
Chapter 15 
Liberal Arts Education and Online 
Learning: Prospects and Challenges 

Aaron Einfeld 

Abstract The COVID-19 pandemic forced liberal arts educators into an unplanned 
dive into online learning. Though many schools had little experience with online 
learning, some liberal arts colleges had already begun experimenting with online 
learning before the pandemic. This chapter begins by examining the perceptions, 
practices, and lessons learned from online liberal arts education before and during 
the pandemic. Based on this insight, this chapter discusses the ways that liberal arts 
educators can leverage online environments for learning in future. As the chapter 
illustrates, crisis and constraints can prompt new thinking and unexpected innova-
tion. The chapter closes with advice and suggestions for future research, theory, and 
practice of online liberal arts education. 

Keywords Online learning · Hybrid learning · Liberal learning outcomes · Online 
learning community 

15.1 Perceptions of Online Learning Quality 

Enrollments in online higher education have grown significantly in the twentieth 
century. For example, by 2018, the National Center for Educational Statistics found 
that 79% of colleges in the United States were offering online courses or programs 
(Ruiz & Sun, 2021). Although faculty perceptions of the quality of online learning 
had improved pre-pandemic surveys still revealed mixed perceptions of the quality 
of online instruction in the United States (Lederman & McKenzie, 2017). As recently 
as 2015, only 29% of academic leaders in the United States reported that their faculty 
“accepts the value and legitimacy of online education” (Allen et al., 2016, p. 26). 
Furthermore, online learning has not been adopted equally by all institution types. 
For instance, by 2019, nearly all public universities in the United States (96%) offered 
online courses or programs, whereas only a slight majority (53%) of private non-
profit colleges had online options (Ruiz & Sun, 2021).This data demonstrates that
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enrollments in online learning have grown despite widespread concerns regarding 
its educational effectiveness. 

This tension poses a particularly challenging question for liberal arts educators 
because liberal arts education has long relied on intensive and formative residen-
tial peer learning environments. As Roche (2010) points out, liberal arts educa-
tion presupposes that there is a meaningful, residential community of learning that 
extends beyond the classroom. This highly social form of education is aimed at 
developing particular skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, communi-
cation, and collaboration. Further, liberal arts education is aimed at deeper goals 
of developing moral and civic character civic character and training citizens for 
democracy (Chopp, 2014; Nussbaum, 2010). But what happens when this form of 
education moves online? In other words, do online learning environments challenge, 
undermine, or support liberal arts education? 

15.1.1 Undermining Learning 

Throughout the past two decades, liberal arts educators have expressed skepticism 
about the potential compatibility between liberal arts education and online learning. 
For example, Socratic pedagogy has been a hallmark of liberal arts education 
where students engage in self-examination, critical argument, and logical questioning 
(Roche, 2010). Some have gone as far as to say that Socratic pedagogy in a liberal arts 
education requires an embodied experience that is relational, emotional, and engages 
more than simply the mind (Ess, 2003). Ess, therefore, proposed that developing 
wisdom or virtue cannot be fully taught online. Instead, live, embodied interaction 
is required. A recent survey of faculty at a mid-sized liberal arts university concurs 
that in-person communication and relationships, live interaction, and the residential 
campus experience are essential ingredients for this kind of learning (Shreaves et al., 
2020). In other words, the embodied experience of interactive learning should extend 
beyond the formal pedagogy of the classroom. As McCardell Jr. (2014) points out, an 
effective residential learning community is seamless, comprehensive, and relevant. 
Seamless learning communities extend learning beyond the classroom. Comprehen-
sive residential experiences incorporate a wide range of character forming activities 
beyond the classroom. Relevant learning communities do not limit learning to abstract 
ideas, but seek to make clear connections between the learning experience and life 
after college (McCardell Jr., 2014). Together, academic and social experiences can 
shape deep learning and liberal arts outcomes. 

