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Sharon M. Wavle
AN EXPLORATORY MIXED METHODS STUDY OF PERSISTENCE PATTERNS
IN ONLINE UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMS AND PERSPECTIVES OF
RETURNING ONLINE UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS

Student retention and persistence toward degree completion is a critical concern
in higher education. Rapid growth in online programs has raised concerns over lower
retention rates demonstrated by online program students. Research suggests that
traditional retention metrics are not accurate representations of online program student
success. While newer retention models consider external influences on student decisions
to persist, little existing retention research considers online program student perspectives
regarding their decisions to re-enroll. This study used a mixed-methods approach to
examine the long-term semester-to-semester persistence patterns of online program
students and increase understanding of the students’ perspectives on their enrollment
decisions.

Study data included the enrollment histories of 1,940 fall 2020 returning
undergraduate online program students at a large public university in the Midwestern
United States. Quantitative analysis determined the number and length of enrollment
breaks taken from the typical fall/spring pattern. A survey captured student perspectives
regarding their decisions to take breaks and later return to their studies. Study findings
showed that 47% of fall 2020 returning online students took off at least one semester. In
addition, 54% of the students had originally enrolled in on-campus programs, with 75%
of those students returning after a long break in enrollment. Survey respondents cited
personal health, family responsibilities, and financial concerns as the top three reasons for

taking a break. Respondents noted that course design/delivery changes, empathy for their

vil



situation, and increased financial assistance could have prevented their enrollment break.
Reasons for coming back included improved goals/motivation, feeling ready/better
prepared, and improved finances.

This study’s findings suggest that traditional measures of student retention may
not accurately reflect student success for online program students paving a non-
traditional academic path toward a degree. Online programs may increase access to
higher education for students balancing work/family responsibilities with academics, and
students unable to attend class on-campus due to various physical, mental health or other
concerns. This study’s findings also suggest that even though student enrollment
decisions can be influenced by external pressures outside the control of the institution,
there are instructional design/delivery considerations that can help online students deal

with them.

Gamze Ozogul, Ph.D., Chair

Thomas Brush, Ph.D.

Victor Borden, Ph.D.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION

Student retention has been an important concern in higher education “since the
establishment of formal education” (Aljohani, 2016, p. 1) and has been called “the
elephant in the room that is distance education” (Woodley & Simpson, 2013, p. 462).
Institutions incur significant negative financial impacts when students do not stay
enrolled, including the direct costs of recruitment, financial aid, scholarships, and lost
tuition as well as the indirect costs of faculty and advisor time (Martin, 2017). For public
institutions, success metrics, including retention and graduation rates, are often tied to
specific performance funding formulas that directly affect the amount of financial support
provided to an institution. Student retention rates are also one of the primary public
measures of institutional effectiveness contributing to the overall image of an institution,
and are used in many institutional ranking systems that can influence its reputation
(Martin, 2017).

The importance of retention in higher education is reflected in the literature, with
early research beginning in the 1930s and leading to the development of retention models
and theories in the 1970s that are still highly regarded and referenced today, including
Spady (1971) and Tinto (1975). Over the next two decades, researchers such as Bean
(1980, 1985), Pascarella (1980), and Bean and Metzner (1985) continued to revisit and
refine retention models in an effort to better understand the phenomenon of student
decisions to leave an institution.

The rapid rise of distance education in the late 1980s and early 1990s began to
raise concerns over the quality of this new modality, and low retention rates for online

learners became a primary focus of research. New models of student retention evolved to



address the specific needs of students in distance education programs, including Kember
(1989), Powell et al. (1990), Rovai (2003), and Berge and Huang (2004). These models
de-emphasized the social integration aspects of traditional retention models and added
components external to the institution that could have significant influence over online
student decisions to return, including family circumstances, life changes, and
employment related factors.

Problem Statement

Despite the evolution of new models of student retention for online learners that
include these external influences on a student’s decision to return or drop out, little of the
existing research on student retention and/or persistence considers factors outside of the
institution that can affect a student’s decision to re-enroll or drop out (Martin, 2017).
Yang et al. (2017) add that “most studies on persistence in online learning were situated
within individual online courses” and “few studies ... were situated in online programs or
examined persistence in students who have completed online programs” (p. 26).
Sorenson and Donovan (2017) noted that retention research was beginning to shift focus
from student characteristics for dropping out to the additional factors over time that can
lead a student into deciding to leave an institution, but more feedback from students is
needed to determine why students do not complete their programs of study.

Forty-two years after publishing his original Institutional Departure Model to
explain student retention, Tinto (2017) asserted that a paradigm shift in retention research
is needed. Tinto noted, “[o]ur prevailing view of student retention has been shaped by
theories that view student retention through the lens of institutional action” but

“[s]tudents, however, do not seek to be retained. They seek to persist” (Tinto, 2017, p.



254). In order for higher education institutions to help online students persist, more
research aimed at gaining the student perspective on what influences their decisions to
stay enrolled is needed. For students whose learning experiences with an institution take
place through an online learning management system and other forms of electronic
communication, the quality and design of those learning experiences and online
interactions are likely to be much more important than traditional retention measures such
as campus social activities, recreational facilities and programs, and living/learning
communities.

Newer studies question whether online program student success should be
measured according to traditional official retention definitions (Grau-Valldosera &
Minguillon, 2014; Haydarov et al., 2012). The external influences such as work and
family that take students away from their studies can make traditional retention statistics,
which measure the percentage of students who return in the next fall semester, seem a
poor measure of success for students working toward an online degree. Institutions with
growing numbers of students in online programs may appear to be performing poorly
with regard to student retention when in reality they may be performing very well in
meeting the needs of online learners who are paving a very non-traditional path through
their higher education journey.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Because the traditional measure of student retention may not be an accurate
assessment of online student success, this study examined student persistence in online
programs over the long term. In order to increase understanding of long-term online

program student persistence and gain insights regarding online program student decisions



to take a break and re-enroll to complete their degrees, this study examined the historical
enrollment patterns of undergraduate students enrolled in online programs at a large
public multi-campus university in the Midwestern United States. This study looked at all
returning students, including the broader population of nontraditional learners such as
transfer and “stop-out” students who left the university and returned to complete their
degrees. The following questions guided the research:

1. What are the enrollment persistence patterns of undergraduate online program
students?

2. What are the reasons undergraduate online program students describe as
influencing their decisions to take a semester off, later re-enroll, and make
progress toward their degree?

This study sought to increase understanding of the various student, institutional,
course design, course delivery, work, family, and other external influences that affect
online undergraduate program student success, capturing student perspectives on how the
institution could improve their ability to succeed.

Significance of the Study

As Berge and Huang (2004) have noted, a better understanding of the factors that
contribute to student decisions to drop out or re-enroll can affect stakeholders at all levels
of an institution. For those involved in administration and policymaking, improving re-
enrollment rates “helps ensure institutional effectiveness” (p. 4). For those who interact
directly with students through teaching and advising, understanding the reasons why
students decide to drop out or re-enroll “helps promote interactions that will likely yield

positive impact upon students’ decisions” to re-enroll (Berge & Huang, 2004, p. 4).



Students who are mindful of these factors can also develop strategies to meet specific
challenges and maximize their educational success.

The results of this specific research can inform recommendations at the
instructional design and delivery level that can improve online student persistence and
success, including the need for more flexible course designs, relevant assignments,
immediate and detailed feedback, and increased instructor-to-student communications.
Academic leaders, faculty, advisors, success coaches, and professional staff can use the
findings regarding the impact of external influences on online program students to
improve their interactions and communications with online students. The results of this
study can also provide important context to academic leaders and administrators
reviewing persistence and retention metrics for online learners.

This study contributes to the literature in two distinct ways. First, this research
directly answers the call to shift retention research from the perspective of the institution
to the perspective of the student as found in recent studies such as Tinto (2017), Martin
(2017), and Sorenson and Donovan (2017). Second, by examining online program
enrollment patterns, this study responds to concerns raised by Grau-Valldosera and
Minguillon (2014) and Haydarov et al. (2012) that the traditional definition of retention
in the online program context is not an accurate measure of student success.

Definitions and Terminology

For four-year institutions, the U.S. Department of Education National Center for
Education Statistics (n.d.) defines retention rates as a “percentage of first-time bachelors
(or equivalent) degree seeking undergraduates from the previous fall who are again

enrolled in the current fall at the same institution.” Burke (2019) defines retention more



simply as “the continued enrollment of a student from the first year to the second year”
(p- 13). Hagedorn (2012) notes that measuring retention is complex because student
enrollment patterns can be variable, providing more basic definitions of a “persister” and
“non-persister” as follows:

A student who enrolls in college and remains enrolled until degree completion is a

persister. A student who leaves college without receiving a degree and never

returns is a non-persister (p. 81).

The distinction between retention and persistence is a matter of perspective. Institutions

retain students, while students persist until they complete their degree (Hagedorn, 2012).
This study specifically examined long-term persistence by looking at student enrollment
patterns over time to determine whether students left and then returned to continue their

program of study.

This study examined the persistence patterns specifically for online program
students. For the purposes of this study, an online program is an academic program that
can be completed entirely through online courses. An online course is any course where
the instruction is delivered using technology to bridge the gap between instructors and
students who are physically separated from each other. The technologies can be
asynchronous (such as discussion forums) or synchronous (such as live video). This
definition is consistent with the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS), which requires higher education institutions to report data to the United States
Department of Education and the National Center for Educational Statistics (U.S.
Department of Education National Center for Educational Statistics, n.d.). Throughout
this study, online program students are, by definition, students who intend to take all of

the courses required for their degree online.



Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

In higher education, keeping students enrolled and persisting through degree
completion has emerged as an increasingly complex issue over time (Berger et al., 2012).
As the number and diversity of students attending college have increased, so have issues
of retention and student persistence. Highly selective private colleges that recruit better-
prepared students who are likely to stay enrolled are now compared to less selective
colleges. Public awareness of and institutional attention to changes in official institutional
retention rates have increased due to the “symbolic prestige of high rankings in nationally
known publications such as US News & World Report” (Berger et al., 2012, p. 10).
Involvement in higher education by the federal government through measures such as the
GI Bill, Civil Rights Act, and financial aid regulations has raised the importance of
college degree attainment and made it critical for higher education institutions to
demonstrate that they are helping students achieve their educational goals (Berger et al.,
2012). Today, accreditors mandate the use of official fall-to-fall retention rates as a
primary institutional success metric and many states tie allocation of funding and other
resources to retention rates.

The Babson Survey Research Group began reporting summaries of online and
distance education enrollments nationwide in 2003, continuing with regular publications
that look at enrollment statistics as well as faculty and administrator perceptions of online
learning over time, with their latest published in 2018 ( Allen & Seaman, 2003; Seaman
et al., 2018). They reported that while enrollment in distance education steadily increased
from 2012 to 2016, overall higher education enrollments showed continuous declines.

The number of students taking one or more distance education course increased by 5.6%



from fall 2015 to fall 2016 (Seaman et al., 2018, p. 3). In 2017, 15.4% of all students
enrolled entirely in online courses, and 17.6% of students took a combination of online
and on-campus courses. This means that approximately one-third of all students
nationwide took at least one online course in 2017, a statistic that “represents a steady
march in the normalization of online learning” (Lederman, 2018).

The rapid increase in student participation in online education has generated
strong interest in examining the success of students taking online courses. In the
literature, both theoretical and applied studies examine the success of students enrolled in
online courses and factors that contribute to successful course completion. Studies also
examine whether students enrolling in online courses continue to re-enroll and persist to
degree completion, and the factors contributing to successful degree completion. As
background, this chapter will summarize the foundations of traditional student retention
theory and the evolution of retention theory for online students. After a brief overview of
current applied research in student success in online courses, this literature review will
focus on the applied studies that examine factors that contribute to online program
student re-enrollment and persistence toward degree completion. This section ends with a
summary of recent literature suggesting a shift in research that examines retention and
persistence from the perspective of the student rather than the institution, particularly for
students in online programs.

Traditional Student Retention Theory

Early studies of traditionally defined undergraduate student retention date back to

the 1930’s. Most early attempts to explain undergraduate attrition through applied

research focused primarily on student attributes and shortcomings rather than institutional



characteristics (Aljohani, 2016; Berger et al., 2012). Attempts to explain and improve
student retention through the creation of theory became more systematic around the
1970’s. A theory “is a set of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and
propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relationships
among variables, with the purpose of explaining and predicting the phenomena”
(Kerlinger, 1973, as cited in Bean, 1982a, p. 17). Theory can guide research by telling the
researcher what variables to focus on and how those variables contribute to the
phenomena we are trying to explain. Bean (1982a) suggests that a theoretical approach to
the study of student retention and attrition is preferred, since this allows for describing
the characteristics of students who leaving or persisting as well as explaining why
students retain or leave. This type of research can lead to recommendations for changes at
an institution to improve retention outcomes (Bean, 1982a). As noted by Aljohani (2016)
and Burke (2019), the most often cited theoretical retention models begin with Spady’s
Undergraduate Process Dropout Model (1970, 1971) and include Tinto’s Institutional
Departure Model (1975, 1993) and Bean’s Student Attrition Model (1980, 1982b). Each
of these models are grounded in sociology and most current research today continues to
focus on application of these theories in specific higher education settings (Burke, 2019).
Spady’s Undergraduate Process Dropout Model

Spady introduced the first widely recognized model to explain student dropout in
higher education, “one of the first attempts to move toward an interdisciplinary approach
to understanding student retention rates” instead of focusing on “the characteristics of
individual students independent of the institution” (Burke, 2019, p. 3). According to

Spady (1971), student dropout is the “decision to leave a particular social system as the



result of a complex social process that includes family and previous educational
background, academic potential, normative congruence, friendship support, intellectual
development, grade performance, social integration, satisfaction, and institutional
commitment” (p. 38). Spady’s model is longitudinal, with student incoming
characteristics (family background, academic potential, normative congruence, and
friendship support) influencing grade performance and intellectual development, which
leads to social integration and satisfaction with the institution, yielding institutional
commitment levels that positively impact the dropout decision (Spady, 1971).

Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model

Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model (1975) is considered one of the most cited
and influential theoretical models of student retention. (Aljohani, 2016; Burke, 2019;
Kember, 1989; Milem & Berger, 1997). Demetriou and Schmitz-Sciborski (2011)
describe Tinto’s work as a “landmark student integration model” which started “the
current, national dialogue on undergraduate retention” (p. 300).

Similar to Spady, Tinto’s model (1975) is longitudinal and begins with defining
characteristics of the student: family background, individual attributes, and pre-college
schooling. In Tinto’s model, all of these contribute to the students’ goal commitment and
institutional commitment. From there, Tinto’s model shows the elements of the academic
system (grades, intellectual development) that lead to academic integration, and the
elements of the social system (peer-group and faculty interactions) that lead to social
integration. The combination of the student’s social and academic integration into the life
of the college lead into revised levels of goal commitment and institutional commitment,

which in turn impact the student’s decision to retain or dropout (Tinto, 1975).
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Boshier’s Adult Education Participation and Dropout Model

Boshier (1973) focused his Adult Education Participation and Dropout Model on
the enrollment patterns of non-traditional adult students. He noted that “the absence of
testable theory has crippled adult education participation and dropout research for
decades” (Boshier, 1973, p. 255). Boshier’s model was also longitudinal, but unlike
Spady and Tinto, Boshier focused on student motivation as the primary entry
characteristic. Students enter the dropout model from a perspective of either “deficiency”
motives or “growth” motives (Boshier, 1973, p. 266). Students with deficiency
motivation are enrolling because of social or environmental pressure and tend to be more
dependent on others, have a fear of failure, and are significantly more likely to drop out.
Those students enrolling out of growth motivation are more independent, open to new
ideas, and less affected by external circumstances and therefore less likely to drop out
(Boshier, 1973).

Boshier’s model is worth noting as an early precursor to the conditions of online
program student persistence, since many students enrolling in online programs are
returning adult students. Boshier (1973) noted that “reasons for non-participation and
dropout do not reside exclusively within the participant” (p. 279) and accounts for those
reasons in his model through social, psychological, and environmental factors, such as
transportation difficulties, class size, and even the use of lectures that may not fit with
adult learning styles.

Bean’s Causal Model of Student Attrition
Toward the end of the 1970’s, the number of students attending college leveled

off and eventually declined. Higher education institutions established university-wide
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enrollment management strategies that followed students from recruitment to graduation,
with the overall goal of maintaining enrollment numbers by retaining students once they
made the decision to attend (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011, p. 303). Several
models developed in the next decade incorporated student background characteristics,
student satisfaction, and student experiences and interactions within their college
environment in attempts to explain and improve the retention phenomenon, beginning
with Bean’s Causal Model of Student Attrition, another often-cited theoretical model of
student retention (Aljohani, 2016; Burke, 2019). Bean (1982b) argued that “student
attrition can better be understood by an application of a model of turnover in work
organizations to the attrition process” (p. 292). Using organizational theory, Bean
compared student dropout behavior to corporate employee turnover, pointing to
satisfaction as the primary influence on a student’s decision to drop out (Aljohani, 2016;
Berger et al., 2012; Burke, 2019). Bean’s model included ten variables to explain student
dropout, organized into four categories: attitudinal (intent to leave, practical value,
certainty of choice, loyalty), organizational (grades - a surrogate for employee pay - and
course desirability), personal (educational goals, major/job certainty), and environmental
(opportunity and family approval) (Bean, 1982b).
Student-Faculty Informal Contact Model

Pascarella (1980) developed another influential retention model that emphasized
the positive impacts of informal student-to-faculty interactions on educational outcomes
and student persistence (Aljohani, 2016). Drawing upon the work of Astin (1970),
Feldman (1971), Spady (1970), and Tinto (1975), Pascarella (1980) proposed a

conceptual model that accounts for student background characteristics, actual college
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experiences, and institutional factors in the retention decision. This model proposes “that
student background characteristics (including family characteristics/home environment,
individual aptitudes, personality orientations, education and career aspirations, and
secondary school achievement and experiences) form a profile of individual differences
which students bring to college” (Pascarella, 1980, p. 568). Those student characteristics
interact with institutional factors (culture, size, structure, admissions and academic
standards) which in turn influence the ways in which students navigate college
experiences (classroom, peer, extracurricular, and leisure activities) and informal faculty
interactions, all of which determine educational outcomes (academic performance,
development, satisfaction, integration). Those outcomes result in the student decision to
persist or withdraw (Pascarella, 1980).
Bean’s Explanatory Model of College Student Dropout

