a page, 

working with the system interface, finding one’s way back to a page, and navigating the 
template.  Some of these challenges were attributed to the course organization of the 

faculty or instructor.  Students also reported the most difficult areas were following 
breadcrumbs or navigation shortcuts, finding the page with the information they needed, 

and clicking through to deeper pages and topics.  Students discussed getting trapped in 
deeper pages.   

 

4.  Students reported challenges with some areas, although not necessarily with high 
demand functions. 

Students reported challenges in their experience with groups, accessibility and usability, 

integration of third-party tools (e.g., BB Collaborate), media and file management, mobile 
application, and notifications.  While there were some benefits, students noted the 

challenges they experienced in these areas.   Students felt that groups were the most 
difficult, however they still expressed an interest in working in groups.  They expressed 

difficulty viewing closed captioning and with the usability of the color and text within the 
websites.  Students also noted challenges within the integrations of some of the web 

meeting tools.  Media and file management was an issue and was exacerbated by mobile 
devices.  Finally, notifications, while appreciated, also came along with challenges.   

 

_____________________________________________________ 

 

University of Wisconsin System Digital Learning Environment 

 

Students are generally satisfied with their experience. 

Students use an array of functions often for their learning tasks 
and feel that the majority of tasks are easy for them to perform. 

Students find navigation generally easy to do, but there are some 
challenges. 

Students reported challenges with some areas, although not 
necessarily with high demand functions. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
 

 

 

P U R P O S E 

The purpose of the research is to examine the student user experience (UX) of the Digital Learning 

Environment (DLE) within the University of Wisconsin System, one of the largest systems of public 
higher education in the country, educating approximately 165,000 students each year.  With 13 

universities across 26 campuses and a statewide extension network, 12 of the universities 
participated in this study of the DLE with the exception of University of Wisconsin - Madison 

which manages its own Canvas environment. 

The DLE is an online ecosystem used by students, instructors, and administrators to support 
teaching and learning.  It includes three cloud-based applications: Instructure’s Canvas learning 

management system, Kaltura media management system, and Blackboard Collaborate Ultra web 
conferencing system.  The DLE enables teaching and learning in all course formats. 

The study design incorporates mixed-methodological design and data collection techniques.  The 
study is conducted using survey methods.  Instrumentation is a student survey that includes 

quantitative (Likert) and qualitative (free response) items.  The survey includes previously 
validated questions and survey items informed through multiple efforts.  A systematic review of 

existing research and environment scan of documents related to DLEs, such as learning 
management systems (LMSs) and related technologies and practices, were conducted to identify 

relevant areas of inquiry.   

Research Questions 

 
----   --------------------------     ----------------------------    ---------------------------        -------------------------- 

 
Question 1: 

Are students satisfied  

with the DLE?  

 

Question 2:  

How do students 

experience the DLE?  

Question 3: 

How do students 

navigate the DLE?  

Question 4:  

What challenges do the 

students experience 

with the DLE? 

With consideration for recent challenges faced and addressed due to COVID-19 pandemic, the 

research provides guidance on understanding the student experience with the DLE and identify 
factors that can be addressed to reduce student barriers to learning with the DLE.  The following 

research questions were proposed: 1.) Are students satisfied with the DLE; 2.) How do students 
experience the DLE; 3.) How do students navigate the DLE; and 4.) What challenges do the 

students experience within the DLE. 
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F I N D I N G S   I 
 

 

 

A R E   S T U D E N T S   S A T I S F I E D   W I T H   T H E   D L E ? 
GENERAL SATISFACTION WITH USER EXPERIENCE 

Overall, students are satisfied with their experience in the DLE.  It is easy to use, it is valid and 
reliable, and they intend to use it in the future and are confident in their use.  Specifically, students 

find Canvas in the DLE is easy to use and access.  They find technology reliable and valid; it does 
what it is supposed to do and works when they need it.  Students intend to use the DLE, if it is 

available to them.  They are confident using Canvas.  The strongest components of user 
experience include: 1.) easy to use, 2.) perceived useful, 3.) intended use, 4.) confident in use, 5.) 

satisfied with their use, and 6.) organizes their learning. 

  

DLE is easy to use. 

 

The DLE is useful. 

   

Students intend to use the DLE if available. 

 

Students are confident in their use of the DLE. 

 

Students are satisfied with their use of the DLE. 

 

The DLE organizes student learning. 
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Students really like having everything in one place for all of their courses instead of having to 
manage multiple websites.  Students commonly report the DLE is intuitive and has a good user 

interface.  They report that it is easy to navigate, yet ironically, navigation is also presented as a 
common challenge. 

Ease of use  

In examining the user experience and usability of the DLE, student responses reveal a high 
perception of ease of use, or the degree to which a person believes that Canvas would be free of 

effort, when asked about their experiences with Canvas in the DLE.  They responded very 
positively to statements about ease of use, including Canvas is easy to access (M = 4.43; SD = .80), 

I felt comfortable using Canvas (M = 4.43; SD = .74), and Canvas provides a convenient way to 
access course materials (M = 4.34; SD = .88).  See Table 1.   

TABLE 1 | GENERAL EASE OF USE  

 

Notably, the ease of use was lauded by both traditional and non-traditional students alike with 

one student commenting, “[i]t is really user-friendly even for an older student such as me who isn't 
always as tech-savvy as younger students.” 

 

 

“It is really user-friendly even for an 
older student such as me who isn't 
always as tech-savvy as younger 
students.” 
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They also felt that the technology was valid and reliable.  Students reported that Canvas does 
what it is supposed to do (M = 4.41; SD = .82) and works when they need it (M = 4.26; SD = .90).  

See Table 2. 

TABLE 2 | VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

 

Other non-traditional students also report they found the system easy to learn and use with one 
student adding “for a person out of school for 20+ years, it was not that difficult to learn.”  

With special interest in navigation, the study examined it separately as well.  Students agree that 
the user experience and usability in regard to navigation is easy.  Students report that it is easy to 

navigate (M = 4.17; SD = .96); the features and navigation within Canvas are easy to use (M = 4.17; 
SD = .94), and they are able to easily navigate back and forth through pages (M = 4.07; SD = 1.09).  

See Table 3. 

TABLE 3 | EASE OF NAVIGATION  

 

When professors utilize the course site sections and functions (e.g., modules, assignments) 
appropriately, students find the site navigation simple and straightforward.   