There is concern that without interactive, in-person instruction, and residential 
peer learning, the quality of a liberal arts education would be undermined. Histor-
ically, outcomes such as critical thinking problem-solving, communication, and 
collaboration have been connected to a highly interactive and relational residen-
tial learning experience. If in-person and residential aspects of liberal arts education
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are removed, what are the implications for developing these outcomes? Can individ-
uals develop these skills through online platforms? Moreover, can the broader goals 
of developing moral citizens in a democracy be achieved through online platforms? 

15.1.2 Online Possibilities for Liberal Arts Education 

Despite these well documented questions and concerns about the quality of online 
learning, some liberal arts educators who had experience with online teaching before 
the COVID-19 pandemic already saw potential ways for some compatibility between 
online learning and liberal arts education. My own doctoral research in 2016 exam-
ined a case where a liberal arts college had begun piloting online undergraduate 
courses. The purpose of the study was to gain an in-depth understanding of the key 
issues, tensions, and perceptions surrounding online liberal arts education (Einfeld, 
2016). Through in-depth interviews with administrators, faculty, and students, I 
observed a consensus: The common perception among these stakeholder groups 
was that moving liberal arts education to an entirely online format would undermine 
the essential nature and quality of the experience. Administrators—none of whom 
had experience teaching or learning online—were concerned that online learning 
would undermine essential features of liberal arts education, such as interactive 
problem-solving, community life, and good teaching. Faculty—each of whom had 
experience teaching online—said that online learning made faculty and student inter-
action more difficult. Faculty was concerned that “disembodied learning” made it 
more difficult for online classes to develop the sense of trust and community that 
normally would help students’ holistic learning and development. Students at the 
same college concurred that face-to-face discussion was preferable to technology 
mediated interaction. 

Although my research elaborated on the concerns that national surveys had already 
identified, administrators, faculty, and students each expressed openness to online 
aspects of a liberal arts education. The common overarching theme was an openness 
to hybrid learning. Interviewees believed that portions of a liberal arts education 
could move online as long as co-curricular learning, campus life, and face-to-face 
learning remained essential features of the student experience. Liberal arts faculty 
with online teaching experience was the most open to the format. They pointed 
out that online, asynchronous formats are amenable to particular learning styles. 
For example, solitary and reflective aspects of asynchronous learning can provide 
the space for deep analysis and insight. Faculty observed that communal experiences 
online can quickly bridge a physical divide that allows international and cross-cultural 
engagement and learning. In this way, faculty expressed a desire to combine and 
leverage the best and most promising aspects of online and face-to-face learning. 

Although examining perceptions of the quality of online learning is helpful in 
identifying major themes and questions, decisions about learning formats and envi-
ronments should be grounded in empirical research on educational outcomes that 
might allow us to re-examine our perceptions. Furthermore, referring to categories
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such as in-person, online, or hybrid has limited value because the focus is too broad. 
There is huge variation within each category of learning format. For example, in-
person learning includes lecture, experiential learning, problem-based learning, and 
science labs. 

Therefore, rather than talk about online versus residential forms of education, 
some researchers find it more productive to examine and discuss indictors of 
online course quality. For example, one study (Joosten et al., 2019) cites learner 
support, course design and organization, content design and delivery, interactivity, 
and assessment as key features of online learning environments. 

15.2 Lessons Learned by Practitioners During 
the Pandemic 

The Spring 2020 semester was a pivotal moment for online learning because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Suddenly, the world was immersed in an unplanned experi-
ment in the mass adoption of online learning. Instructors and institutions that might 
never have considered online learning were forced into adapting their instruction with 
little to no time to prepare. Although this experience began as a way to offer online 
learning in an emergency, significant lessons were learned through the experience. 