Revisiting the dropout phenomenon in his Explanatory Model of College Student
Dropout, Bean (1985) concluded that “socialization is a dominant force in influencing
dropout decisions,” (p. 60) consistent with the models of Pascarella (1980), Spady (1970)
and Tinto (1975). The Bean Explanatory Model contained three categories of exogenous
variables: academic (prior grades, academic integration), social-psychological (goals,
utility, faculty contact, social integration), and environmental (finances, opportunities to
transfer, and desire to be near friends outside the institution). These variables influence
endogenous socialization/selection factors (student grades, institutional fit, and
institutional commitment) which in turn lead to the dropout decision (Bean, 1985).
Bean’s model asserts that “social life has large significant effects on institutional fit” and

that “students seem to have a much greater effect on the attitudes of other students than
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do faculty members” (Bean, 1985, p. 60). Contrary to other models, Bean (1985)
suggested “informal faculty contact had little influence” and “students actively shape
their socializing environments” (p. 61).
Bean and Metzner’s Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition Model
Recognizing the problem of an increasing number of non-traditional students in
higher education who are less likely to retain and complete their degree, Bean and
Metzner (1985) point out that most theoretical models presented in the 1970’s and early
1980’s relied on student social integration into a campus. Little existing research focused
on nontraditional commuting students, who participate in similar course-related activities
as traditional students, yet generally have fewer interactions on-campus with peers or
faculty. Influences external to the campus environment have direct impacts on these
nontraditional students. Bean and Metzner (1985) created the Conceptual Model of
Nontraditional Student Attrition, including demographic, academic, psychological, and
environmental variables. Their longitudinal model begins with “background and defining
variables” such as age, goals, prior high school performance, ethnicity, and gender (Bean
& Metzner, 1985, p. 491). These background variables influence academic variables
(study habits, advising, attendance, major certainty, course availability) which in turn
influence academic outcomes (GPA). Student background also influences environmental
variables, or “those factors over which the institution has little control but which might
pull the student from the institution” (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 502) and include student
finances, family and work obligations, encouragement from family and peers, and
perceived opportunities for transfer. These factors can “play a significant role in the

attrition process for nontraditional students” (Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 530). All of the
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background, academic, and environmental factors combined with academic outcomes
contribute to student psychological outcomes of utility, satisfaction, goal commitment,
and stress. Influenced by the student’s “intent to leave,” the dropout decision is made
(Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 530).
Retention Models for Online Learners

Retention researchers in the 1990s turned their attention to specific student
populations, including underrepresented, first-generation, low-income, adult, and transfer
students (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011, p. 303). At the same time, the rise in
distance education enrollments led to the development of models specifically addressing
the special problem of retention and persistence for students taking courses where the
instructor and student were physically separate from each other, using technology to
bridge that distance.
Kember’s Model of Dropout from Distance Education

Kember (1989) noted that “a model of drop-out from distance education should
reflect the appropriate background characteristics of distance education students” (p.
285). Kember grounded his Model of Dropout from Distance Education in Tinto (1975),
considering student characteristics, goal commitment, the institutional academic
environment, and students’ social and work environment as factors contributing to
student retention. The social and academic integration aspects of Kember’s longitudinal
model allow for “interpreting the effect on the student of the course and support services
provided by the institution and degree to which study is compatible with the student’s
lifestyle” (Kember, 1989, p. 289). Kember’s model extends Tinto’s social integration

concepts to consider that for distance education students, social integration must consider
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the student’s home and work environment. Students constantly re-evaluate their decision
to drop out or continue based on a cost-benefit analysis. The Kember model “recognizes
the potential impact of interventions by the institutions and events in the student’s life
rather than merely relating the drop-out phenomenon to a set of apparently predestined
variables” (Kember, 1989, p. 289).
Powell, Conway & Ross’ Persistence in Distance Education Model

Powell et al. (1990) reviewed a variety of empirical studies of online student
retention, noting that “the subject area is highly complex and multi-dimensional” and that
“research seems to be going in many directions at once and the results reported are often
seemingly contradictory” (p. 5). Their comprehensive model of Persistence in Distance
Education asserts that predisposing, life change, and institutional factors may influence
student success. Predisposing characteristics are factors that are “fixed or slowly
changing throughout the duration of a student’s involvement with a distance education
institution and, as such, exert a relatively constant influence on students’ chances of
success” (Powell, et al., 1990, p. 5). These predisposing factors include educational
preparation, socioeconomic and demographic status, and motivational and perseverance
attributes. Life change factors are events that “disrupt or in some way alter the goals,
expectations, and commitments” that students start out with, and include illness, changes
in employment status, relocation, and other family issues. Institutional factors include
items out of the students’ control, such as the quality of instructional materials, access to
tutoring, and availability of other support services (Powell et al., 1990, p. 5). Their

multivariate framework proposes that student life changes and institutional interventions
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all interact with predisposing characteristics to influence the student’s choice to either
return or drop out (Powell et al., 1990).
Rovai’s Composite Persistence Model

Rovai (2003b) brought together theory from Tinto (1993) and Bean and Metzner
(1985) with additional research focusing on online student skills and needs to create his
Composite Persistence Model. This longitudinal model looks at pre-admission student
characteristics and skills, post-admission student factors and experiences, and external
factors that all contribute to a student decision to persist (Rovai, 2003b). Pre-admission
factors adapted from Tinto (1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985) include age, ethnicity
and gender, intellectual development, academic performance, and academic preparation.
Additional pre-admission skills include computer literacy, information literacy, time
management, and reading and writing skills. External factors adapted from Bean and
Metzner (1985) include finances, work hours, family responsibilities, outside
encouragement, opportunity to transfer, and life crises. Post-admission variables include
student goals and self-esteem, pedagogy, academic and social integration, satisfaction,
and commitment (Rovai, 2003b).

Rovai (2003b) noted that online program persistence is a “complicated response
to multiple issues” and cannot be attributed to “any single student, course, or school
characteristic” (p. 12). However, there is “growing consensus on several important
factors” that can explain student persistence as outlined in the composite model (Rovai,
2003b, p. 13). This explanation can help administrators identify students at risk as well as

recommend interventions to help with student persistence to degree completion.
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Berge and Huang’s Model for Sustainable Student Retention within the E-Learning
Context

Berge and Huang (2004) noted that retention has “historically challenged
educational systems and seems to be especially acute in distance learning” (p. 2). Their
Model for Sustainable Student Retention draws upon a wide variety of theoretical
frameworks, models and characteristics of student retention, designed to be a new holistic
model “presented within the e-learning context that shows the relationship among these
elements, factors, and circumstances” (Berge & Huang, 2004, p. 4). The authors outline
an expanding focus of retention research to include nontraditional student populations,
including students likely to be involved in online education such as commuter students,
transfer students, and non-traditional and adult students (Berge & Huang, 2004).

Berge and Huang’s Model for Sustainable Student Retention is a contextual
model based on “the student’s continual cost-benefit analysis of all social, organizational,
economical, and psychological factors like those resulting from perceived opportunity,
relevancy, stress, and responsibility and satisfaction within the educational context”
(Berge & Huang, 2004, p. 15). The model includes personal, institutional, and
circumstantial variables and provides flexibility for the researcher to choose variables for
inclusion that are appropriate within their institutional context.

Summary and Synthesis of Retention Models

This analysis of student retention models spans over fifty years. The influence of
the earliest traditional models of Spady (1970, 1971) and Tinto (1975, 1993) is still
evident in the newer models specifically addressing distance education. Although labeled

differently, each distance education model includes some form of entry-level student

18



characteristics that interact with institutional characteristics and experiences. The critical
component of these distance education models, however, is the inclusion of external
influences outside the control of the institution that can influence student enrollment and
persistence decisions. It is interesting to note that these newer models also reflect a shift
to using the word persistence rather than retention when looking at online program
student success. Traditional retention metrics look at short-term re-enrollment rates from
one fall term to the next, whereas persistence more generally looks at continuous re-
enrollment over the long-term through degree completion. Table 1 summarizes the
primary components of each retention/persistence model for distance education.

Table 1

Summary of Retention Model Components for Distance Education

Model Component

Author Model Student Institutional External
Kember (1989) Dropout from Distance Student/Goals  Academic Social/Work
Education Environment

Powell, Conway  Success and Persistence in ~ Predisposing  Institutional  Life Change
& Ross (1990) Distance Education

Rovai (2003) Composite Persistence Pre- Post- External
Model Admission Admission

Berge and Huang  Sustainable Student Personal Institutional ~ Circumstantial

(2004) Retention

Applied Research in Online Course Persistence

Many of the applied research studies relating to online student success examine
specific factors that contribute to online course completion, re-affirming many of the
factors outlined in the distance education retention models just reviewed. While these
course-level studies did not examine long-term retention in the students’ overall program

of study, not being able to persist and complete online classes can influence the student
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decisions to re-enroll. This section provides a brief summary of findings from over
twenty studies found in the literature since 2010 that examine student persistence and
completion of online courses. These studies are grouped into two types: factors studies
and modality studies. Factors studies examine student, instructor, and course instructional
design attributes that are related to online course persistence and success in either
positive or negative ways. Modality studies look at the online instructional modality itself
as either improving or being detrimental to course persistence and student success.

In the factors studies, the student characteristics found to be related to student
persistence in online classes include self-efficacy and locus of control (Joo et al., 2013;
Street, 2010), affiliation and autonomy (Seiver & Troja, 2014), motivation (Kim & Frick,
2011), and engagement (Bolliger & Halupa, 2018; Soffer & Cohen, 2019). Learning
styles and personality have also been found to be associated with success in online
courses (Harrell & Bower, 2011; Harrington & Loffredo, 2010).

In the area of instructional design, studies related to course design and pedagogy
found that factors such as course length (Ferguson & Defelice, 2010), the use of course
discussion tools (Foote & Mixson-Brookshire, 2014), task value and course relevance
(Joo et al., 2013; Street, 2010; Wladis et al., 2014), social presence (Leong, 2011), and
immediate and detailed instructor feedback (Gaytan, 2015; Johnson et al., 2015) were
associated with student success in online courses. The quality and quantity of interactions
between the instructor and student and instructor presence were also found to have a
relationship with online course successin five different studies (Baker, 2010; Glazier,

2016; Jaggars, 2014; Johnson et al., 2015; Leong, 2011).
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Five research studies looked at the online modality itself as a factor in successful
course completion. Four studies found poorer course completion outcomes for students in
online courses compared to traditional on-campus courses (Atchley et al., 2013; Hart et
al., 2018; Xu & Jaggars, 2011, 2013). One study showed no difference in student
performance when pre-requisite courses were taken online compared to students taking
pre-requisites on-campus (Wisneski et al., 2017).

Applied Research in Online Program Retention and Persistence

This section summarizes studies published in the past ten years (2010 — 2020) that
examined the retention and/or persistence of students enrolled specifically in online
programs, or for students taking all of their courses online regardless of their academic
program. Similar to the course-level persistence studies, these program-level studies can
be grouped into those looking at the student, institutional, or course instructional design
factors that may be associated with persistence and retention, and those that investigate
the online modality itself as having either a positive or negative relationship to overall
student retention.

