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This document presents the measures of central tendency from a national dataset of learners who took the 
SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator during 2021. Comparisons of readiness levels are made within 
several demographic categories. The report also provides a four-year comparison to determine the impact of 
the pandemic on learner readiness as well as a ten-year longitudinal comparison of demographic factors and 
mean scale scores.



The SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator is a web-based assessment which measures a learner’s readiness for succeeding 

in an online and/or technology-rich learning program based on cognitive and non-cognitive indicators of success. The Learning 

Readiness Indicator indicates the degree to which an individual student possesses attributes, skills, and knowledge that contribute 

to success in learning. At the time of this writing, over six million students from over 1,000 educational institutions have taken the 

assessment since its inception in 2002.

All components of SmarterMeasure are grounded in theoretical research and practice. The components of the SmarterMeasure 

Learning Readiness Indicator include:

The purpose of the National Readiness Report is to provide summary data from thousands of students at hundreds of colleges 

regarding their reported levels of readiness for studying online or in a technology rich environment. This data can inform educational 

leaders as they design and provide instruction and support students who are studying at a distance. The information in this report 

is aggregate data taken from the students’ scores on the SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator during the calendar year of 

2021. Data from secondary school students and trial accounts was not included in this report. 

 

The typical respondent was a female, traditional-aged college student, who is Caucasian, has not taken any prior online courses, 

prefers a solitary learning style, is very confident in her school of choice, and is not a first-generation college student. 

Half of the students (50%) had no prior online course experience. However, 16% of students had taken 5 or more prior online courses.

About 10% of students are not sure if they are enrolled in the right school. Prior studies have shown this factor to be a strong 

predictor of dropout/transfer. Schools could utilize this factor to closely support these learners to boost retention.

1.

INTRODUCTION

•	 Individual Attributes – Motivation, procrastination, willingness to ask for help, etc.

•	 Life Factors – Availability of time, support from family and employers, finances, etc.

•	 Learning Styles – Based on the multiple intelligences model

•	 Technical Competency – Skills with using technology

•	 Technical Knowledge – Knowledge of technology terms

•	 Reading Competency – On-screen Reading Rate and Recall

•	 Keyboarding Skill – Speed and Accuracy

•	 Math Readiness – Computation, decimals, equations, factoring, fractions, whole numbers

•	 Writing Readiness – Apprehension, grammar, usage, syntax, structure

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF FINDINGS



About one-in-three students is a first-generation college student which is a factor also closely correlated with retention.

The pandemic had measurable impacts on learner readiness. The year of the quarantine (AY 2019/2020) yielded the lowest mean 
score on half of the scales measured with the strongest impact on skill related variables. During that year, more persons took online 
courses for the first time than ever before. 

Over the past four years, the mean scores on Life Factors, Individual Attributes, Math Readiness, and Writing Readiness have 
consistently declined. It is paramount that institutions measure this data for all students and provide appropriate strategies for 
intervention and support since students are struggling more in these areas than in the past.

Age impacts readiness. Statistically significant differences in means were found with those who were not traditional aged college 
students having significantly higher means for Individual Attributes, Life Factors, Reading, Technical Knowledge, and Technical 
Competency. No significant differences in means were found between age groupings for keyboarding, math readiness, writing 
readiness, and LMS competency.

Gender does not as strongly impact readiness. Females were found to have statistically significant higher means on the scales of 
Individual Attributes and Math Readiness while Males showed significantly higher means on Technical Knowledge. The differences in 
means were not significantly different between genders on all other scales.

No one ethnicity is dominant related to learner readiness. African Americans had the highest means for life factors. Caucasian 
students had the highest means for reading, keyboarding, and technical competency. Asian or Pacific Islanders had the highest mean 
for Technical Knowledge. 

Prior online learning experience is the strongest correlate of readiness. For all seven scales for which a significant difference in means 
was found persons reporting having taken five or more prior online courses reported the highest means. Statistically significant 
differences in means were found for all scales except math readiness and writing readiness.

Students who are confident in their school choice are also typically the most prepared. Statistically significant differences in means 
were found on the scales of individual attributes, life factors, and technical knowledge this the highest mean on all three scales being 
reported by those who were Very Confident that they had enrolled in the right school for them.

Being a first-generation college student continues to be a challenge. Students who were not first-generation college students had 
statistically significant higher means on life factors, reading, keyboarding, and technical competency. 

Compared to ten years ago, students are more diverse ethnically and by gender. They tend to be less social in their preferred learning 
style. While they do have a little more online learning experience, their levels of readiness have declined for individual attributes, life 

factors, reading recall, and technical knowledge. 

2.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF FINDINGS



3.

DISTRIBUTION OF DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

At the beginning of the SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator students are asked to report their status on multiple 

demographic factors. Note that schools may remove the demographic questions as well as students may opt-out of answering the 

demographic questions as they are not required. During the academic year of 2020/2021 a total of 467,857 students completed the 

assessment. The following demographic data was collected during the 2021 calendar year.  

AGE RANGE
The most frequent age range was traditional aged college students between 18-22 which accounted for 48% of the students who 

took the assessment. While traditional aged college students were the predominant group, there was a good distribution of age 

across the other ranges with 7% of test takers being 17 or below who likely took the Secondary Education version of the assessment 

which is developmentally appropriate for learners in grades 9 to 12.

Age N %

17 or 
below 8531 7%

18-22 54990 48%

23-27 17357 15%

28-32 11502 10%

33-37 7837 7%

38-42 5449 5%

43-47 3707 3%

48-52 2512 2%

53-59 1816 2%

60+ 770 1%



4.

DISTRIBUTION OF DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

GENDER
62% of test takers were female. By default, SmarterMeasure asks students to report gender as male or female. If schools would like to 

state the answer choices differently, they may do so via a custom question.

Gender N %

Female 68177 62%

Male 41112 38%

ETHNICITY
The three predominant ethnicities were Caucasian/White, Latino/Hispanic, and African American.

Ethnicity N %

African American 19047 18%

Alaskan Native 114 >1%

American Indian 1678 2%

Asian or Pacific Islander 5521 5%

Caucasian / White 46592 44%

Latino / Hispanic 22853 21%

Other race 1519 1%

Prefer not to respond 3669 3%

Two or more races 5940 65%



5.

DISTRIBUTION OF DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

NUMBER OF PRIOR ONLINE COURSES
Students were asked to report how many prior online courses they had taken at the point at which they completed the 

SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator. Half of the students (50%) had no prior online course experience. However, 16% of 

students had taken 5 or more prior online courses.

Prior 
Online 

Courses
N %

0 57447 50%

1 14621 13%

2 11352 10%

3 7685 7%

4 5305 45%

5 18971 16%



6.

DISTRIBUTION OF DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

LEARNING STYLES
Learning Styles is a categorical variable. The chart below shows the distribution of preferred learning styles across this group of 

students. Note that many students have more than one learning style and not all schools administer the learning styles instrument.  

Learning Style N %

Solitary 8380 21%

Social 7625 19%

Aural 6505 16%

Logical 5830 14%

Verbal 4410 11%

Physical 4095 10%

Visual 3850 9%

SCHOOL CHOICE
In an optional demographic question students are asked to report the degree to which they consider the school at which they are 
currently enrolled to be the right school for them. Prior correlational analyses have found a strong relationship between the degree 
to which a student believes they are enrolled in the right school for them and performance and retention metrics. 

Choice N %

Very Confident 21249 48%

Confident 18201 41%

Not Sure 3390 8%

Probably Not 1387 3%



7.

DISTRIBUTION OF DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT
In another optional demographic question students are asked to report if they are a first-generation college student which is defined 

as a person for whom no one in their immediate family as enrolled in college. About one-in-three students classified themselves as a 

first-generation college student.

First Gen N %

Yes 18638 34%

No 35554 66%

Yes, 18638,
34%

No, 35554,
66%



8.

MEAN SCORES FOUR-YEAR TREND ANALYSIS

To determine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the construct of learner readiness, the following analysis of trends regarding 

the mean scale scores was computed.  

COMPUTATIONAL NOTES:
For ease of interpretation, scores in the first eight columns have been converted from raw scores to percentiles. For example, Math 

Readiness is computed on a 30-point scale, but for reporting in this document it was converted to a 100-point scale. Recognize that 

on the student report contained in SmarterMeasure raw scores, not percentile scores, are utilized.  

Note that this data is from all students at all institution types. Individual institutions are encouraged to analyze the means from their 

own students which are provided in the SmarterMeasure administrative panel.