First, the pandemic demonstrated that the choice between residential and online 
learning is not a binary choice. There are variations and combinations of residen-
tial, hybrid, and online environments that can be effective for different learners in 
different contexts (Beatty, 2019). For example, large, lecture-based courses might 
offer recorded lectures online but require in-person small group discussion. In these 
courses, students can re-watch or pause lectures while also engaging in mean-
ingful discussion in-person. One particular format of online learning that became 
common during the pandemic was a hyflex model. Hyflex refers to a course design 
where students can participate in-person, online, or both. Some students are phys-
ically present while others participate via video chat or discussion forums. Hyflex 
learning allowed students in physical quarantine or isolation the ability to continue 
to participate in their coursework. 

Hyflex learning offers the promise of a more flexible and accessible form of 
education. For some, the ability to access live class discussion online removed barriers 
to their learning. For example, a student in one of my classes explained that she had 
a physical limitation that made travel to campus challenging. Online discussion 
allowed her to participate without the stress and challenge of navigating to campus. 
For this student, sitting in chairs on campus might be particularly uncomfortable, 
while being able to sit a chair at home that was designed for her, would allow her to 
relax and engage in conversation more easily. 

Second, we observed that different formats of online learning are better suited 
for different types of learners. A significant choice in designing an online course 
is whether or not to include synchronous online learning elements to the course.



15 Liberal Arts Education and Online Learning: Prospects and Challenges 245

Adding synchronous video chat can increase student interaction and build the sense 
of connection and trust between learners (Fabriz et al., 2021; Rinesko & Bukhori 
Muslim, 2020). However, faculty whom I interviewed for this book chapter observed 
that participating in synchronous chat during the pandemic was very difficult for 
students with family responsibilities. This was particularly evident as students who 
are parents tried to participate in live video chat while at the same time facilitating 
at home online learning for their children. For non-traditional students, or those 
with significant work and family responsibilities, synchronous requirements can be 
a significant barrier. Required synchronous sessions create logistical challenges for 
courses with students enrolled across the globe simply due to time zone differences. 
However, for students without outside family or work requirements, synchronous chat 
requirements are less burdensome and can increase engagement if facilitated well. 
The value of synchronous chat depends on a particular learner’s needs as well. For 
students who have high needs for socialization, or who are seeking deep friendship 
with classmates, live conversation is more important. For learners with more estab-
lished social networks and outside commitments, the need to experience community 
in a course might be less. 

Third, faculty need significant support in order to successfully offer hybrid, hyflex, 
and online learning. This was evident before the pandemic. For example, research 
from the Teagle Foundation’s “Hybrid Learning and Residential Liberal Arts Expe-
rience” initiative found that faculty support should be multidimensional: including 
technical training, faculty peer-to-peer mentoring, and close work with instructional 
designers (Pazich et al., 2018). In addressing the challenges and opportunities with 
adapting liberal arts education to new formats, one faculty member explained: 

My concern is that most people I work with and talk to have no concept of the level of 
redesign this takes, nor do they have the courage to tackle it. So they use online tools in 
uncoordinated and unsatisfying ways, to themselves and to their students, and rightly feel it 
weakens the liberal arts experience. But it is not the online that does that. It is the design of 
the learning experience in the medium that does that (Pazich et al., 2018, p. 50). 

The abrupt shift to online learning during the pandemic did not afford schools the 
opportunity to develop robust, system wide faculty support. The following section 
explores how schools might intentionally design online learning to achieve liberal 
arts outcomes. 

15.3 Achieving Liberal (Arts) Outcomes Through Online 
Learning 

A varied range of instructional strategies and course design principles can make up 
the ingredients of high-quality online learning (O’Keefe et al., 2020). In this way, 
educators can design learning experiences that are aligned to most effectively facili-
tate particular learning outcomes. A liberal arts education equips students with skills
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in problem-solving, critical thinking, communication, and collaboration. Addition-
ally, students develop moral and civic character and the motivation and skills to be 
an engaged member of a democracy (Chopp, 2014). 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, liberal arts colleges had already begun experi-
menting with online learning. In 2014, the Council of Independent Colleges created 
the Consortium for Online Humanities Instruction. This group began offering 
online humanities courses and researching their effectiveness. Overall, their research 
concluded that a large majority of online humanities students met or exceeded the 
learning expectations defined by their instructors (Hetrik et al., 2019). Students, 
particularly non-traditional, reported satisfaction with the flexibility of online formats 
(Hetrik et al., 2019). However, students are not always satisfied with online learning 
experiences. For example, the abrupt switch to emergency online learning during the 
COVID-19 pandemic resulted in students reporting a sense of disconnection from 
their peers (Boardman et al., 2021). 