Factors that Predict Retention

Seven studies from 2010 to 2019 examined institutional data and/or student
survey responses in order to identify specific factors that contribute to student persistence
in an online program. Five studies asked students questions focused on specific student
attributes such as institutional commitment (Beck & Milligan, 2014), social presence
(Boston et al., 2010), motivation (Brubacher & Silinda, 2019), and student intentions to

persist or re-enroll (Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019; Joo et al., 2013).
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Some studies found that online program student retention was significantly higher
when students had clear goals and motivations for taking online courses (Beck &
Milligan, 2014; Brubacher & Silinda, 2019; Joo et al., 2013). Students who had uncertain
goals, who were taking courses online just to save time or to save money, or who were
taking electives rather than major degree requirements online all had lower retention rates
(Aydin et al., 2019; Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019). In addition, online program students
with high levels of student degree commitment, motivation, and task value all
demonstrated higher retention rates. Three studies identified specific student skills that
were associated with higher online program student retention, including good time
management skills, resilience, and coping skills (Aydin et al., 2019; Boston et al., 2011;
Brubacher & Silinda, 2019). Four studies identified academic concerns that were
associated with differences in retention rates, including having difficulty with online
courses in general, making poor progress toward the degree, prior positive academic
experiences, achievement, satisfaction, and grades (Aydin et al., 2019; Boston et al.,
2011; Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019; Joo et al., 2013). Additional factors identified
included lack of financial aid, health concerns, age, and lack of transfer credits (Aydin et
al., 2019; Boston et al., 2011; Laurie et al., 2020).

Three of the seven studies incorporated open-ended student responses to obtain
richer feedback from students regarding their decision to drop out of their studies. Boston
et al. (2011) reviewed institutional exit surveys for students in online programs, finding
that students tended to leave programs when they found the coursework too difficult, as
well as when they found it too easy. When asked about their intentions to re-enroll, some

students noted that work responsibilities might prevent them from returning to their
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studies, while others noted that the reputation of the institution was a factor in their desire
to re-enroll (Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019). In an explanatory study of students enrolled in
an open online public university, students expressed a variety of reasons for dropping out,
including personal reasons (financial issues, health problems, uncertain goals), academic
difficulties (grades, time management skills), advising issues, courses that didn’t meet
their expectations, and difficulty balancing work and family responsibilities (Aydin et al.,

2019).

Modality as the Primary Factor

Modality studies that compared retention rates between students who take online
courses and those who do not show mixed results. In an early study, Jaggars and Xu
(2010) found that students who took online courses in their early semesters had lower
levels of retention, and those who took higher proportions of online courses were less
likely to complete an academic credential or successfully transfer to a four-year
institution. Atchley et al. (2013) found similar results in a study of students taking online
and traditional on-campus courses, with students taking online courses retaining at lower
rates than their more traditional on-campus counterparts.

James et al. (2016) analyzed retention rates for students taking all, some, or no
online courses found that at four-year universities offering primarily on-campus
programs, there was no difference in retention between these groups. Primarily online
institutions showed slightly better retention rates for students who took combinations of
online and on-campus courses over those who were either exclusively online or exclusive
on-campus. Older students taking all online courses showed higher retention rates than

younger students taking all courses online. Their overall result, however, was that “taking
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online courses is not necessarily harmful to students’ chances of being retained, and may
provide course-taking opportunities that otherwise might not be available, especially for
nontraditional students” (James et al., 2016, p. 75).

Shea and Bidjerano (2018) examined whether the percentage of online
coursework taken by a student was associated with student success. For students taking
courses online, those who took some online courses (up to forty percent of their total
course load) had increased likelihood of staying enrolled through degree completion, but
those taking more than forty percent of their courses online showed lower levels of
success than their on-campus counterparts (Shea & Bidjerano, 2018). Continuing with
this research, Shea and Bidjerano (2019) again examined intensity of online coursework
to determine the likelihood that community college students would complete a degree,
transfer to a four-year institution, or dropout. The authors found that “[w]ith respect to
the outcome of departure/dropout, the effect of online load was contingent upon GPA in
any given time period and race (Caucasian vs. other)” (Shea & Bidjerano, 2019, p. 18). In
particular, for academically stronger minority students, taking all of their courses online
significantly increased the likelihood that they would drop out.

Ortagus (2018) examined the long term academic success of students who took
some or all of their courses online in their first year, finding that students who took some
online courses were less likely to drop out of college, and more likely to earn their degree
(p. 1035). Ortagus (2018) found that students with better academic backgrounds tended
not to enroll in online courses, meaning that the effect of online enrollment in improving

drop out may be even greater, as students taking online courses were less prepared for
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college study. Students who were most likely to enroll in online courses were female,
older, married, and cared for other dependent family members.

To summarize these six modality studies, the earliest two studies found negative
impacts on retention when students took online courses, particularly early in their
academic careers (Atchley et al., 2013; Jaggars & Xu, 2010). The latter studies were
more positive, indicating that taking online courses was associated with reduced dropout
rates or improved student retention (James et al., 2016; Ortagus, 2018; Shea & Bidjerano,
2018, 2019) with cautions that taking too high an online course load could have
detrimental effects (Shea & Bidjerano, 2018, 2019).

Rethinking Retention Research

In their review of retention literature applying Tinto’s Institutional Departure
Model to non-traditional and online populations, Davidson and Wilson (2013) noted that
“[t]he terms ‘academic and social integration’ have almost become synonymous with
student retention” (p. 339). However, later studies of nontraditional students noted that
student background characteristics and academic integration were more important than
social integration for these students. Tinto himself noted in 1982 that his model was not
“readily suited to the study of commuting institutions where forms of institutional
communities are tenuous at best” (p. 693). Online students differ even more from
traditional students than the nontraditional commuting student population. Kember et al.
(1991) noted that distance education students never come to campus to receive face-to-
face instruction and are more likely to be part-time. Because online students do not have

to integrate into a new environment based on geography, external influences such as
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family and professional situations become much more important than integrating into the
social fabric of an institution.

Recent literature suggests a paradigm shift is needed in order to look at the
problems of retention and persistence in higher education from the student perspective,
rather than an institutional one. Forty-two years after publishing his original Institutional
Departure Model, Tinto (2017) noted, “[o]ur prevailing view of student retention has
been shaped by theories that view student retention through the lens of institutional
action” but “[s]tudents, however, do not seek to be retained. They seek to persist” (p.
254). Focusing on student motivation, Tinto (2017) asserted that “students have to want
to persist and expend the effort to do so even when faced with the challenges they
sometimes encounter” (p. 255). In their study of student success in an online master’s
program, Haydarov, et al. (2012) reached a similar conclusion, noting that traditional
retention rates are based on only first-time, full-time degree seeking students, suggesting
that researchers should shift in measuring retention and graduation from an institutional
perspective to a student perspective. Their longitudinal case study analysis examined
online master’s degree students over time, finding that traditional, fall cohort retention
statistics underrepresented student success by as much as 30%, because students who
were in good academic standing, intentionally took a semester or two off, and then
returned to complete their degree were not considered a success according to official
retention statistics. They suggest that students who take a break in their studies may still
be achieving their personal goals, or may have adjusted their goals over time (Haydarov

etal., 2012).
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Grau-Valldosera and Minguillon (2014) agree, noting that in online and open
universities, students have more employment and family commitments outside of the
university and are more likely to “take breaks” or have semesters without enrollment.
Based on an analysis of student enrollment in an open distance university setting, “even if
a given student fails to enroll for several successive semesters, it is impossible to be
100% sure that this student has definitely dropped out” (Grau-Valldosera & Minguillon,
2014, p. 291). Support for this concept of redefining retention for online students was
also found in Boston et al. (2011), who observed that most online program students are
part-time. They adopted the view of retention proposed by Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005) as “the progressive reenrollment in college, whether continuous from one term to
the next or temporarily interrupted and then resumed” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, as
cited in Boston et al., 2011, p. 1596). This allows for students who have to postpone or
interrupt their coursework to be considered a returning student as long as they return
within a reasonable timeframe.

A few recent studies have embraced this paradigm shift, looking at the problem of
student drop out from the student perspective to determine why online students do not
persist. Yang et al. (2017) took a holistic approach by looking at individual student
journeys through an online master’s program. Noting that “[f]ew studies that have looked
at student persistence were situated in online programs,” the author reviewed master’s
student portfolios looking for common traits in students who had successfully completed
their degree (Yang et al., 2017, p. 26). Sorensen and Donovan (2017) asked students in a
for-profit online university why they left, and what could have prevented them from

doing so. Although the survey size was small, an interesting finding was that the number
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one reason for choosing to enroll in the online programs was “flexibility to complete
course work on my own schedule” yet the top reason for not continuing with their studies
was “I became too busy with work and/or family” (Sorensen & Donovan, 2017, p. 207).
It seems that the reason students choose to enroll in online programs became the reason
they may have difficulty staying enrolled. In addition to problems juggling work and
family, other reasons for leaving were financial concerns, needing a break, and lack of
internet access. In Sorenson and Donovan’s study, students stated that increased financial
support, increased interactions with instructors, meaningful assignment feedback, and
more flexibility and consideration for student circumstances would have prevented them
from leaving (Sorensen & Donovan, 2017). Although focused on students in a traditional
on-campus program, Martin (2017) noted that “most existing research on student
retention focuses on at-school issues and often fails to consider influences outside the
campus environment” (p. 179).

These studies have begun to answer the call from Tinto (2017) and others to begin
to rethink what retention looks like from the online student perspective. Further research
is needed to understand the special circumstances of online program students, including
their reasons for enrolling in online programs, their reasons for leaving, and their
suggestions on what could be done to help them persist and not have to leave in the first
place.