OBSERVATIONS:
Impact of the Pandemic on Skills: During the COVID-19 pandemic, many institutions closed their doors and moved much 

instruction online. This prompted many students for whom online learning was not their first choice to be constrained to 

learn by an online learning modality. This reduction in levels of learner readiness is demonstrated by the lowest mean on half of the 

scales we measure being experienced during the quarantine year of AY 2019/2020. The following scales revealed the lowest means 

during that year: Reading Recall, Technical Knowledge, Technical Competency, Keyboarding.  

Impact of the Pandemic on Experience: It is also telling to note that during the quarantine year more students with no 

prior online learning experience studied online than ever before. One positive note is that after the quarantine year there 

are now a higher number of students who have experienced learning online. 

Life 
Factors

Individual 
Attriutes

Reading
Recall

Tech
Knowledge

Tech 
Competency

LMS 
Competency

Math 
Readiness

Writing 
Readiness

Typing 
AWPM

Prior 
Online N

AY17/18 79.03 78.62 71.58 72.01 90.54 NA 80.30 61.62 27.25 1.72 383038

AY18/19 79.14 78.50 72.45 71.02 90.59 88.53 79.80 78.42 26.89 1.71 403746

AY19/20 78.61 77.12 70.72 68.55 88.87 89.89 75.13 74.27 25.95 1.31 506294

AY20/21 77.28 76.02 72.58 73.35 90.03 77.21 75.10 70.71 26.64 2.17 467857



9.

MEAN SCORES FOUR-YEAR TREND ANALYSIS

Impact of the Pandemic on Assessment Volume: During the quarantine year of the pandemic (AY 2019/2020) more 

persons took the SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator than ever before. The diminished level of learner readiness 

reported by the assessment coupled with the inferior quality of emergency remote instruction when compared to traditional online 

learning is what prompted concern among many about the efficacy of academic continuity efforts during the pandemic.

Declining Non-Cognitive Attributes: Mean scores on the Life Factors and Individual Attributes scales have consistently 

declined over the past four years by about two percentage points. This is a substantial observation since these scales 

measure learner attributes, not skills. As such, these measurements are not delivery system dependent, meaning that they are equally 

important for students studying online, hybrid, or face-to-face. It is paramount that institutions measure this data for all students and 

provide appropriate strategies for intervention and support since students are struggling more in these areas than in the past.

Declining Cognitive Readiness: Generally speaking, mean scores for the Math Readiness and Writing Readiness scales 

have consistently declined over the past four years by 5 to 8 percentage points. 

MEAN CHARTS



10.

MEAN SCORES FOUR-YEAR TREND ANALYSIS



Because the SmarterMeasure Learning Readiness Indicator has been utilized for two decades, we are able to compare readiness data 

to that of prior years. The data below is a comparison of select data points from a decade ago. Compared to ten years ago, students 

are more diverse ethnically and by gender. They tend to be less social in their preferred learning style. While they do have a little more 

online learning experience, their levels of readiness have declined for individual attributes, life factors, reading recall, and technical 

knowledge.  

To better understand the degree to which learner readiness is impacted by demographic variables, the following comparisons of means 

were computed. Because this data set is so large (N=467,857), any comparison of means such as an independent sample t-test or an 

ANOVA will yield a statistically significant difference due to the magnitude of the sample size. To control for this impractical significance, 

a random sample of 1% (N=4678) of the records which had completed the full assessment was selected for analysis in this section. 

Random cases were selected using the random sample tool in SPSS (Statistical Program for Social Sciences).

11.

TEN YEAR TREND ANALYSIS

COMPARISON OF MEANS

2011 2021

Female 72% 62%

Caucasian 62% 44%

No Prior Online Courses 55% 50%

Traditional Age Student 28% 48%

Social Learning Style 22% 19%

Individual Attributes Mean 78.09 76.80

Life Factors Mean 79.30 78.57

Reading Recall Mean 74.44 70.43

Technical Knowledge Mean 72.44 68.88



AGE
Means were compared between traditional aged college students (18 – 22) and students of all other ages. Statistically significant 

differences in means were found with those who were not traditional aged college students having significantly higher means for 

Individual Attributes, Life Factors, Reading, Technical Knowledge, and Technical Competency. No significant differences in means were 

found between age groupings for keyboarding, math readiness, writing readiness, and LMS competency.

12.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



13.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



GENDER
Means were compared between the genders of male and female across the scales measured by the assessment. Females were found 

to have statistically significant higher means on the scales of Individual Attributes and Math Readiness while Males showed significantly 

higher means on Technical Knowledge. The differences in means were not significantly different between genders on all other scales.