Though it is possible to achieve liberal arts outcomes in online settings, it is 
important to design experiences that maintain a sense of student connectedness while 
doing so. This section discusses three potential formats for achieving these outcomes 
while maintaining a sense of connectedness: (a) hybrid models, (b) online learning 
communities, and (c) place-based online education. 

15.3.1 Hybrid Learning 

As residential learning communities, liberal arts colleges can be seamless learning 
environments where relationships and experiences beyond the classroom are neces-
sary ingredients for deep learning. Residential learning communities provide envi-
ronments and relationships that help to students to connect experiences inside and 
outside the classroom that result in integrated deep learning. In this way, residen-
tial learning communities can facilitate significant moral, social, and intellectual 
development that are hallmarks of a liberal arts education. Not surprisingly, liberal 
arts educators are hesitant to adapt hybrid or online learning that would disconnect 
students from these rich environments. 

However, one significant limitation of residential, campus-based educational 
models is that the residential experience of students can be uneven in quality. This 
can be particularly for non-traditional or marginalized student groups. Consider the 
issue of student retention. For many years, educators adopted Tinto’s framework 
for improving student retention (Braxton & Lien, 2000). In order to improve reten-
tion, schools should work to help students become fully integrated into campus 
life—both academically and socially. However, there are limitations to this way of 
thinking. Pursuing this kind of integration can come at a cost, requiring students 
to break ties with potential sources of support outside of campus that would help 
them to navigate campuses that can marginalize some groups of students. Rather 
than seeking full integration to campus life, what some students need it so main-
tain strong support networks off campus that will enable better on campus learning



15 Liberal Arts Education and Online Learning: Prospects and Challenges 247

(Rendón et al., 2000). In other words, limiting one’s full immersion to campus life 
while maintaining supportive ties off campus is important for some students to thrive 
and graduate (Rendón et al., 2000). 

But what if adding doses of online learning—intentionally designed—could actu-
ally enhance a residential experience? Would maintaining external networks of 
support help marginalized student groups to achieve better outcomes? Moreover, 
certain combinations of in-person and online experiences might solve logistical prob-
lems while maximizing the learning potential in each format. For example, a student 
might be able to say “yes” to taking on an internship if a few online courses allow 
that student the scheduling flexibility to say “yes.” Or a student might be able to 
study abroad or complete an internship far from campus while spending a semester 
taking online courses. Online learning environments offer collaborative and inter-
active tools that allow these students to remain connected to relationships they had 
established while living and learning on campus. One study observed that hybrid 
approaches could enable liberal arts colleges to share resources and costs in order 
to increase programmatic offerings (Pazich et al., 2018). These kinds of scenarios 
enable educators to offer “a new flexibility” that enhances rather than replaces a 
residential degree program (McMurtrie, 2021, p. 9). In this way, hybrid degrees and 
courses can make the most of multiple learning formats. Whereas hybrid courses 
include multiple learning formats within a course, hybrid degrees could be made 
up of a combination of courses in different learning formats. For instance, a hybrid 
degree could begin with an intensive in-person residential experience, then continue 
online. It seems that hybrid models offer promising options to pursue liberal educa-
tion outcomes by combining the best of what residential learning and online learning 
environments might offer together. The previous studies have found that learning 
outcomes in hybrid or blended courses are comparable to the outcomes of residential 
courses (Means et al., 2010). 