Chapter 3: METHOD

The purpose of this study was to increase understanding of the long-term

enrollment patterns and persistence of undergraduate students enrolled in online

programs. This chapter provides an overview of the study research questions, research
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design, and research site. For each data source, the data collection and analysis
procedures performed are described in detail.
Research Questions

This research study was designed to answer the following two questions:

1. What are the enrollment and persistence patterns of undergraduate online program
students?

2. What are the reasons that undergraduate online program students describe as
influencing their decisions to take a semester off, later re-enroll, and make
progress toward their degree?

Answers to the first question will help university administrators and faculty
understand how to interpret and respond to traditional retention statistics for students in
online programs and may suggest alternate ways to monitor and report academic progress
for online students. The second question will help explain the enrollment patterns found
in question one and may inform additional interventions for online program students that
could help improve their continuous enrollment and progress toward a degree.

Research Design

This study used an explanatory sequential mixed methods design in order to
explore the research questions identified above. This type of two-phase design consists of
collecting quantitative data regarding the phenomenon under study first, then gathering
additional qualitative data in order to elaborate on or explain the results from the
quantitative analysis (Creswell, 2015). The first phase of the study, designed to answer
research question one, was a longitudinal analysis of the enrollment patterns of fall 2020

returning undergraduate online and program students at a large public university in the
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Midwestern United States. Phase one used extant data for fall 2020 returning students
enrolled in online programs, determining if each student had demonstrated continuous
enrollment or had taken off one or more semesters previously and then returned to their
studies. For each student, the number of breaks the student took as well as the length of
the longest break was recorded.

The second phase of this study was designed to address research question two,
with data for this phase collected through a student survey designed to help explain the
enrollment patterns identified in phase one. This Qualtrics survey was informed by the
enrollment pattern analysis as well as the literature review. The survey instrument
captured reasons behind student decisions to take breaks in their enrollment and included
open-ended questions for gathering rich explanations from the participants.

Research Site

This research study was conducted across a large, multi-campus public university
that offers primarily traditional on-campus programs with a growing number of online
programs of study. The number of undergraduate online degree programs offered at the
campuses ranged from three to 17. Almost 3,100 students were enrolled in undergraduate
online program students in the fall 2020 semester, representing 4.3% of all undergraduate
students across the university. The majority of undergraduate online program students
were enrolled at one of the regional campuses of the university, with students distributed
across the state.

Research Question 1: Enrollment History Analysis
The first phase of this study was designed to analyze the long-term enrollment

and persistence patterns of returning fall 2020 undergraduate online program students.

30



Data Source

Data for the first phase enrollment history analysis was extracted from the
university Student Information System (SIS) data warehouse using Oracle structured
query language (SQL). The primary data source consisted of official student enrollment
records. In this data, one record exists for each student officially enrolled either full-time
or part-time at one of the seven university campuses each semester. The enrollment
records contain student demographic and applicant attributes as well as program
information that identifies whether the student was enrolled in an online or on-campus
program. For this study, the following data was extracted/computed for each semester the
student was enrolled:

e University ID: Student identifier needed to connect all term enrollment records
together for each student.

e Campus: Identifies the student home campus of enrollment.

e Residency: Identifies the student as an in-state resident or non-resident student.

e Gender: The self-identified gender of the student at the time of enrollment.

e Underrepresented Minority: Based on university definitions, a dichotomous
variable created based on the IPEDS reported ethnicity of the student that
indicated whether the student identified as either Hispanic, Black/African
American, Pacific Islander, or Two or More Races on the student application for
admission.

o First Generation Status: Indicates if the student is a first generation college

student.
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Admit Type: Indication of student status as a first-time, transfer, or returning
student at the time of admission to the university.

Age: The age of the student at the time of enrollment.

GPA: Student cumulative GPA at the start of the enrolled semester.

Course load: Determination of student full-time/part-time status based on the
number of credit hours taken during that semester, where full-time status is
defined as taking 12 credit hours or more.

Program Plan: Indicates the student program of study.

Program Plan Online Flag: Indicates whether the student program is an online or
on-campus program.

Campus Email Address: Student current campus email address to be used for the

survey recruitment process.

Population

The population for this study consisted of every returning student enrolled in an

undergraduate online degree program in the fall 2020 semester as of official census,

which is recorded one week after the start of the fall semester. The number of students

coded as returning online program students was 2,138. In an initial analysis of the data,

however, sixty students coded as “returning” students in SIS had no enrollment history

prior to the fall 2020 semester, so these students were excluded from the study. The total

number of students in the final study population was therefore 2,078.

For each student included in the final study population, all prior semester

enrollments were pulled from the SIS data warehouse to provide a complete enrollment
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Data Analysis

After assembling the student enrollment histories, the enrollment records were
manipulated using Alteryx, a data preparation tool. This tool allowed for the creation of a
single record per student containing general demographic information, fall 2020
academic information (campus, program, online program indicator) and first semester
academic information (campus, program, online program indicator). For each student, the
number of fall, spring, and summer term records was counted. New indicators were
created to identify whether the student had changed campuses, changed their major, or
switched from an on-campus program to an online one since their first term of
enrollment. The student age at the time they first enrolled at the university was also
obtained from the first semester enrollment record.

The next step in the analysis determined whether each student had demonstrated
continuous fall and spring enrollments prior to the fall 2020 semester. This was done
algorithmically by comparing each student’s first semester to the number of fall and
spring semesters they were enrolled. Those students who did not have the correct number
of fall and spring semester records based on their first semester were reviewed to
determine the number of breaks taken and the length of the longest break in their
enrollment history. Descriptive statistics were prepared to summarize the findings, using
crosstabs to break out students who took breaks in enrollment by various demographic
and academic attributes. Chi-square tests of independence were conducted to determine if
any associations existed between the student demographics and their breaks in

enrollment.
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Research Question 2: Student Perceptions

The second phase of this study was designed to capture student reasons behind the
enrollment patterns found in the phase one analysis.
Data Source

Data for the second phase of the study was collected through a student survey
administered to the online student population finalized in phase one of the study, which
totaled 2,078 students. A Qualtrics survey was designed to collect basic demographic
information as well as a student self-reported indicator of whether they had ever taken off
one or more semesters while working toward their degree. Using conditional questioning
based on whether the student indicated they had taken a break in their enrollment,
additional Likert-scale and open-ended questions were posed to gather the reasons why
students were not able to remain continuously enrolled while working toward their
degree, as appropriate.
Survey Protocol

A draft student survey was developed, informed by the literature review, and pilot
tested with 14 individuals in the online education and instructional design offices at the
university, many of whom were also higher education students. Because of this initial
pilot, several wording clarifications and changes in survey flow were made. At the
suggestion of the dissertation committee, several questions were changed to Likert-scale
questions in order to obtain the degree to which specific factors contributed to the student
taking a break in their enrollment. After these revisions, a second pilot test was conducted

with only minor wording adjustments noted and made.
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The first section of the survey instrument asked general academic questions about
the student’s campus, program of study, typical enrollment pattern, and typical course
load. As a result of the phase one enrollment history analysis, an additional question was
added to this section to determine if the respondent had switched from an on-campus to
online program at some point in their academic career. The second section of the survey
asked the respondent if they had ever taken off one or more semesters while working
toward their degree. Using conditional questioning, respondents indicating they had taken
a semester off were asked a series of Likert-scale questions to gauge the level of
importance that academic issues, family responsibilities, personal concerns, financial
considerations, and work responsibilities had on their decision to take a semester off. A
three-point Likert scale was used, with options of (1) not an important influence, (2)
somewhat important influence, and (3) very important influence. The respondent was
given an opportunity to provide an open-ended response to further explain their reasons
for taking off a semester or more. The third section of the survey asked (1) if there was
anything the university could have done to prevent them from taking a semester off, (2)
what factors had contributed to them returning to complete their degree, and (3) if the
respondent anticipated needing to take a semester off in the future. Each of these
questions was paired with an open-ended response to gather rich information from the
respondents. The final section of the survey gathered basic demographic information. The
survey protocol used in this study is provided in Appendix A.

A survey incentive offered a chance to win one of ten $30 Amazon gift cards to

the first 100 recipients providing their information at the conclusion of the survey. The
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gift card survey was designed as a separate Qualtrics survey linked at the end of the main
survey in order to maintain the anonymity of the main survey responses.

The survey was distributed with the initial invitation email on Monday October
19, 2020, with the first reminder sent on Thursday October 22, 2020, and second (final)
reminder sent on Tuesday, October 27, 2020. The survey initial invitation, first reminder,
and second (final) reminder are provided in Appendices B, C, and D, respectively. The
survey closed on Monday November 2, 2020. A random selection of ten gift card
recipients from the first 100 respondents was pulled, and Amazon gift cards were sent by
the researcher on November 3, 2020.
Survey Data Analysis

At the conclusion of the survey, responses were downloaded into an Excel
workbook. Descriptive statistics summarized the overall responses to the questions,
grouped by whether the students were in online or on-campus programs as well as
whether or not the student indicated they had taken any semesters off while working
toward their degree as appropriate. Chi-square tests of independence were conducted to
determine if any associations existed between the respondent demographics and reported
student breaks in enrollment. General demographic comparisons between the fall 2020
population analysis and the survey respondents were made to look for anomalies.

Manual coding was performed on all open-ended questions using Excel. Each
question to be analyzed was isolated on a separate sheet in order to code each response
based on common themes or topics found in the responses. All responses to a single
question were listed on separate rows in Column A of the worksheet. An additional

column was added for each new theme/topic identified, and a number one was placed
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into each corresponding cell for each response to denote where that theme was
mentioned. To improve the validity of the coding, the themes identified were tied back to
factors identified in the literature review of applied studies relating to online
course/program persistence where possible. To obtain the number of times each
theme/topic was mentioned, the sum of the values in each column was obtained. After the
initial round of coding, the responses were reviewed again by theme/topic to ensure that
the coding was consistently applied across the responses. The findings from the open-
ended questions were synthesized using a narrative format, organized around the major
themes/topics found in the responses. A sample of the manual coding for the open-ended
question pertaining to student reasons for taking a semester off is found in Appendix G.
Chapter 4: RESULTS

This chapter summarizes the findings from both study phases as they addressed
each research question. Where it is informative, the phase two survey results are
compared against the phase one data analysis.
Research Question 1: Enrollment History Analysis

The number of fall 2020 returning undergraduate online program students
identified for the enrollment history analysis was 2,078. During the detailed analysis,
three students were found with empty term enrollment records, so they were reclassified
as new students and removed from the study. An additional 135 students were found to
have completed a degree or certificate in a prior semester. Since the awarding of this
credential could be a logical “breaking point” before continuing with a bachelor’s degree,
these students were also removed from the analysis, leaving a total of 1,940 returning

students seeking an undergraduate degree included in the enrollment history analysis.
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The primary purpose of the enrollment history review was to determine whether
the returning fall 2020 undergraduate online program students had demonstrated
continuous enrollment each fall and spring term since their first enrolled semester.
Summer semesters were left out of the analysis since they are not typically considered in
official retention statistics. For any student found with non-continuous enrollment, the
number of “breaks” in enrollment continuity was determined by finding the number of
times the student took one or more consecutive fall and spring semesters off, as well as
the length of the longest number of consecutive fall and spring semesters off.
Non-Continuous Enrollment Patterns

Overall, almost half (46.8%) of the 1,940 returning undergraduate online program
students reviewed were found to have non-continuous enrollment. Table 2 summarizes
the fall 2020 returning undergraduate online program population by demographic
characteristics, with breakouts showing the percentage of students with non-continuous
enrollment in each demographic.

Table 2
Fall 2020 Returning Online Program Student Demographics with Continuous/Non-

Continuous Enrollment Indicators
Non-Continuous

Enrollment Full Population %% Non-

Demographic Characteristic n % n %  Continuous Sig.

Gender .61
Female 604 66.5 1,279  65.9 472
Male 304 335 661  34.1 46.0

Admit Age 00"
<20 458 50.4 637 328 71.9
20-24 231 25.4 466  24.0 49.6
25-39 179 19.7 635 327 28.2
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Non-Continuous

Enrollment Full Population % Non-
Demographic Characteristic n % n %  Continuous Sig.
40+ 40 44 202 104 19.8
Underrepresented Minority” .00"
Minority 194 21.4 348 179 55.7
Not Minority 714 78.6 1592 82.1 448
Residency 00"
Resident 730 80.4 1,463 754 49.9
Non-Resident 178 19.6 477 24.6 373
Veteran/Active Military 34
Veteran/Active Mil. 69 7.6 136 7.0 50.7
Not Veteran/Active Mil. 839 92.4 1,084 93.0 46.5
First Generation Student .67
First Generation 551 60.7 1,187 61.2 464
Not First Generation 357 393 753 388 47.4

*p < .001 for chi-square test for independence
# Underrepresented minority includes students who identify as Hispanic, Black/African
American, Pacific Islander, or Two or More Races per university definitions.

No significant difference in rates of non-continuous enrollment between female
and male students was found (¥*(2) = 0.27, p = .61). When looking at age distribution, the
student age at the time they enrolled in their first semester was used rather than the
student’s current age. Students who were younger in their first enrolled semester were
more likely to have non-continuous enrollment (¥*(3) = 310.09, p = .00) , with rates of
non-continuous enrollment steadily decreasing in each age group: less than 20 years
(72%), 20-24 years (50%), 25-39 years (28%), and 40 years and older (20%). Students
identified as underrepresented minorities were slightly more likely to demonstrate non-

continuous enrollment (x*(1) = 13.62, p = .00), with a rate of 56% compared to 45% for

students not identified as underrepresented minorities. In-state students were more likely
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to demonstrate non-continuous enrollment (y*(2) = 23.19, p = .00), with a rate of 50%
compared to 27% for non-resident students. No significant differences were found
between rates of non-continuous enrollment for students identified as veteran/active
military (x*(1) = 0.91, p = .34) or first generation students (¥*(1) = 0.18, p = .67).

The students in the study population were analyzed by various campus and
academic factors. Students’ fall 2020 campus and program enrollment were compared to
their first semester to determine whether each student had changed their program of
study, their campus, and/or switched from an on-campus program to an online one since
their first semester. Table 3 summarizes the study population by these factors, grouping
students by whether they demonstrated continuous or non-continuous enrollment in their
undergraduate degree enrollment history analysis.

Table 3

Fall 2020 Returning Online Program Student Campus and Academic Factors with
Continuous/Non-Continuous Enrollment Indicators

Non-Continuous

Enrollment Full Population % Non-
Demographic Characteristic n % n %  Continuous Sig.
First Semester Course Load 00"
Full-Time 589 64.9 1,093 56.3 53.9
Part-Time 319 35.1 847 43.7 37.7
Student Admit Type .00
Beginner 525 57.8 756 39.0 69.4
Transfer 367 40.4 1,080 55.7 34.0
Other® 16 1.8 104 5.4 154
First Semester Program On- 00"
Campus/Online
Online (Same) 116 12.8 884 45.6 13.1
On-Campus (Different) 792 87.2 1,056 54.4 75.0
First Semester Program .00
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Non-Continuous

Enrollment Full Population %% Non-
Demographic Characteristic n % n %  Continuous Sig.
Same as Fall 2020 215 23.7 958 494 22.4
Different in Fall 2020 693 76.3 982 50.6 70.6
First Semester Campus 00"
Same as Fall 2020 444 489 1,372 70.7 32.4
Different in Fall 2020 464 51.1 568 29.3 81.7

*p <.001 for chi-square test for independence

2 Other admit types include visiting, high school, and returning bachelor’s degree holders.
Students who were full-time in their first semester of enrollment were more

likely to show non-continuous enrollment than those who were part-time (¥*(1) = 50.46, p

=.00). A significant association was found between student admit type and non-

continuous enrollment (y*(2) = 268.20, p = .00), with 69% of beginner students showing

non-continuous enrollment compared to 34% for transfer students.

Students who were enrolled in an on-campus program in their first semester were
significantly more likely to show non-continuous enrollment than students who started
online (¥*(2) = 739.98, p = .00). Forty-six percent of the original fall 2020 population of
1,940 originally enrolled in an online program in their first semester. The remaining 54%
enrolled in an on-campus program and at some point switched to their fall 2020 online
program. Of the students who began their studies in an online program, only 13% showed
non-continuous enrollment, compared to 75% of the students who had enrolled in an on-
campus program in their first semester. Changing academic programs since the first
semester of enrollment was also associated with higher rates of non-continuous
enrollment (¥*(2) = 451.48, p = .00), as was changing campuses since the first semester of

enrollment (¥*(2) = 392.59, p = .00).
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Number and Length of Enrollment Breaks

Table 4 summarizes the enrollment history analysis findings with respect to the
number of enrollment breaks taken and the length of the longest enrollment break for
each of the 908 students found with non-continuous enrollment. Because of the large
difference in enrollment continuity found between students who started in online
programs compared to those who switched from on-campus to online programs, the
number and length of breaks for each of these groups were broken out.
Table 4

Fall 2020 Returning Online Program Students with Non-Continuous Enrollment by
Number and Length of Enrollment Breaks Taken

First Semester First Semester  Full Population
Online On-Campus

Enrollment Measure n % n % n %

Number of Enrollment Breaks

Taken
One Break 97 83.6 523 66.0 620 68.3
Two Breaks 17 14.7 168  21.2 185 20.4
Three Breaks 2 1.7 66 8.3 68 2.8
Four Breaks 0 0 25 3.2 25 7.5
Five Breaks 0 0 9 1.1 9 1.0
Six Breaks 0 0 1 0.1 1 0.1

Length of Longest Enrollment

Break Taken
One Semester 59 50.9 104 13.1 163 18.0
Two Semesters (1 year) 18 15.5 44 5.6 62 6.8
3-4 Semesters (2 years) 24 20.7 88 11.1 112 123
5-10 Semesters (3-5 years) 7 6.0 169 213 176 19.4
11-20 Semesters (6-10 years) 5 4.3 168 21.2 173 19.1
21-40 Semesters (11-20 years) 1 0.9 150 18.9 151 16.6
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First Semester First Semester  Full Population

Online On-Campus
Enrollment Measure n % n % n %
41-60 Semesters (21-30 years) 1 0.9 61 7.7 62 6.8
61-98 Semesters (31-49 years) 1 0.9 8 1.0 9 1.0

Overall, the number of enrollment breaks taken ranged from one to six. The
shortest enrollment break was a single semester, and the longest enrollment break taken
was 98 semesters (49 years). The average longest enrollment break was 14 semesters, or
seven years. Students enrolled in online programs in their first semester were more likely
to take just a single break in enrollment than students who had first enrolled in on-
campus programs and switched to online at some point in their academic career (}*(1) =
14.45, p = .00). Eighty-four percent of the first semester online students had only one
break in enrollment, compared to 66% of the first semester on-campus students.

Students who enrolled in online programs in their first semester tended to take
shorter breaks in enrollment than those who enrolled in on-campus programs in their first
semester. Eighty-seven percent of first semester online students took between one and
four semesters off in their longest enrollment break, and 50% took only a single semester
off. Just under 30% of first semester on-campus students took between one and four
semesters off, and only 13% of first semester on-campus students took just one semester
off.

Research Question 2: Student Perceptions

In order to understand student reasons for taking the enrollment breaks found in
the enrollment history analysis in phase 1, the student survey found in Appendix A was
distributed to the fall 2020 returning undergraduate online program student population.
One adjustment to the survey was made as a result of the enrollment history analysis to
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gain information from students who switched from on-campus to online programs. This
was done after finding that 87% of the online program students with non-continuous
enrollment were enrolled in on-campus programs in their first semester, and switched to
an online program in later semesters.
Respondents

The survey was sent to 2,078 fall 2020 enrolled students, and 37 of the email
addresses bounced back. After the initial invitation and two reminders, the overall
response rate was 11%, with 227 completed responses received. Table 5 summarizes the
demographic characteristics of the survey distribution and respondents.
Table 5

Survey Respondent Demographic Characteristics with Response Rates

Survey
Respondents Population ~ Response
Demographic n % n % Rate
Gender
Female 163 73.1 1380 66.4 A2
Male 53 23.3 698  33.6 .08
Other/No Response 8 3.5 0
Minority
Underrepresented Minority 34 154 369 17.8 .10
Not Underrepresented Minority 186 82.8 1,709  82.2 A1
Prefer not to answer 4 1.8
Age Group
Under 20 4 1.8 43 2.1 .09
20-24 33 15.0 566  27.2 .06
25-29 47 20.7 422 203 A1
30-39 62 27.8 587 282 A1
40-49 47 21.1 335 16.1 14
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Survey

Respondents Population  Response

Demographic n % n % Rate

50-59 20 8.8 103 5.0 .19

Over 59 4 1.8 22 1.1 18
Prefer not to answer 7 3.1

While the researcher strived for as high a response rate as possible, an 11%
survey response rate was achieved. During the fall 2020 semester when this study was
conducted, many campuses of the university also distributed new student surveys to
assess the university response to the COVID-19 pandemic in the preceding spring and
summer semesters, asking students about their overall wellness and providing student
support services. It is very likely that the increased campus survey activity combined with
overall increases in urgent university email communications could have negatively
influenced this study’s survey response rate. Citing declining survey response rates in
higher education overall, Fosnacht et al. (2017) found that survey measures could be
reliable when response rates are low, even between 5% and 10%, “provided the sampling
frame included at least 500 students” (pp. 257-258).

Two remaining demographic questions asked respondents about their employment
and family responsibilities. Seventy-six percent of respondents indicated that they were
employed either full-time or part-time, and 20% indicated that they were unemployed.
Sixty-six percent of respondents lived with a spouse and 43% of respondents indicated
that they were responsible for caring for dependent children or their parents. Nine percent
of respondents lived with their parents, and only 20% of respondents indicated no

additional responsibilities for a spouse, dependent children, or parental care.
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Since the survey population was established using official census enrollment data,
the respondents were asked early in the survey if they were still enrolled at the university,
as it was possible for students to have withdrawn by the time the survey was distributed
in October. Three of the 227 respondents indicated that they were no longer enrolled
students. All three were female, with one student citing family illness and mental health
problems as the reason for withdrawal. The other two cited changes in their family,
financial and work situations as reasons for withdrawing, with one respondent noting, “I
have lost my job and my apartment during this time. While I worry where I will sleep at
night, obviously my education needs to be put on pause.” While none of the respondents
answered “yes” when asked if the COVID-19 pandemic was the primary reason for their
withdrawal, one of the respondents noted that having children quarantined at home was a
contributing factor:

My company was sold during this time so I was not able to focus on my school

work. [ have twin 13 year Olds [sic] who are in school full time. They each were

quarantined due to contact tracing for two weeks at different times. This lead to
difficulties with trying to keep up with my own work.
Since these students were no longer enrolled, they were only asked the demographic
questions and were not included in the remaining survey questions and results.

For the 224 respondents who indicated they were still enrolled, Table 6
summarizes the campus and program area distribution of the respondents and the survey
population, showing response rates. The program areas were grouped for purposes of the
survey in order to protect the anonymity of respondents where the number of students

enrolled in individual degree programs was less than ten. The distribution of the

respondents by campus and academic program reflected the overall distribution of the
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survey population itself. Because of the small number of respondents by campus and
program, comparisons across these groups were not made in the results analysis.
Table 6

Survey Respondents by Campus and Program Area with Response Rates

Survey
Respondents Population
n % n %  Response Rate
Fall 2020 Campus
Campus A 2 0.9 34 1.6 .06
Campus B 31 13.8 376  18.1 .08
Campus C 130 58.0 1,127 542 A2
Campus D 18 8.0 164 7.9 A1
Campus E 8 3.6 73 3.5 A1
Campus F 19 8.5 153 7.4 A2
Campus G 13 5.8 151 7.3 .09
Not sure of campus 3 1.3
Fall 2020 Program Area

Applied Science 7 3.1 45 2.2 .16
Business 32 14.3 471 227 .07
Communication Studies 12 54 69 33 17
Criminal Justice 9 4.0 84 4.0 A1
English 10 4.5 53 2.6 19
General Studies 25 11.2 300 144 .08
Health Science/Health Mgmt. 12 54 170 8.2 .07
History 7 3.1 21 1.0 33
Informatics/Data Science 18 8.0 127 6.1 14
Labor Studies 4 1.8 34 1.6 12
Mathematics/Natural Science 25 11.2 198 9.5 A3
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Survey

Respondents Population

n % n %  Response Rate
Medical Imaging Technology 2 0.9 52 2.5 .04
Nursing/Histotechnology 17 7.6 180 8.7 .09
Psychology 38 17.0 227 109 17
Sociology/Sustainability/ 4 1.8 47 2.3 .09

Political Science

Program not listed 2 0.9

The distribution of the returning student population used for the survey, as well as
the respondents across the seven campuses of the university, reflects the number of
undergraduate online degree programs available at each campus. Campus A had the
smallest number of online undergraduate offerings in the fall 2020 semester, with two
programs and just 34 returning students included in the survey population. Campus C had
17 undergraduate online degree programs available, and represented just over half of the
survey population and 58% of respondents. Campus B had 13 available undergraduate
online programs with 18% of the survey population and 14% of respondents. The
remaining campuses each had between nine and 11 undergraduate online programs
available, many of which were approved in the past five years.

Sixty-nine percent of respondents (154 of 224) indicated that they typically take
courses in the fall, spring, and summer semesters. Another 30% indicated that they take
courses in the fall and spring semesters, with the remaining two students indicating that

they only take classes in the fall semester.
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On-Campus to Online Switch

Before asking students about any breaks in enrollment, respondents were asked to
indicate if they had ever been enrolled in an on-campus program in the past, before
enrolling in their current online program. One hundred six respondents (47%) indicated
that they had switched from an on-campus to online program, 49% had not switched, and
4% were not sure if they were once enrolled in an on-campus program. This fairly even
split is representative of the actual fall 2020 study population, where 54% of fall enrolled
students were found to have switched from an on-campus program in their first semester
of enrollment. All 106 students who had been enrolled in an on-campus program
provided comments outlining their reasons for switching to an online program. These
responses were coded to find common themes. Almost half (44) of the comments written
mentioned work schedules as the reason for switching to an online program, with the
remaining comments mentioning childcare responsibilities (27 mentions), online options
as a better fit (33 mentions), being able to take classes from any location/saving travel
time (22 mentions), and health and safety concerns (10 mentions). The student comments
are described below.

Work Schedule. Forty-two percent of the respondents (44/106) mentioned the
challenges of managing a full-time or part-time work schedule or changes in a work
schedule as a reason for switching from an on-campus to online program. Several
students mentioned the difficulties of working full-time, explaining, “[w]orking full time
at a hospital, it is hard to physically make it to class on time. So online classes are easier
for me” and “I work full-time, and I needed school and work to be more flexible to allow

them to work better together.” Other respondents commented, “I switched because it

49



worked better with my daily life. I am able to work 40 hours a week and still do
schooling” and “[1]t was difficult to dedicate the time during the week to show up to
class at night after working all day.”

Other respondents directly spoke to the need to make the switch to an online
program due to work responsibilities changing over time, stating “[t]raditionally I have
taken on-campus classes. Now [ own a business and my time is very limited so online is
perfect at this time.” Another respondent commented, “I originally enrolled in an on-
campus program as a traditional college student but did not complete my degree. I have
since returned as an adult student and am taking classes online to fit classes around my
work schedule.”

Childcare Responsibilities. Twenty-five percent of the respondents (27/106)
noted that childcare was a primary reason for switching from an on-campus to online
program, with one commenting, “I am a stay at home mother and it works better with my
schedule.” Two more respondents stated, “I have two children and coming to campus got
too hard due to not being able to afford daycare” and “I had a baby and could no longer
attend in person classes due to not having a sitter.”

Half of the students who mentioned childcare in their comments also mentioned
their work schedules. “I work full time from 8-430 M-F and couldn’t sign up for several
classes because they were only offered during the day. I also have 2 daughters and night
classes were offered, but child care locations close at 530 [sic]” stated one respondent.
Another commented, “I work full-time and am a single mother. Online is more conducive
for my life. When I was taking on campus it was either taking time away from work or

time away from my child.” Still other respondents mentioned work and family as a result
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of the passage of time, with one stating, “I did not finish my degree after high school
decades ago. I recently decided to finish and it’s much more convenient with a job and
family to take courses online.” Another student summed this up well:

[w]hen I was in college the first time directly after highschool [sic], I was on

campus. I didn’t finish. I am 37 years old now with 3 kids and a full time job so I

couldn’t commit to any set schedule. Online was the only way. But I love it.

Online a Better Fit. Thirty-one percent of respondent comments (33/106)
indicated that their online program was a better fit for them, noting the convenience and
flexibility that online education provides. One respondent simply stated, “[o]nline classes
were more convenient to me.” Another noted, “I preferred the freedom that came with
taking my classes online.” Yet another respondent stated, “I like to be able to do my
schoolwork on my own time and schedule. It just feels like it gives me way more
flexibility and I can use my time more efficiently.” Even more specific, another
respondent stated “I need asynchronous learning so that I can prioritize my time rather
than having a schedule forced on me.”

In addition to flexibility, respondents also noted specifically that they learned
faster or better in online learning environments, and that online learning was a better
match for their learning styles and preferences. After taking a break to “get myself
together” one respondent commented in part, “I am now taking online classes and I feel
that they are more my speed. I can work how fast I want to.” Other students noted, “I was
very uncomfortable with the age gap between myself and the traditional students” and “I
was not fond of the large lecture halls and enjoyed being able to teach myself and work
on my own schedule.” Two students noted a specific learning disability:

I learn much better when I have more control. The biggest reason, though, is
because I have ADD (inattentive & non-hyperactive form of ADHD). I thought
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the absence of a lecture would hurt my ability to learn but I actually am far better

off without it because I can spend as much time as I need on something, provided

I stay within deadlines.

I wasn’t doing well with on-campus learning, I took time off and a later diagnosis

of ADHD answered a lot of my questions as to why my academic performance

was lacking. Online has been a great option for me and I’ve done extremely well.

Some respondents even noted mental health improvements as a result of online
learning, with respondents noting, “I switched to online school because it let me work
from home, where I felt less stressed” and “I felt anxious in a classroom environment.”
Another respondent commented, “[m]y days off involved me going to school physically.
I was burnt out and tired. Moving to the online program allows me to do homework and
watch lectures at my convenience.”

Online Anywhere. Twenty-one percent of respondents who had switched from
an on-campus program commented on the ability to learn from any geographic location,
being able to continue with their program after a move, or saving money or time on travel
to campus as factors for their switch. Respondents commented, “[o]n-campus learning
takes too much time from my busy schedule, from traveling to actual lecture” and “I can
do the work from home cutting down travel time to and from campus” and “the stress of
traveling to campus got to me.” One respondent even mentioned the challenge of not
being able to drive, so “commuting to/from campus would be a challenge given limited
evening bus service.”

Being able to complete their degree after moving out of state was important for

seven respondents, whose comments all referred to the value of being able to use the

credits they had already earned, including the following:
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I attended [the university]... left school for a bit ... when I was ready to return to
school I had relocated to [another state]. The online program was ideal for me to
retain the credits I had already earned and work towards my degree again.

I completed 4 years on campus at [the university] ... after many years I decided to

look into completing my degree and since I live out of state online was the only

option if [ wanted to complete my coursework and receive my degree from [the
university].

I have moved out of state since I last attended campus, but 76 of my credits are at

[the university’s] campuses, so it made the most sense for me to enroll in [an

online program] so I could finish my degree without worrying about transfer

credits.

Health and Safety. Ten students identified health and safety concerns as reasons
for switching from an on-campus to an online program. Seven students commented that
the COVID-19 pandemic was a factor in their decision to switch online, with one student
considering “the risk of sickness passing on to my child.” Another student commented on
health and mobility issues, adding, “I also made the switch because of the current
pandemic and my medical teams urging to stay as isolated as possible.” Online learning
was also the solution for a student with other challenging health problems:

I have health problems that do not prevent me from completing an education but

do make it difficult to keep a regular schedule at times. Having the ability to

complete my work when I am able rather than being required to attend classes on

a schedule or miss classes frequently makes an online program ideal.

Enrollment Breaks

Respondents still enrolled in fall 2020 at the time of the survey were asked if they
had ever taken one or more semesters off from their typical enrollment pattern. Fifty-nine
percent of the respondents (133/224) indicated that they had taken a semester off. This
percentage is higher than the 47% of fall 2020 returning online program students who

were found to have taken semesters off in the enrollment history analysis. These

percentages are compared with selected demographic attribute breakouts in Table 7.
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Table 7

Percent of Students with Enrollment Breaks by Demographic Attributes with
Comparisons to Fall 2020 Population

Survey Respondents

Fall 2020 Study Population

Demographic % Taking 1 or More % Taking 1 or More
Characteristic n Semesters Off n Semesters Off
All Students 227 58.6 1,940 46.8
Gender
Female 98 59.0 1,279 47.2
Male 29 54.7 661 46.0
Underrepresented
Minority”
Minority 21 60.0 348 55.7
Not Minority 110 58.5 1,592 44.8
Fall 2020 Course Load
Full-Time 117 51.3 824 41.0
Part-Time 107 68.2 1,116 511
On-Campus to Online
Switch
Started On-Campus 106 75.5 1,056 75.0
Started Online 109 45.9 884 13.1

# Underrepresented minority includes students who identify as Hispanic, Black/African
American, Pacific Islander, or Two or More Races per university definitions.

The percentage of survey respondents indicating that they had taken off a

semester tended to be higher for survey respondents than the fall 2020 returning student

population in each demographic category. Respondents who did have breaks in their

enrollment may have felt that the survey was more relevant to them and therefore were

more likely to respond. There was no significant difference in the percentage of

respondents who indicated they took one or more semesters off by gender (y*(2) = 2.15, p

= .71), underrepresented minority status (¥*(2) = 1.61, p = .66), typical full-time/part-time

status (x%(1) = 6.65, p = .01), or current age group (¥*(8) = 6.42, p = .60). A significant
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difference in the percentage of respondents indicating they took one or more semesters
off was found between students who switched from an on-campus program to their
current online program (}*(2) = 22.16, p = .00). Seventy-six percent of respondents who
switched from on-campus to online programs took at least one semester off, compared to
only 46% of respondents who started in an online program.

By campus, the percentage of survey respondents taking off one or more
semesters varied from 32% at Campus F to 81% at Campus B. In the fall 2020 study
population, the campus with the lowest percentage of students taking semesters off was
Campus C (42%), with the highest Campus B (64%). By program the percentage of
survey respondents taking off one or more semesters ranged widely from 29% to 100%,
however, the number of respondents in some programs was very low. In the fall 2020
study population the percentage of students taking off one or more semesters by program
area ranged from 30% (mathematics) to 63% (labor studies). Table 8 summarizes the
percentage of survey respondents taking off one or more semesters off by campus and
program area.

Table 8

Percent of Students with Enrollment Breaks by Campus and Program Area with
Comparisons to Fall 2020 Population

Survey Respondents Fall 2020 Study Population

% Taking 1 or More % Taking 1 or More

Demographic Characteristic n Semesters Off n Semesters Off
All Students 227 58.6 1,940 46.8
Campus

Campus A 2 50.0 28 57.1

Campus B 31 80.6 326 64.1

Campus C 130 62.3 1,090 423

Campus D 18 50.0 148 44.6
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Survey Respondents Fall 2020 Study Population

% Taking 1 or More % Taking 1 or More
Demographic Characteristic n Semesters Off n Semesters Off
Campus E 8 37.5 63 38.1
Campus F 19 31.6 137 49.6
Campus G 13 38.5 148 43.2
Program Area
Applied Science 7 57.1 45 26.7
Business 32 53.1 456 43.2
Communication Studies 12 58.3 69 46.4
Criminal Justice 9 66.7 83 434
English 10 30.0 52 40.4
General Studies 25 68.0 286 61.9
Health Science/Health Mgmt. 12 333 163 43.6
History 7 85.7 21 61.9
Informatics/Data Science 18 66.7 116 47.4
Labor Studies 4 75.0 27 63.0
Mathematics/Natural Science 25 56.0 189 29.6
Medical Imaging Technology 2 100.0 17 47.1
Nursing/Histotechnology 17 29.4 156 61.5
Psychology 38 76.3 218 44.0
Sociology/Sustainability/ 4 50.0 42 50.0

Political Science

The 133 students who indicated they had taken off one or more semesters were
asked to rank the importance of academic, family, personal, financial, and work concerns
as influencing their decision using Likert-scale options of (1) not an important influence,

(2) somewhat important influence, and (3) very important influence. Respondents ranked
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family and personal concerns the highest, with 81% of the respondents ranking these
items as a “somewhat important” or “very important” influence. The next-highest
category was work, with 76% ranking this “somewhat important” or “very important,”
followed by financial concerns, at 72%. Academic concerns received the lowest ranking,
with 50% of respondents ranking this “somewhat important” or “very important.”

In order to clarify academic performance factors from course instructional design
and delivery factors, 66 respondents who indicated that academic concerns were a
somewhat or very important influence were also asked to check off specific academic
reasons for taking a semester or more off. Respondents were able to choose multiple
reasons. These reasons, by the percent of these respondents who checked each item in
decreasing order, were

e unsure of academic goals (50%)

e bad grades (39%)

e bad experience with an instructor (23%)

e felt underprepared for classes (21%)

e lack of connection with instructor/classmates (17%),

e course materials not relevant (12%)

e problems with advising/support (9%)

e difficulty finding courses (8%)

e technical issues (5%)

Respondents who indicated that they had taken off one or more semesters were
asked to further explain their reasons for doing so. Eighty-eight percent (117/133) of the

students indicating enrollment breaks provided explanations. These explanations were
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coded and then grouped into seven common themes: personal/family health (39
mentions), childcare (31 mentions), financial concerns (31 mentions), work
responsibilities (30 mentions), mental health/reflection (25 mentions), curriculum/course
design issues (9 mentions), and distance/moved (9 mentions). Many respondent
comments were coded into more than one theme. Each theme is described in more detail
in this section.

Personal/Family Health. Thirty-nine respondent comments (29%) mentioned
personal and/or family health concerns as reasons for taking off one or more semesters.
In some cases, respondents took time off to care for ill parents, and in others their
siblings, with one respondent stating, “[h]ad to take care of sibling because parent could
not. So working full time, school full time, and playing mom to a 10 year old.” Other
comments noted a variety of other life events that required them to take one or more
semesters off, including divorce, domestic violence, high-risk pregnancies, car accidents,
surgeries, and problems with roommates.

Childcare Responsibilities. Thirty-one respondent comments (23%) mentioned
childcare responsibilities as a reason for taking off one or more semesters. Several
respondents stated that they took off several years to raise children. Some respondents
described deliberate decisions to take off one or more semesters to spend more time with
their children, stating, “I missed my daughter” and “I took off to travel with my sons [sic]
basketball travel team. It was important to be there.” For one father, having a child meant
needing some time for self-reflection, stating, “The first semester after my daughter was
born I had a moment of self reflection [sic]. I took the semester off to consider what I

wanted and could accomplish with the responsibilities I had.”
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Financial Concerns. