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Abstract
Independent study, especially in the age of COVID, has proven to 
be challenging for students who do not feel comfortable relying on 
remote or online learning. This project evaluated students’ ability to 
engage in academic endeavors outside of traditional brick and 
mortar settings. Almost 70% of students surveyed stated they felt 
mandatory discussion board posts were not helpful to learning. 

Introduction
• Anecdotally speaking, nothing strikes fear into the hearts of students 

more than the “research paper.” 

• Choosing a subject can be a personal endeavor, balanced somewhere 
between finding a topic that keeps the student energized and curious on 
one hand, while making one’s professor happy on the other. 

• Latiker et al. (2012) observed that a student’s difficulty in selecting 
appropriate research topics may influence attrition rates. 

• To continue, they also note that increased pressure from a professor 
may contribute to a student’s inability to connect to their coursework on a 
deeper, more meaningful level.

• While it may seem obvious that students will produce stronger work 
when they find the subject matter interesting (Gains & Stoddart, 2011) 
they often report a lack of usable information while compiling articles for 
their initial literature review (Deakin-Crick & Goldspink, 2014; Lewis & 
Dodson, 2013).

• While both concepts are well defined in the literature, these researchers 
can offer numerous personal classroom examples to support these 
esteemed researchers. With that said, why are our psychology and 
social science students not embracing the training we know to be more 
than adequate for beginning a research career?

• The purpose of the present study is to evaluate the self-reported 
preparedness and ability of students to engage in independent study 
and research away from a traditional academic setting.

• While there is no hypothesis per se, we are hopeful to gain some 
insights as to how the Psychology Department’s students (both 
undergraduate and graduate) feel about their abilities to navigate 
independent research and study; cornerstones of a successful 
Psychologist’s career in academia.

Results
• Of the entire sample, 81 participants (82.7%) reported taking at least 

one online course with 34 participants (42%) taking between 1-4 
courses, 47 (58%) taking 5 or more courses.

• Most of the sample 61 (75.3%) reported being easily able to transfer 
from classroom learning to online learning. 

• Most participants, 56 (69.2%) felt mandatory discussion board posts 
and peer responses did not help them learn better. 

• Most participants who have taken online courses (n = 53, 65.4%) felt 
they could still be successful in the course if something drastic 
happened to them. 

• Compared to students who have not taken an online course, online 
students reported more confidence in writing assignments, t(96) = 
2.21, p = .02. d = .29, and felt they had the tools necessary in taking 
on a large research project such as a doctoral dissertation t(96) = 
2.21, p = .03. d = .22.

• No significant differences were found between participants who 
reported taking at least one online course with participants who have 
never taken an online course when asked if they would have preferred 
more one-on-one time with their professor, t(96) = -1.89, p = .06. 

Conclusions
• This project sought to benefit not only this University’s undergraduate 

students, but to contribute to the broader understanding of how 
educators influence and guide their students toward independent 
study.

• Ultimately, these researchers anticipate this will benefit professors and 
students by gaining a clearer understanding of students’ difficulties 
with individually lead learning specifically, hence aiding advisors and 
instructors in providing relevant guidance for their pupils as they 
pursue their academic (and professional) endeavors. 

• An opportunity for future research might include an in-depth 
investigation of student’s reluctance to embrace online discussion 
board questions as well as potential learning alternatives.
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Method
Participants
• Participants in this study were undergraduate and graduate students 

recruited from a public university in the Northeastern United States.
• The sample consisted of 74 women and 24 men (N = 98) with a mean 

age of 25.51 (SD = 7.66). 
• All participants were treated in accordance with the Ethical Principles of 

Psychologists and Code of Conduct and in accordance with Institutional 
Review Board guidelines. 

Materials
• Participants were given a packet containing a demographic survey and a 

questionnaire created for the purposes of this study. 
• The questionnaire consisted of a total of 32 items related to online 

learning and academic research. 
• Each item is rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale with response 

categories ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). 

Participant Demographics