14.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



15.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



ETHNICITY
To determine if levels of readiness varied between ethnicities, an analysis of variance was computed. Statistically significant differences 

in means were found on five of the scales. No one ethnicity was dominant. African Americans had the highest means for life factors. 

Caucasian students had the highest means for reading, keyboarding, and technical competency. Asian or Pacific Islanders had the 

highest mean for Technical Knowledge. For the purpose of this analysis, ethnicities or responses which consisted of less than 3% of the 

data set were combined into an “Other Ethnicities” category so that exemplary cases would not be overrepresented.

16.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



17.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



ONLINE LEARNING EXPERIENCE
To determine the degree to which experience matters with online learning, an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was computed to identify 

differences in means based on the number of prior online courses taken at the time the student completed SmarterMeasure. As one 

might imagine, statistically significant differences in means were found for all scales except math readiness and writing readiness. For 

all seven scales for which a significant difference in means was found persons reporting having taken five or more prior online courses 

reported the highest means.

18.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



19.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



SCHOOL CHOICE
To determine the degree to which a student considering their current school to be the right school for them impacts their level of 

learning readiness and Analysis of Variance was computed. Statistically significant differences in means were found on the scales of 

individual attributes, life factors, and technical knowledge this the highest mean on all three scales being reported by those who were 

Very Confident that they had enrolled in the right school for them.

20.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



21.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



FIRST GENERATION
To determine the degree to which whether a student was a first-generation college student impacted their level of readiness an analysis 

of variance was computed. Students who were not first-generation college students had statistically significant higher means on life 

factors, reading, keyboarding, and technical competency.  

22.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



23.

COMPARISON OF MEANS



LIFE FACTORS

24.

2021 SUBSCALE MEASURES OF CENTRAL TENDENCY

Place Reason Resources Skills Time

Mean 16.36 17.75 14.88 14.22 14.13

Median 17 19 15 14 14

Mode 18 20 16 14 15

Std. Dev. 2.132 2.569 3.425 2.53 3.019

Variance 4.545 6.6 11.734 6.4 9.113

Range 18 16 17 16 18

Minimum 2 4 3 4 2

Maximum 20 20 20 20 20

INDIVIDUAL ATTRIBUTES

Academic
Attributes Help Seeking Locus of 

Control Persistence Procrastination

Mean 13.4 11.49 10.82 11.67 11.65

Median 14 12 11 12 12

Mode 14 13 11 12 12

Std. Dev. 1.978 1.796 1.999 1.691 2.539

Variance 3.914 3.224 3.994 2.86 6.449

Range 13 12 13 13 13

Minimum 3 4 3 3 3

Maximum 16 16 16 16 16



TECHNOLOGY SKILLS

25.

2021 SUBSCALE MEASURES OF CENTRAL TENDENCY

Computer
Competency

Internet
Competency

Computer
Specification

Technology in 
Your Life

Technology
Usage

Technology
Vocabulary

Mean 43.37 46.58 11.42 11.89 12.46 8.2

Median 40 50 12 12 12 9

Mode 50 50 13 12 13 10

Std. Dev. 7.709 6.573 1.941 3.886 3.431 1.805

Variance 59.431 43.2 3.768 15.099 11.773 3.258

Range 50 50 12 20 21 10

Minimum 0 0 1 0 0 0

Maximum 50 50 13 20 21 10

MATH READINESS

Computation Decimals Equations Factoring Fractions Whole 
Numbers

Mean 7.55 4.31 1.61 2.37 3.37 3.63

Median 8 4 2 3 4 4

Mode 10 4 2 3 5 4

Std. Dev. 2.32 0.989 0.635 0.856 1.579 0.626

Variance 5.382 0.977 0.403 0.733 2.492 0.392

Range 9 5 2 3 5 4

Minimum 1 1 0 0 0 0

Maximum 10 6 2 3 5 4



WRITING READINESS

26.

2021 SUBSCALE MEASURES OF CENTRAL TENDENCY

Apprehension Grammar-Usage Syntax Structure

Mean 27.2 22.25 7.12

Median 27 24.03 8

Mode 28 24 4

Std. Dev. 5.979 6.987 4.803

Variance 35.743 48.823 23.073

Range 33 40 20

Minimum 7 0 0

Maximum 40 40 20



27.

2021 DISTRIBUTION OF SCALE SCORES
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2021 DISTRIBUTION OF SCALE SCORES
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2021 DISTRIBUTION OF SCALE SCORES