But we can take this a step further by asking a simple question. If embodied, 
relational, in-person learning is essential to a liberal arts education, does this need to 
happen on campus, or can it happen elsewhere? Next, we explore the prospects of 
leveraging online platforms with in-person learning environments that are not limited 
by the boundaries of a traditional campus. 

15.3.2 Online Learning Communities 

There is a large body of research that documents the important role that the residen-
tial campus can play in facilitating liberal arts outcomes. Relationships with peers 
and faculty are essential ingredients of a student’s liberal arts education (Einfeld, 
2016). However, a major limitation to this residential model is accessibility. Fore-
going the income of a full time job while paying for an expensive residential expe-
rience is a major obstacle for many. Those with less financial means might need to 
work long hours to afford school, undermining their ability to take advantage of the
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holistic learning and development that deep engagement in a campus community can 
facilitate. 

Advocates of online learning are hopeful that online learning communities can 
remove barriers to accessing liberal arts education. Carefully designed and facili-
tated online courses can facilitate social learning—rather than undermine—that helps 
students to engage with broader social issues as global citizens (Spencer, 2004). 

Though residential colleges build relationships, so do online environments with 
people around the world. For example, Spencer (2004) points out that online envi-
ronments are particularly well suited for connecting social groups and movements 
for cooperative learning and engagement. Video chats can bring guests from around 
the world into a traditional classroom. Online course platforms facilitate meaningful 
follow-up, interactions, relationships, and community. Liberal arts colleges can create 
virtual networks that increase global connections, learning partnerships, and dialog 
(McAuliffe, 2004). In this way, online connections have the ability to foster profes-
sional relationships and networks beyond the traditional campus. These networks can 
be cross-disciplinary, include alumni, and focus on developing intercultural commu-
nity. Still, one major limitation of online learning is the continued digital divide 
around the world. The pandemic exposed problems related to inadequate access to 
reliable Internet (Jaggars et al., 2021). As Hill and Lawton (2018) pointed out, it was 
estimated in 2016 that only 46% of the global population had access to the Internet 
from home. 

15.3.3 Place-Based Online Education 

Traditionally, residential liberal arts colleges have been places for students to develop 
formative relationships with peers and faculty and staff. However, there are also 
drawbacks to this model. For example, students immersed on campus can become 
isolated from life beyond campus. While on campus, students are surrounded by 
mostly 18–24 year olds whose lives are focused on the rhythms of the academic 
environment. 

Despite the potentially insular nature of many campuses, advocates of a residential 
liberal arts education underscore an important point: achieving liberal education 
outcomes in with students requires experiences beyond the classroom. Learning 
must be integrated with life outside the classroom if students are to achieve the 
kinds of deep learning that we have come to expect from a liberal arts education. 
Paradoxically, here lies one of the greatest challenges and opportunities for online 
liberal arts education. Online learning platforms have the ability to remove students 
from a residential campus environment while at the same time extending learning 
“beyond the classroom” in new and potentially profound ways.
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15.3.3.1 In-Place Learning 

Though a residential campus is one example of an effective embodied learning 
community, schools could explore off campus locations that might provide a similar 
but different kind of embodied living learning community. Pedagogy in online 
courses can prompt student interaction with the physical location where a student 
is located. Assignments and courses can be designed to require students to engage 
their place through project based and a focus on experiential learning. For example, 
a student enrolled in a psychology course on the lifespan of human develop might 
be asked to interview people who are at each of the life stages that that the online 
course focuses on. A sociology course would require students to research and interact 
with the community that they are embedded in. Then, online discussion posts allow 
students to share from their respective neighborhoods around the world using the 
sociological lenses introduced in the online course. 