One student stated: “I like how everything is organized within the course page with the words on 
the side such as ‘Discussions,’ ‘Modules,’ ‘Announcements,’ and ‘Syllabus.’  It makes it very easy to 

find everything as long as my professors are also organized.”   
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“I like how everything is organized 
within the course page with the words 
on the side such as ‘Discussions,’ 
‘Modules,’ ‘Announcements,’ and 
‘Syllabus.’  It makes it very easy to find 
everything as long as my professors are 
also organized.”   

    

 

Perceived usefulness 

Students feel strongly that the experience is useful, or they believe that using the system will 

enhance their performance.  Specifically, students report that they think it is useful to support 
courses with Canvas (M = 4.37; SD = 0.83).  They also report that Canvas helps them follow their 

course activities (M = 4.35; SD = 0.91) and is useful to follow course activities online (M = 4.34; SD 
= 0.90).  See Table 4. 

TABLE 4 | PERCEIVED USEFULNESS 

 

Behavioral intent 

Students report strong agreements with statements related to behavioral intent or the 

individual’s intent to perform a conscious act, such as the use of Canvas in the DLE.  They 
responded that if they have access to courses in Canvas, they intend to use it (M = 4.61; SD = .70) 
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and use it frequently (M = 4.31; SD = .91).  They also believe that courses should be supported with 
Canvas in the future (M = 4.28; SD = .90) and those instructors should continue to use Canvas (M = 

4.28; SD = 1.06).  See Table 5. 

TABLE 5 | BEHAVIORAL INTENT 

 

Self-efficacy  

Students report high levels of agreement with statements related to self-efficacy or the belief an 
individual has in their ability to successfully perform certain behaviors, such as using Canvas in the 

DLE.  Students reported that they agree or strongly agree with statements, such as I am confident 
in using Canvas (M = 4.44; SD = .83), I felt very confident using Canvas (M = 4.27; SD = .89), and I 

am confident in using Canvas even if I have never used such a system before (M = 4.22; SD = .98).  
See Table 6.   

TABLE 6 | SELF-EFFICACY 
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Satisfaction 

Students are satisfied, the extent to which a user is pleased with the system, with Canvas and the 
DLE.  Students feel that Canvas is a satisfactory system (M = 4.25; SD = .89), and the tools are 

satisfactory (M = 4.08; SD = 1.01).  They also reported that they were satisfied with the courses 
conducted with the support of the system (M = 4.06; SD = 1.09).   

TABLE 7 | SATISFACTION 

 

Learning organization 

Students report high levels of agreement in that Canvas had become part of their learning routine 
(M = 4.47; SD = .83).  At somewhat lower levels of agreement, they felt it offers them the flexibility 

to learn (M = 3.85; SD 1.16) and allows them to better organize and structure their learning (M = 
3.85; SD = 1.15). 

TABLE 8 | LEARNING ORGANIZATION 

 

See Figure 1 for an overview of the Likert items described in Tables 1 through 8. 
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FIGURE 1 | LIKERT SCALES OF AGREEMENT FOR USER EXPERIENCE WITH DLE 
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University of Wisconsin System Digital Learning Environment 

 

Research Questions 

 
----   --------------------------     ----------------------------    ---------------------------        -------------------------- 

 

Question 1: 
Are students 

satisfied  

with the DLE?  

 

Question 2:  
How do students 

experience the 

DLE?  

Question 3: 
How do students 
navigate the DLE?  

Question 4:  
What challenges do 
the students 

experience with the 
DLE? 

 

 

 

 

 

Findings 
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F I N D I N G S   I I  
 

 

 

H O W   D O   S T U D E N T S   U S E   T H E   D L E ? 
USER EXPERIENCE IN FREQUENCY AND EASE OF USE 

In examining the functions students perform in using the DLE, we found that students most often 
use the DLE for some primary functions: 1.) finding course information, 2.) staying on task and 

time management, 3.) submitting or taking assessments, 4.) tracking performance and getting 
feedback on assessments, and 5.) interacting in threaded discussions.  

 

 

Finding course information  

 

Staying on task and time management 

   

Submitting or taking assessments  

 

Tracking performance and getting feedback  

 

Interacting in threaded discussions 
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Finding course information 

Students often use the DLE to find course information including assignments (M = 4.59; SD = .65), 
course materials (M = 4.53; SD = .69), documents (viewing, M = 4.40; SD = .70; downloading, M = 

4.18; SD = .84), and other files (M = 4.30; SD = .77).  They less often view videos, but it was still 
above average (M = 3.93; SD = .93).  Importantly, finding assignments and course materials are 

things that are very often done by students.  However, they also report that the organization of 
course materials and assignments by an instructor can make these tasks difficult. 

Students find most of the frequently performed functions easy to use as well.  They report at or 
above average levels that it is easy to download (M = 4.22; SD = .87) and view documents (M = 

4.07; SD = .93), view videos (M = 4.03; SD=.92), and access files (M = 3.96; SD = 0.93).  However, 
they did report below average ability in finding things such as assignments (M = 3.94; SD = 1.00) 

and course materials (M = 3.86; SD = .99), yet these two items are still somewhat high in the 
reported ease of use.  Also, although they don’t often use these functions, they reported above 

average ease of use in viewing full screen (M = 4.09; SD = .95) and viewing the syllabus (M = 3.99; 
SD = .96).  Worthy of note, downloading documents was very easy for students.  The technological 

functionality of Canvas seems frequently used and easy to use.  See Table 9. 

Importantly, students report that accessing, viewing, and downloading course information is 
influenced by how the instructor sets up the course.  Students describe well set up courses as 

making their experience easy, but poorly organized courses can make a course confusing and 
frustrating.  For instance, students report that some instructors “dump” the course materials into a 

module or modules without organizing them and without creating a hierarchy using headers and 
indentations.  They also describe that file titles and naming are ambiguous.  Organization of 

materials can make it or break it.  Simple and consistent organization of course content makes a 
clear difference in the student learning experience.  Students describe that both ends of the 

organization spectrum can be overwhelming with excessive or vague organization increasing site 
navigation difficulty.  “At times you have to dig to locate the resource starting at the top of the 

course and scrolling until you locate the item.”  

 

 

“I loved when teachers had modules for every 
class period.  Where you could go to the page 
and see the itinerary for that day, all 
assignments were linked in there, as well as 
any power points or additional resources.”  
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TABLE 9 | FINDING COURSE INFORMATION
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When properly organized, the modules are also a helpful way to manage assignments and course 
materials.  One student said they liked the “Canvas modules for visualizing work that needs to be 

completed each week of each course.” Others suggest well-organized modules can help them 
identify and locate class materials by class period or unit.  For example, a student stated, “I loved 

when teachers had modules for every class period where you could go to the page and see the 
itinerary for that day.  All assignments were linked in there as well as any PowerPoints or 

additional resources.” 