These placed-based online learning examples enable students to maximize their 
learning by engaging with the locations where they are physically located. In this way, 
online pedagogy incorporates proven methods of engaged, active, and experiential 
learning (Cantor, 1995; Jessup-Anger, 2012). The basic structure is for students to 
engaging in meaningful work and learning offline, but then to share and extend that 
learning online. In this model, the online environment provides the accountability, 
support, and feedback for learners. Students are invited to share the particularities of 
their own place and culture, and how that relates to the course materials. Rather than 
relying on translating theory from a classroom to practice in real life, students engage 
in active experiential learning while receiving support online. Online environments 
become the place to process, reflect, share, collaborate, and create. In-place online 
learning leverages active and experiential pedagogy to facilitate learning in online 
course. 

15.3.3.2 Place-Based Hybrid Learning 

Hybrid courses have the potential to maximize the benefits of both in-person and 
online formats. Traditionally, the in-person portion of a hybrid courses has been 
located on campus. Another option is to gather students at a strategic off campus 
location for the in-person portion of a hybrid course. Hybrid courses can gather 
students at culturally and historically significant locations. Learning experiences at 
these locations can be designed to maximize student interaction with key individuals 
and organizations at the off campus gathering site. 

15.3.3.3 Living Learning Cohorts 

Another placed-based model places students in small cohorts of decentralized living 
learning communities that exist off campus. Drawing from established study abroad 
models, students live in clusters in a region or around the world. For example, a
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cluster might live in an urban art center, or near a government center. Others might 
exist in border crossing towns or in other strategic locations where the physical 
environment is rich for engaging in structured experiential learning. These cohorts 
could be organized around so-called “super courses” (Bain & Bain, 2021) where 
the focus is on interdisciplinary problems such as the global refugee crisis, climate 
change, or public health. Students engage in place-based experiential living as a 
cohort while analyzing these problems from interdisciplinary lenses. The intensive 
living learning experiences can spark significant learning. Cohorts scattered around 
the world can then connect with each other through online platforms. 

Exact models of place-based online learning could vary by institutional mission 
and context. But the main idea is that residential learning moves off campus to 
smaller, intentionally shaped learning communities that remain connected through 
online platforms. Rather than a centralized campus, there are decentralized learning 
clusters. 

15.4 Supporting Lifelong Learning Through Online 
Learning 

Liberal arts educators hope to instill in their students a capacity and interest in life-
long learning. In this way, the learning and formation of liberal arts education are 
not intended to end at graduation. The goals of a liberal arts education are ambitious: 
to develop moral and civic character, critical thinking, problem-solving and commu-
nication skills, and the ability to effectively collaborate (Chopp, 2014). Though one 
can develop these significantly during their undergraduate experience, these are the 
kinds of skills and competencies that are pursued and refined over one’s lifetime. 
For example, a liberal arts education might help students develop skills of critical 
thinking and problem-solving as they study global poverty, climate change, and polit-
ical radicalization. However, successfully engaging with these problems outside the 
classroom after graduation requires continual honing and adaptation. 

While a four-year degree can prepare students for engaging complicated global 
challenges, successfully addressing various big social problems require years of inter-
disciplinary work and collective action beyond one’s college experience (UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2020). Additionally, the pursuit of moral and civic 
character and living as a democratic citizen has different challenges at different stages 
of life. Online learning environments offer the opportunity for liberal arts schools to 
offer more sustained support to their graduates throughout their lifespan. These non-
degree opportunities can be offered as isolated continuing education experiences 
in the form of online courses or online and hybrid cohort experiences. Consider 
Erickson’s theory of lifespan human development (Erikson, 1959). Young adults are 
establishing their identity, commitments, and love. The dilemma of early adulthood 
is to wrestle with the tension between intimacy and isolation. Throughout adulthood, 
we engage in the tension of generativity versus self-absorption and stagnation. In the
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context of democratic citizenship, we wrestle with generating something for the civic 
good or becoming stuck and self-absorbed. Online learning environments offer the 
possibility for schools to support the ongoing pursuit of moral and civic character 
throughout these stages of life. 

However, time, distance, and graduation are potential barriers to schools offering 
support for lifelong learning. But features of online learning make it possible for 
schools to re-engage with their alumni as their alumni (and others) pursue life-
long learning. The collaborative and interactive features of online environments can 
remove barriers of distance. Communicating asynchronously in online environments 
can remove barriers of time and time zone differences. 