Students often reported that instructors did not organize the course using the available and 

appropriate course site sections, making finding information and navigation difficult.  For instance, 
they often reported that the syllabus wasn't under the 'Syllabus' tab or section but was embedded 

in a module which caused them to have to scroll around to find it.  Also, they reported that 
assignments could not be found under ‘Assignments.’  They had to remember what module the 

instructor posted it in or scroll through the whole course to find an assignment sheet. 

Staying on task and time management 

Students often use the DLE to help them stay on task by tracking due dates (M = 4.45; SD = .80), 

finding the agenda or list of things to do (M = 4.25; SD = .95), and receiving notification either from 
email (M = 4.16; SD = 1.07) or from course updates and deadlines (M = 4.05; SD = 1.00).   

Students report that most of these functions are easy to perform.  They report at or above average 

levels of ease of use in receiving notifications to their email (M = 4.22; SD = .91), receiving 
notifications to their phone (M = 4.00; SD = 1.02), which is not seldom done, and finding the 

agenda or list of things to do (M = 3.96; SD = 1.04).  Yet, there were a couple functions that fell 
below average levels of ease of use, including tracking due dates (M = 3.85; SD = 1.09) and 

receiving notifications of updates of the course site and deadlines (M = 3.93; SD = 1.03).  Although 
they were below average levels on these two items, the ease of use was still somewhat high.  

Notably, receiving notifications via email was very easy for students.  See Table 10. 

Students very often mentioned liking features that made keeping track of assignments and due 
dates easier.  Top mention was the calendar function, followed by the to-do list function, and then 

the dashboard.  Students commonly mentioned they liked these features; however, students also 
report if an instructor does not set up an assignment correctly or does not add due dates, they do 

not show up on the calendar or to-do list.  Importantly, the visualization of a student’s progress 
was repeatedly noted as helpful to their learning enhancing their ability to manage time and stay 

on task.    

Students stated that the calendar is the most beneficial feature to help them stay on task and meet 

deadlines.  One student specifies, “I am a visual learner and seeing what tasks and what 
assignments were due made it easier for me to stay on top of things.”  Many students commented 

they rely on the calendar to stay organized as they can easily access due dates and assignment 
pages for all of their courses from one place.  One student suggested they may have been less 

successful without the feature, “[i]f Canvas didn't have the calendar feature, I don't think I would 
be completing assignments on time.  I check the calendar at least 3 times a day and go to 
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assignments from there most of the time rather than through the course page.  I love it; it's super 
helpful for me to see my assignments for all my classes that way rather than in list form on for each 

individual class.” 

 

 

“If Canvas didn't have the calendar feature, I don't think 

I would be completing assignments on time.  I check the 

calendar at least 3 times a day and go to assignments 

from there most of the time rather than through the 

course page.  I love it; it's super helpful for me to see my 

assignments for all my classes that way rather than in 

list form on for each individual class.” 

    

 

Another feature, the to-do list, allows students to prioritize and plan their work for the week.  One 
student mentions, “[f]or someone like me who is pressed for time, being able to see a grid of 

upcoming assignments was extremely helpful.  The visual made planning a snap.”  As assignments 
are submitted, they are automatically removed from the to-do list, which students frequently 

mentioned helped them track their work.  For instance, one student reports, “when I submit an 
assignment the assignment goes away, so I have a checklist of what I need to complete each week.  

I can see at a glance what is due today, tomorrow, and so on.  It really helped me prioritize my 
studying.” 

Students report that the dashboard, if utilized by professors, served as a benefit in a student’s 

experience.  For instance, students explain that they “love the dashboard to view upcoming 
assignments, [wishing] there were a way to force instructors to add their assignments to it.”  

Additionally, students express that “having professors able to add assignments and dates in 
advance makes it easy to keep track of due dates.”  Students interact with the DLE to find 

assignments and use the dashboard very frequently.  While students are able to track due dates, 
find the agenda, and receive notifications through other features, instructors who set up 

assignments appropriately and better integrate the dashboard in their courses may impact a 
student’s efficiency, learning effectiveness, and ability to stay on task.  As one student mentioned, 
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“[t]he dashboard keeps me updated on upcoming assignments, which is helpful for someone such 
as myself who works full time and has a hectic schedule.”   

TABLE 10 | STAYING ON TASK AND TIME MANAGEMENT    

 

Notifications will be discussed further in the challenges section. 

Submitting or taking assessments 

Students often use the DLE to submit or take assessments, including assignments or quizzes.  

Students frequently submit assignments (M = 4.67; SD = .56), upload files (M = 4.32; SD = .80), and 
take quizzes (M = 4.19; SD = .87).  Submitting assignments was very often done.  They also found 

these activities easy for them to do.  Students report above average ease of use for taking a quiz 
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(M = 4.36; SD = .76), submitting assignments (M = 4.34; SD = .80), and uploading files (M = 4.14; SD 
= .95).  Markedly, taking quizzes and submitting assignments is very simple for students to do.  See 

Table 11.  

 

Students appreciate the ease of submitting assignments.  Many students specifically noted how 

they enjoy the confetti ‘reward’ animation that appears upon submission.  One student noted, “I 
love how you submit something in Canvas, how confetti come down on the screen! It makes me 

feel like I got something done, which I did!”  

TABLE 11 | SUBMITTING AND TAKING ASSESSMENTS  

 

Tracking performance and getting feedback on assessments 

Students often use the DLE to track their academic performance and receive feedback on their 
assessments, including viewing score of assignments and feedback (M = 4.42; SD = .74), tracking 

individual grades (M = 4.30; SD = .81), reviewing assignment feedback and grades (M = 4.30; SD = 
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.81), viewing their overall grades (M = 4.22; SD = .87), reviewing discussion feedback and grades 
(M = 4.19; SD = .88), and reviewing quiz results (M = 4.16; SD = .94).  Additionally, students also 

find these functions easy.  They report above average ease of use for viewing overall grade (M = 
4.33; SD =.88), tracking individual grades (M = 4.21; SD = .88), reviewing quiz results (M = 4.17; SD 

=.86), viewing scores of assignments and feedback (M = 4.12; SD =.96), and reviewing assignment 
feedback and grades (M = 3.99; SD = 1.03).  However, they reported that reviewing discussion 

feedback and grades was somewhat challenging with the average responses falling below the 
mean average of the other items (M = 3.92; SD = 1.03) while the average ratings were still 

somewhat high.  Viewing overall grades and tracking individual grades are very easy for students 
to complete.  See Table 12. 

Students appreciate being able to see their grades and feedback at any time.  Students report that 
it helped them more clearly understand their performance.  One student said, “I found the grade 

screen very helpful to keep me updated on my progress.”  Another student remarked, “the 
responses to coursework and the grade details are beneficial to understanding where I am in the 

class and how things are going.”  They also liked certain grade features that helped them 
understand their performance.  For instance, the ‘what-if grades’ feature was cited as a well-liked 

feature across multiple free response questions in the student survey.  Students like seeing what 
grade they need on an assignment to keep their overall course grade up.  One student explained, 

“the ability to enter ‘what-if’ grades, [is] especially useful if the professor has all assignments and 
proper weighting added.  I like this so I can see what score I need to keep or increase my grade." 

Many other students mentioned using this feature to view scenarios such as the student who 
commented, “I like the ability to test different grades for assignments so I can prepare myself for 

my ‘worst case scenario’ grade.” 

Students also like the feedback feature.  In response to what they like, one commented that they 
liked “getting feedback on long-form written assignments because it provides me with 

understanding of how to better do similar assignments in the future.”  Also, the built-in 
communication features also facilitate a positive learning experience.  One student said, “I like 

how the professors are able to give feedback for our assignments, and we are able to reply back to 
the professor right there if we have questions.”  

Finally, student comments suggest they prefer the way the grades are displayed within the app 

when compared to viewing grades on the desktop site.  One student reported finding grades on 
the desktop as challenging suggesting improving “the way grades are shown as it is difficult to find 

the grades online unlike [in] the app.”  When asked to suggest improvements a number of students 
also suggested changes to the desktop grade pages to be more like the app experience.  One 

student suggested adding the card view to the desktop version.  They stated, “desktop view 
[should] allow grades to show on the card view not just on mobile app.”  Meanwhile, others 

suggested duplicating the mobile dashboard experience in the full desktop site to allow them to 
view all of their grades at once suggesting to, “add a dashboard similar to mobile on the desktop 

version.  Specifically, where you can see grades of all courses at once." 
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TABLE 12 | TRACKING PERFORMANCE 
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Interacting in threaded discussions 

Students often interact in threaded discussions.  They view an instructor's or their classmates’ 
discussion posts (M = 3.96; SD = 1.00), post discussion messages (M = 3.96; SD = 1.02), and reply 

to discussion posts (M = 3.93; SD = 1.05).  It is important to note that these activities are 
performed less often than the other activities reported previously, and the activities reported are 

above average in their ratings of overall activities that students report.   

Students report that these items are above average in ease of use.  They are able to easily reply to 

discussion posts (M = 4.30; SD = 0.80), post discussion messages (M = 4.29; SD = 0.82), and view 
their instructor's or their classmates’ discussion posts (M = 4.12; 0.90).  To be specific, posting and 

replying to discussion messages are very easy for students.  See Table 13. 

Students reported liking some of the functions of the discussions.  A student reported that “I like 
that you can't read anyone else’s messages until you have submitted because otherwise people 

just paraphrase what someone else said."   

TABLE 13 | INTERACTING IN THREADED DISCUSSIONS 

 

 



UWSA DLE STUDY | 28 

F I N D I N G S   I I I  
 

 

 

H O W   D O    S T U D E N T S   N A V I G A T E   T H E   D L E ?  
USER EXPERIENCE IN FREQUENCY AND EASE OF USE OF NAVIGATION FUNCTIONS 
 

UWS instructors and staff had identified navigation of the DLE as an area where deeper 
investigation is needed.   Students most often navigate the DLE by: 1.) viewing your dashboard (M 

= 4.57; SD = .76), 2.) returning to the course home page (M = 4.52; SD = .67), 3.) accessing (M = 
4.46; SD = .74) and 4.) navigating modules (M = 4.42; SD = .75), 5.) navigating course websites (M = 

4.39; SD = .83), 6.) finding the page with the information they need (M = 4.37; SD = .70), 7.) 
navigating the template used for their courses (M = 4.31; SD = .86), 8.) finding their way back to 

another page (M = 4.31; SD = .74), 9.) clicking back out of a page (M = 4.20, SD = .83), 10.) finding 
the list of their course sites (M = 4.17; SD = .94), 11.) working with the system interface for their 

courses (M = 4.15; SD = .95), and 12.) turning the page or moving between pages (M = 4.02; SD = 
.98).  See Table 14.   

Students reported that half of these frequently performed tasks were also easy to do.  Students 

reported above average ease of use ratings for viewing the dashboard (M = 4.55; SD = .69, 
returning to the course home page (M = 4.33; SD = .89), finding the list of course sites (M = 4.27; 

SD = .86), accessing modules (M = 4.20; SD = .88), navigating the course websites (M = 4.01; SD = 
.97), and navigating modules (M = 3.98; SD = .96).   

Students also reported that half of these frequently performed task were below average in ease of 
use, including turning the page or moving between pages (M = 3.94; 0.98), clicking back out of a 

page (M = 3.92; SD = 1.03), working with the system interface for your courses (M = 3.86; SD = 
.92), finding one’s way back to another page (M = 3.85; SD = 1.05), navigating the template (M =  

3.84; SD = 1.02), and finding the page with the information needed (M = 3.63; SD = 1.05).  See 
Table 15.   

Distinctively, viewing the dashboard and returning home were both navigational tasks that were 

very often performed and very easy to do.  Accessing modules is also done frequently and finding a 
list of course sites was very easy to do; however, finding the page with the information one needs 

was difficult for students. 

Students report that how the course is organized can make navigating the site difficult.  They 
declare professors may “put all the coursework into one page, and it would become very cluttered 

and difficult to find specific material.”  Moreover, students describe the process of finding 
assignments when professors create “too many modules” or “extremely long and confusing 

modules,” and how that creates challenges as they attempt to find relevant materials needed to 
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prepare for important assignments like examinations.  In general, unorganized classes 
exacerbated frustrations for students trying to find assignments and materials for each week.  A 

severe lack of organization for courses even caused a student to drop two online classes because 
the student felt “no direction” from the course page created by the professor.  “Most of the 

navigation difficulties result from teachers organizing their Canvas pages in confusing manners.”  

It appears the deeper the pages are, the more difficult they are for students to navigate.  They are 

challenged with finding materials sometimes due to disorganization.  Also, it is a challenge moving 
pages or returning to the page they want once they have achieved deeper navigation. 