Therefore, liberal arts colleges should consider the possibility of recalibrating 
their alumni engagement efforts and mission to supporting the lifelong learning of 
students. This is necessary because the intended outcomes of a liberal arts educa-
tion require dedicated work beyond a 4-year credentialing degree. Engaging with 
alumni and lifelong learners is a way for schools to more comprehensively fulfill 
their existing mission. Online learning environments and tools reduce the barriers 
for doing this. 

If liberal arts colleges/educators are to effectively support the lifelong learning 
of their alumni, then the educational models should be designed according to the 
learning needs of adult learners. There is a substantial and growing scholarly literature 
dedicated to the field of adult learning—commonly referred to as andragogy—from 
which we can draw insight and inspiration. Andragogy represents an approach to 
adult learning that has distinct foundational assumptions about the learning needs of 
adults (Knowles et al., 2020). For example, adults have a self-concept that has an 
underlying need to be self-directing in their learning. Rather than being told what 
to do, adults need to be able to control the direction of their learning. Additionally, 
adults are ready to learn when they see that a learning experience will help them 
address an immediate need or real-world problem. This can be an immediate need 
for a concrete skill, or broader developmental task, such as developing one’s identity 
or moving through stages of their psychosocial development. Liberal arts colleges 
would be wise to develop lifelong learning experiences that align liberal arts learning 
with these real-world problems. 

In summary, principals of andragogy can be used to design collaborative and inter-
active online environments that support the lifelong pursuit of liberal arts outcomes. 
As Chametzky (2018) suggests, online environments should be places where learners 
can be self-directed while building trust with other learners. Online learning envi-
ronments should be places where learners collaborate and support one another 
through meaningful interactions (Zucca, 2014). Offering flexible, asynchronous 
online learning environments can make these kinds of learning experiences acces-
sible for lifelong learners around the world. Online learning environments can be set 
up in a way to provide students more choice for engaging in open ended projects, 
experiential learning assignments, and other interactive materials (Spencer, 2004). In 
this way, self-directed and problem-based online learning that draws on the internal 
motivation of learners does not require the physical gathering of learners for mean-
ingful learning and interaction. Instead, online connections enable adults to grow
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their professional network while gaining connections, encouragement, and account-
ability for their ongoing learning. In this way, the pedagogical approach of a course 
is more important than the particular format—online or in-person. 

15.5 Fostering Virtue and Civic Engagement in a Digital 
Age 

Online learning environments are particularly well suited for students to wrestle with 
what it looks like to be a good citizen in the digital age. A liberal arts education is 
aimed at developing the holistic character and skills of individuals. But the mission 
includes a broader purpose of pursuing the social good as global citizens as well. 
Therefore, a successful liberal arts education cultivates moral individuals who pursue 
the common good and use their knowledge to address the pressing issues of the time 
and to improve the world (Chopp, 2014). 

In this way, a liberal arts education should equip individuals to engage in the 
public square. However, in the digital age, the public square has made a significant 
shift online. This shift poses unique challenges and new questions. What does it 
mean to be a good neighbor and a responsible member of a community when that 
community has potentially limitless connections online? How do we understand our 
responsibility to be citizens in a global, digital world? Through social media and 
video meetings, we can be instantly connected to communities around the world. 
Online environments are a part of our daily lives, but they are also potentially rich 
learning labs for learning and practicing critical thinking and communication skills. 
As evidenced by the spread of conspiracy theories and misinformation throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a need for people to better apply critical thinking 
skills when sifting through the deluge of information that is available online. By 
immersing students in online environments and asking them to think critically about 
those environments, educators can help students apply critical thinking and moral 
reasoning to their digital lives. In other words, online learning environments can 
help students engage in critical thinking by engaging with the information in the 
environments in which they encounter them. 

15.6 Conclusion: Future Directions 

15.6.1 Research 

We began this chapter with the broad question: What are the implications when a 
liberal arts education moves online? Next, we reviewed perceptions of online liberal 
arts education. We then reviewed some initial practices of online liberal arts education 
and explored potential directions for online liberal arts education. More should be
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done to experiment with these potential directions and to research and document 
their outcomes. 

Learning is a complex and multidimensional endeavor. There is a vast research 
literature that catalogs the moral, psychosocial, and cognitive learning and develop-
ment that is linked to attending college (Evans et al., 2010; Mayhew et al., 2016). 
A parallel literature has examined factors related to student retention, persistence, 
and graduation (Tight, 2020; Tinto, 2000). Most of this researches have focused 
on campus-based in-person learning. With respect to online learning, a significant 
portion of that literature before the COVID-19 pandemic focused on measuring 
perceptions of (Allen et al., 2016; Harrison et al., 2017; Walters et al., 2017) and 
on understanding barriers to faculty adopting online learning (Ruth, 2018). Even 
though these are all valuable areas of inquiry, it is essential that research focuses on 
how particular formats and educational strategies might translate to online settings. 
For example, The American Association of Colleges and Universities (AACU) has 
published a list of evidence-based, high-impact teaching, and learning practices 
(AACU, 2021). These practices can be adapted to different contexts but include 
collaborative assignments and projects, global learning, common intellectual expe-
riences, diversity/global learning, ePortfolios, first-year seminars and experiences, 
internships, community-based learning, undergraduate research, and writing inten-
sive courses. Scholars are beginning to explore how research and best practices 
on high-impact practices might translate in online environments (Linder & Hayes, 
2018). Still, more research is needed to better understand how particular formats of 
online, hybrid, hyflex, and place-based online learning environments might facili-
tate specific liberal learning outcomes for specific students. For example, a line of 
research could ask: What kinds of psychologically and socially supportive online 
environments might facilitate long-term intellectual, moral, and personal learning 
and development? Building a more robust body of empirical educational research 
will enable educators to rely on proven practices rather than on perceptions of online 
learning that may or may not be accurate. 

15.6.2 Practice 

Shifting toward online learning has significant implications for faculty, administra-
tors, and students. As Shreaves et al. (2020) point out, “to encourage faculty members 
to participate in online learning, faculty may need reassurance and support to help 
them understand how to preserve teaching values in the online environment” (p. 117). 
A survey completed by the Chronicle of Higher Education during the pandemic 
found that 60% or more of faculty would like to see the following continue after 
the pandemic: (a) professional training around effective course design and teaching 
practices, (b) teaching and learning communities where instructors can share best 
practices, and (c) more professional training for online and hybrid course design 
(McMurtrie & Supiano, 2021). As we emerge out of the pandemic, administrators
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would be wise to provide the time, space, and permission for their more enthusiastic 
faculty to explore the prospects and limits of online liberal learning. 

Even if faculty is able to refine their programs and pedagogy so that hyflex, hybrid, 
and place-based online learning effectively result in liberal learning outcomes, the 
economic question remains. Are these formats economically viable? If a liberal arts 
college shifts toward online learning, what mix of residential and online learning 
is ideal from a cost perspective? Early adopters of online learning have found that 
moving online does not necessarily reduce cost of instruction (Archibald & Feldman, 
2011). As faculty discovered during the pandemic, facilitating high-impact learning 
in online environments can be more time intensive than in-person learning. Therefore, 
faculty training, development, and support are essential. Administrators will need to 
determine which financial and educational models hold the most promise in terms 
of student learning and financial sustainability. 

Finally, but most importantly, decisions about online learning should be centered 
around the learning needs of the student. Research-based practices from the field 
of adult learning and andragogy should guide decisions about how to best structure 
liberal arts learning. These student-centered approaches can provide guidance and 
wisdom as educators engage in the most important question: What makes the most 
sense for this student in this context? 
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