TABLE 14 | FREQUENCY OF NAVIGATIONAL TASKS    
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TABLE 15 | EASE OR DIFFICULTY OF NAVIGATIONAL TASKS    

 

Difficulties in navigation 

Students often reported having difficulty navigating to the pages or content for which they were 
looking, particularly when posted content was not aligned with the site labels.   One student 

commented, “sometimes assignments were hidden in Canvas, and I could not find them by directly 
clicking on the assignment in the syllabus.” Another student explained, “[o]ften professors create 
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their own types of navigation, and they differ by course.  Sometimes discussions are located in 
different places like the ‘groups’ tab which can be confusing, and sometimes buttons they include 

like ‘view assignment’ or ‘go to homepage’ end up not working or leading to an error page.”  When 
examining the most difficult areas for students, they reported most difficulty with navigation 

including following breadcrumbs or navigation shortcuts (M = 3.52; SD = 1.04), finding the page 
with the information you need (M 

= 3.63; 1.05), and clicking through 
to deeper pages and topics (M = 

3.68; 1.06).   

Students reported having 

difficulty navigating to or back out 
of deeper pages and topics.  

Navigating around to the deeper 
pages to find information, and then 

being able to get back from a page 
without starting over from the 

overall site homepage was a 
common complaint.  One student 

said, “[t]here is no good way to just 
click ‘back’ to a previous page.  

Seems like you always have to go 
back to the course home page.”  

Students discussed getting 
trapped in deeper levels.   One 

student said, “if one Canvas class 
has multiple sections, you can get 

trapped in your section's 
discussion posts, and it is difficult 

to get back to the course home 
page without starting over with 

‘my dashboard.’"  Another 
commented, “I’m constantly going 

back to the home page then 
scrolling to do the next item in the 

course.  It’s a pain.”  

Students frequently attributed their challenges with navigation or finding the materials they 
needed with instructor organization as described by one student, “[i]t depends on how the 

professor lays it out.  Some do a very good job, and everything is easy, but others make using 
Canvas a nightmare.  It’s more dependent on the professor.” Another said, “[t]he layout of the 

Canvas home page (for a specific course) is confusing and has too much information.  It is laid out 
in a way that makes it hard to find assignments that are due in the near future.”  
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F I N D I N G S   I V 
 

 

 

W H A T   O T H E R   C H A L L E N G E S   A R E   S T U D E N T S    

E X P E R I E N C I N G ? 
USER EXPERIENCE IN EASE OF USE 

Beyond the difficulties briefly explain in the previous sections, we specifically analyzed the data 
based on those Likert items that were below the mean in ease of use indicating more difficulty in 

preforming the activities and based on the qualitative data where students expressed difficulty or 
areas within the DLE that needed attention.   The areas with the most challenge for students were: 
1.) groups, 2.) discussions, 3.) accessibility and usability, 4.) integration of third-party tools, 5.) 

media and file management, 6.) mobile, 7.) notifications, and 8.) instructor use. 

 

Groups  

Discussions   

Accessibility and usability  

Integration 

Media and files 

Mobile 

Notifications 

Instructor use 
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Groups 

The most difficult activity for students to perform out of 55 activities was working in groups (M = 
3.14; SD = 1.17).   It also was an activity that was seldom performed by students (M = 2.95; SD = 

1.12).    

Students had a lot of difficulty with group work ranging from being able to find where the group 

work was taking place within the system (e.g., a small group discussion is in a different spot than 
the full class discussion) to communicating and collaborating on work in the group online.  

Navigation was a major challenge for the group's function.   One student reported that “the groups 
made checking discussion posts and prompts more difficult because they do not send notifications 

the same way the rest of Canvas announcements work.”   

Surprisingly, students reported that they liked working in groups.  Students like discussing in small 
groups rather than the entire class.   One student remarked, "I like that the groups are smaller.  

More in-depth discussion that way.  Otherwise, half my time is reading through 30 posts.”  
Another shares similar preference for group discussions, "[i]n the past, they have been helpful.  

They help break down a large class into small pieces so multiple people can have a legitimate 
discussion instead of 10 people talking over each other." Yet, several students reported 

complementing groups with other communication platforms.   For instance, one student 
mentioned, “I think it is easy to find groups on Canvas, but I would make communicating to group 

members more convenient.  We ended up emailing each other or using Snapchat as it was way 
quicker and easier than Canvas.”   

Alternatively, the assignment developed by instructors can be problematic.   “I appreciated the 

opportunity to work with a varied group of students and to learn from the students in my groups,” 
but “I found the discussions to be the least valuable part of this course.”  They also expressed 

wanting more of a chance to social connect and get to know each other.   “I certainly didn't mind 
doing the exercise, but it doesn't facilitate getting to know other students.”   

Discussions 

Although students sometimes use the discussions and felt it was pretty easy to post and respond, 
there were lots of negative comments from students in the free response questions about 

discussion organization, navigating threads and discussions, and embedding media.  Students 
reported problems with discussion forum organization, "[d]iscussion forum organization is not the 

most visually friendly...specifically, it isn't obvious when someone has responded to a side 
conversation or single poster (as opposed to the overall post theme).  There is a tiny little indent.” 

Students reported navigation issues in discussions and finding desired interactions, "they're 
clunky to navigate into, and I often don't realize I have messages in that area," and "[t]he main 

issue was the thread of discussions.  When they became lengthy and people were replying to 
certain ones, I at first didn't realize that I had to click on the + to see more of the conversations.  

So, finding the most recent post could be a struggle and missing posts was easy."  Another student 
commented, "[f]inding specific discussion threads when responding.  Once there are a lot of 
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responses, finding the specific thread to respond to becomes more difficult." Finally, students 
complained of media challenges, “[b]eing able to copy and paste charts and tables into discussion 

posts.  Having to redo such items into the discussion post site is time consuming and awkward."  

Additionally, the distinction between class and group discussions was an issue.  For example, one 

student mentions that the "[h]ardest part is multiple locations for discussions.  I have the class 
discussions and the group or team discussions.  For a couple assignments I was late getting to them 

due to not knowing that I had to go to a separate area for group work."  We will discuss groups 
more in our next section. 

Accessibility and usability 

Students are reporting problems with viewing closed captioning (M = 3.42; SD = 1.04) although it 
is seldom used (M = 2.27; SD = 1.34).  Yet, it is a critical component for all students.   For instance, 

students reported that they couldn’t find closed captions or often didn’t even know closed 
captioning was available.  When asked for an area for improvement on student stated, “[c]losed 

captioning on videos because I like to read what the professor is saying as they talk because it 
helps me focus much better.” All videos should have closed captions.   

Others reported challenges with the usability and font.   “The font is the same throughout the site, 

with no way of emphasizing drawing attention.  Just black text on white background.  By changing 
texts or color blocking, the site becomes compartmentalized, similar to physical folders being 

different colors or different sized textbooks.” 

Integration 

One area that was reported as more difficult for students was accessing other integrated tools (M 

= 3.65; SD = 1.05) within the DLE (e.g., BB Collaborate Ultra, Cisco WebEx), yet again, this function 
is less often used (M = 3.23; SD = 1.36).  While using and accessing DLE integrated tools was seen 

as difficult, students also liked how they could connect to other third-party tools straight from 
Canvas.  One student says, “I love that it connects to things like McGraw-Hill Connect.  External 

software is sometimes easier to use and more dedicated to specific subjects, but the grades and 
agenda items automatically update in Canvas, which is awesome.” 

Media and file management 

Students report that embedding media (M = 3.51; SD = 1.10) and managing files (M = 3.63; SD = 
1.04) are difficult for students.  While embedding media (M = 2.80; SD = 1.20) was rarely 

performed, managing files (M = 3.51; SD = 1.04) is sometimes a needed function by students. 

Adding media or formatting discussion posts was a common challenge.  Students reported that the 
time to upload videos is too lengthy and can take multiple tries for the upload to complete.  

Students are also limited to the types of files they can upload.  Many reported having to change file 
types, upload multiple documents separately, and they cannot upload videos to discussion posts.  

“In class discussions it does not allow you to upload more than one file.  There were a few times 



UWSA DLE STUDY | 35 

this semester where I needed to upload more than one file and had to post two separate 
discussions.” 

Mobile 

Students did not often use the mobile app (M = 3.25; SD = 1.44) and is was considered below 
average in ease of use (M = 3.82; SD = 1.04).  More specifically, students reported issues viewing 

media on mobile devices.  The limited functionality of the app often led students to revert back to 
a laptop or desktop.  One student reported, “I really like using it on my phone.  I can easily go 

through content, but videos are too hard to watch on my phone.  It seems like I can't make them 
full screen.  Because of this, I often have to revert back to my laptop.”    

Several students reported difficulty reviewing feedback on a mobile device and a problem with 
frames.  One student said, “[r]eviewing feedback on assignments and papers is easy on my laptop 

but difficult via the Canvas app on my iPad.  The windows are small and hard to resize, meaning 
that I’m trying to scroll through a 15-page paper two inches at a time.”   

Students commented not only on the difficulties viewing feedback but also submitting 

assignments and participating in discussions.  They said, “[i]t's easy to navigate between different 
courses and view grades (the latter of which is mainly why I'd access Canvas on my phone 

anyways), but the more in-depth aspects such as viewing feedback, submitting assignments, and 
participating in discussions is a little out of the phone's depth.”  Another student commented on 

the challenges in uploading files from the app as well recommending improving the app “[m]aking 
it easier to upload files of a larger size and uploading files from mobile in general.”  

Another student reported multiple frames and scrollbars.  “Also, when looking at something, 

either a pdf or a PowerPoint, there are two sliders for viewing the page and it is really annoying to 
balance the two.” This is also a problem on the windows-based instance with certain media.   

Notifications 

As we discussed in the section on staying on task and time management, students often track due 
dates, view the calendar, use the task list, and receive notifications.  They even find receiving 

notifications to their phone and email easy as well as finding the agenda or list of things to do.  
Markedly, however, they find tracking due dates and receiving notifications of course site updates 

and deadlines as more difficult.   

Qualitative findings reveal some challenges student’s experience in notifications.  Many students 

noted that they did not know how to set up their notifications or notification preferences.  
Students often commented that there were too many notifications, or the notifications were not 

what they needed.  For instance, students did not like the email with the weekly summary nor did 
they like receiving double notifications or notifications all night about things.  With that, many said 

they turned off notifications due to getting too many.   
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Notifications are an important aspect of the Canvas LMS.  Students liked that they were updated 
when new grades were submitted or reminders that assignments are due.  “I use my Canvas 

notifications to see what assignments are due each day as dashboard sends a notification to my 
phone the day an assignment is due.”  Multiple students were unaware that phone notifications 

were an option but were more inclined to use a phone notification over email.  However, students 
who received both types of notifications were frustrated with the number they received.  One 

student reported that “[i]t’s annoying to get both an email notification and a regular notification 
about the same thing on my phone.  I wasn't able to figure out how to select one or the other.”  

Dashboard notifications were reported as most helpful.  “I prefer using the Canvas dashboard 
notifications because sometimes the emails are not descriptive and just prompt you to go to the 

course site anyway.”   

A general theme was that notifications should be more easily customizable to match the 

frequency and type each student prefers.  “I want to be able to pick and choose more specifically 
what types of notifications I get.”  Students also wanted additional types of notifications for 

changes to assignment deadlines and activity for peer review and discussion posts.  One student 
said “I would like to receive a notification if an assignment due date is changed in the calendar 

because I don't check it on a daily basis.  Sometimes a professor will change a due date days before 
notification of that change is communicated.” Another mentioned that “[i]t would be nice to get 

notifications though when someone comments on a post or submits their initial post so I can view 
it and respond appropriately when needed.”  

Instructor use 

Inconsistencies from class to class was a very common comment.  Students struggled with learning 
how each professor set up the course and where to find various things like their syllabus or 

assignments, rubrics, and other artifacts.  Students repeatedly report confusion and frustration 
with the lack of consistency between courses, which they often attribute to instructors who do 

not use the standard course tabs or fail to organize their course.  One student commented, “each 
professor tends to set up their class differently in Canvas, which is confusing.  They don't always 

use the categories; usually just throw everything on the Home Page.”  This often impacted part-
time or working students, “I would have all instructors use it uniformly and I would also keep the 

user experience simple and not too customizable.  For a part-time student, like myself, it would be 
super helpful to have it set up the same for each class.”  Also, sometimes the courses weren’t 

organized much as one student clarified, “[s]ome instructors tend to have everything dumped into 
a non-chronological format.  I wish that it was the default to use chronological format when 

organizing these files.”  

When asked what to improve in their experience, students repeatedly asked for training for 
faculty so that courses are set up in ways that are more organized and easier to follow.  Other 

complaints around things like managing assignments and due dates were often reported due to an 
instructor not setting these up to work with the calendar, to-do list, or dashboard.  It is clear that 

the organization and set-up of the course makes or breaks the class.  Poor organization, including 
course materials and assignments, put in unusual places confuses and frustrates students. 
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Students especially want instructors to be more consistent with inserting correct due dates, 
uploading the syllabus to the correct location, and organizing documents in modules.  A lack of due 

dates often meant features such as the calendar and to-do list could not be used.  Many students 
wanted to improve Canvas by “making sure each instructor has to post a due date on their 

assignments so that it shows up in the calendar.”  Yet others ask instructors to make sure due 
dates are updated from previous semesters and consistent such as a student who explained, “I had 

an instructor put a discussion post due on the wrong date in the calendar and I was docked points 
for not knowing the correct date that it was due in the syllabus...It can be confusing when there are 

conflicting due dates (e.g., Canvas calendar says one thing and the syllabus says something else).” 

Students also suggested improvements such as a search function to aid them in locating files that 

instructors may not have saved in the main course tabs “[s]ome sort of search function might be 
nice, whether on the homepage or within the individual courses.  Each of my professors organized 

their Canvas pages differently, and it sometimes took a while to figure out where they were 
keeping everything and how to find all the files I needed.  Having a search function may help 

eliminate some frustrations and save people time when they have professors that are a little less 
organized or who have a lot of miscellaneous files laying around.”  

When asked how to improve Canvas students frequently asked for greater instructor training, 

often attributing course issues to lack of instructor skill and not issues with the system itself.  “I’d 
train the professors better.  I know we were all adapting on the fly, but any inconsistencies were 

always due to teacher error rather than website problems.”  One student suggested greater 
training around organization basics such as creating a good layout of materials with the learner in 

mind stating, “[p]rofessors should have some (or better) training for how to design modules in such 
a way that they are easier to navigate.  Nothing major, just using text headers, indentations, and 

page naming systems that are clear and consistent.”  Others suggest training so instructors can 
make better use of Canvas’ features, “[t]rain the professors how to use every feature correctly.  

Maybe even create course templates for professors to just fill in with their content to make things 
easier.”  

 

 

“Professors should have some (or better) training for 

how to design modules in such a way that they are 

easier to navigate.” 
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S 

Based on the findings of the study, we propose the following recommendations to improve the 

student experience within the DLE and in their interactions with Canvas and the other tool.   

1.  Test the user experience.  To best understand barriers students will have, it is an 

effective practice to navigate your course as a student ensuring that the course is easy to 

use and supports their learning. 

2.  Improve course site organization.  Fully use each of the course site features (e.g., 

syllabus, assignments, modules, pages, and discussions) and improve their course design 

and organization, including module layout, to reduce barriers to finding course materials, 

activities, and assignments.    

3.  Revisit the depth of a course.  While students report getting lost in the deeper levels of 

the course sites, it is important for faculty and instructors to examine this depth and 

potentially build more breadth through careful organization of modules and pages. 

4.  Fully utilize assignment dates.  Utilize due dates to populate the dashboard, calendar, 

and to-do lists to help students manage their time and stay on task.    

5.  Timely update grades and feedback.  Students appreciate the grades and feedback 

feature including understanding their academic performance and communicating directly 

with the instructor regarding their feedback. 

6.  Design discussion activities.  While students find the discussions activities enjoyable, 

the activities need to be carefully pedagogically designed and set-up in the discussion 

areas to avoid organizational and navigational challenges. 

7.  Make all courses accessible.  Media in courses should be accessible including closed 

captioning or transcripts for all audio and video for all students.   

8.  Support student use of notifications.  Develop course sites to provide effective 

notifications for students and provide students with training and orientation to how to 

effectively use notifications, so it does not hinder their learning. 

9.  Improve faculty and instructor training and development.  By improving training and 

development for faculty and instructors, students’ perception that course site 

inconsistency hinders their learning can be reduced. 
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10.  Offer more blended and online courses.  Students have a preference for blended and 

online classes with only about 3 out of 10 students preferring fully onsite classes after the 

initial phase of COVID-19 vaccinations. 

11.  Ensure all students have devices and broadband.  While most students do have a 

device, broadband, and a study environment, approximately 1 out of 10 students may not 

necessarily have the needed technology nor environment for their courses and will need 

these resources. 

Areas for further investigation into the Canvas functionality, instructor design and use, and 
student experience include groups, integration, mobile, communications, and media. 
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M E T H O D O L O G Y  

To answer the research questions, data were collected from a student survey where students self-

reported their experience with the DLE using a mixed-methods approach.  The survey instrument 
developed assesses student experience in their courses.  The survey requested that students 

report on their experience with, use of, and attitude towards the technologies and in relation to 
student outcomes (e.g., engagement and learning).  Moreover, students were asked about their 

previous experience with technology, digital learning experience, enrollment preferences, and 
demographics.  The survey also included a series of free-response or open-ended questions to 

explore students' experiences in greater detail in their own voice.    

I N S T R U M E N T A T I O N 

Students enrolled in a Canvas course site were recruited through a Canvas inbox message or an e-
mail message and asked to complete a web-based survey.  Students received items randomly 

selected from a pool of items based on the associated measure to reduce survey fatigue yet 
providing a complete picture of the student experience.  The survey requested that students 

report their (a) perceptions of their experience in the DLE, (b) perceptions of student outcomes, 
and (c) student characteristics.  For detail on the student demographic and outcomes measures, 

see Joosten, Cusatis, and Harness (2019), Joosten and Cusatis (2020), or Joosten (2020). 

Survey instrumentation developed includes existing validated and reliable survey variables, 

measures, and items from the a.) DETA Research Toolkit (Joosten, 2020) supported by the Every 
Learner Everywhere network and the WICHE Cooperative for Education Technology, b.) 

systematic review of the literature (e.g., Borsci, 2015; Findik-Coskuncay, Alkis, & Ozkan-Yildrin, 
2018), c.) environmental scan of other postsecondary education documentation and reports (e.g., 

University of Minnesota, The Penn State University, EDUCAUSE), and d.) meetings with UW 
instructors, staff, and students. 

*Full instrumentation, codebook, and references are available upon request. 

P A R T I C I P A N T S 

Students were recruited via Canvas Inbox and email.  Students received informed consent, and 
some students did not consent to the study (n=69).  The cases where consent was not received 

were removed.  The remaining sample of students' (n=4879) responses was included in the 
analysis.  The analysis will only include these students. 

Students across the University of Wisconsin System (n = 101,757) who were enrolled at one of the 

12 campuses were recruited to complete a survey.  Specifically, participants who accessed the 
survey and gave consent were students enrolled in a Canvas course site within the University of 

Wisconsin System Administration DLE.   
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Representation by institution 

Of the 12 institutions that were included in the study, the University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee 
had the greatest student survey return or completion rate (24.18%) as it is the largest institution 

taking part in the study.  The University of Wisconsin - Oshkosh (10.56%) and the University of 
Wisconsin - Stevens Point (10.46%) followed with just over 10% each.  The remainder of the 

institutions each comprised less than 10% individually, including the University of Wisconsin - 
Whitewater (8.46%), University of Wisconsin - Platteville (8.07%), University of Wisconsin - Eau 

Claire (7.89%), University of Wisconsin - La Crosse (7.71%), University of Wisconsin - Stout 
(6.80%), University of Wisconsin - Green Bay (6.39%), University of Wisconsin - River Falls 

(3.54%), University of Wisconsin - Superior (2.75%), and the University of Wisconsin - Parkside 
(1.72%).  Other students' institutions were not reported (1.48%).  All institutions are represented 

in the sample.  University of Wisconsin - Madison is not hosted on the University of Wisconsin 
System server or Canvas application and was not included in the study.  See Figure 2. 

Student demographic data 

Participants reported gender as female (n = 2055; 66%), male (n = 981; 34%), non-binary or non-
conforming (n = 74; 2%), and transgender (n = 19; 1%).  They reported their race or ethnicity as 

White or Caucasian (n = 2569; 85%), Asian (n = 205; 7%), Hispanic (n = 154; 5%), Black or African 
American (n = 107, 4%), American Indian or Native (n = 29; 1%), Pacific Islander (n = 5; 1%), and 

two or more races (n = 117; 4%).  See Table 16.  Racially minoritized students were calculated 
based on race and ethnicity data (n = 564; 12%).  

Participants reported their year in school as freshman (n = 566; 19%), sophomore (n = 515; 17%), 
junior (n = 617; 21%), senior (n = 611; 20%), or graduate student (n = 689; 23%).  Some students 

reported "other" and noted that they were enrolled in a certificate program, second-degree 
program, high school dual enrollment, or another program or experience beyond traditional 

undergraduate or graduate degree programming.  

Participants reported their Pell grant eligibility (n = 907; 40%).  Pell grant eligibility provides 
information as to whether or not a student is poverty affected requiring additional financial 

resources through aid including employment.  Students also reported their employment status.  
Students reported working part-time (n = 1393; 45%), full time (n = 958; 31%), unemployed 

looking to secure work (n = 377; 12%), and unemployed not looking to secure work (n = 346; 11%).   

Students reported whether or not they had a disability or impairment (n = 327; 11%).  An 
instrument was administered to better understand the student population with a disability or 

requiring an accommodation (n = 1141; 23%).   

Although we were unable to gather student information system data with generational data, we 
did ask students about their parents’ education in order to determine this measure.  While less 
than optimal, we were able to capture a first-generation sample (n =753; 15%).   
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FIGURE 2 | INSTITUTIONAL REPRESENTATION 

 

 

 

Approximately 45% (n = 2180) of the students that completed the survey are potentially 

traditionally underrepresented students.  Underrepresented variable was calculated based on 
multiple measures including the student reporting as poverty-affects, racially-minoritized, a first-

generation college student, or disabled.   

It is important to note that not all students completed the demographic section.  The 

demographics are placed at the end of the survey to reduce survey fatigue and to prioritize the 
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more important behavioral and attitudinal data.  Future analysis may incorporate student 
information system data for further analysis of demographic factors.   

Student technology access to and use of technology 

Students reported their preparedness and readiness for online learning as their access to 
technology and study environment.  Most students reported they had access to technology, 

including I have a laptop (M = 4.85; SD = .64), I have a phone with Internet access (M = 4.84; SD = 
.58), and I have a computer (M = 3.61; SD = 1.7).  Students also strongly reported having a study 

environment for online learning, including I have reliable and fast Internet in my home or 
somewhere I can study online (M = 4.39; SD = .93) and I have a good environment in which to 

study for my courses (M = 4.29; SD = .98).  See Table 16.  

Technology and broadband are a challenge for some student: approximately 3% of students do not 

have a laptop, and 7% do not have broadband internet.  Additionally, Over 8% of student do not 
have a good study environment. 

TABLE 16 | STUDENT TECHNOLOGY AND ENVIRONMENT ACCESS 

 

Students reported their previous online experience as the number of fully online courses they 
have taken.  The majority of students reported they had no previous experience with online 

courses (n = 1315; 41%) followed by 1 to 4 courses (n = 1203; 37%).  The remainder of students 
reported having taken 5 to 8 courses (n = 317; 10%), 9 to 12 courses (n = 131; 4%), and 12 or more 

courses (n = 250; 8%).   

Students also reported their previous online experience as the number of blended or hybrid 
courses they have taken.  A majority of students reported no previous experience with blended or 

hybrid courses (n = 2049; 64%).  The remainder of students reported 1-4 courses (n = 908; 28%), 
5-8 courses (n = 129; 4%), 9-12 courses (n = 54; 2%), and 12 or more courses (n = 85; 3%).  See 

Table 17.   
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While the majority of students have experience in an online course, it is often a limited number of 
courses.  Also, the majority of student do not have previous experience with blended and hybrid 

courses.  This lack of experience leads to a greater need to manage students’ expectations and 
ensure their online learning readiness and familiarity with course design and technology when 

enrolling in these course modalities.   

TABLE 17 | STUDENT EXPERIENCE BY COURSE MODALITIES 

  

Student enrollment behavior and preferences 

Students reported their course enrollments prior to, during, and post pandemic as well as their 
overall enrollment preferences.  Prior to the pandemic, students reported their course enrollment 

as all on-campus (n = 1632; 52%), mostly on-campus (n = 378; 12%), blended (n = 276; 9%), mostly 
online (n = 153; 5%), and all online (n = 722; 23%).  During the spring term in which the survey was 

administered, students reported their course enrollment as all on-campus (n = 95; 3%), mostly on-
campus (n = 119; 4%), blended (n = 503; 16%), mostly online (n = 623; 19%), and all online (n = 

1908; 59%).  Students reported that after the initial phase of COVID-19 vaccinations their 
preference for course enrollment as all on-campus (n = 917; 29%), mostly on-campus (n = 653; 

21%), blended (n = 529; 17%), mostly online (n = 189; 6%), and all online (n = 850; 27%).  See Table 
18.  Students are anticipating enrolling in courses that require less time on-campus and more 

blended and online courses. 

TABLE 18 | STUDENT ENROLLMENT BEHAVIORS BY COURSE MODE AND TIME 

 
*indicates items were truncated or reworded for table formatting. 
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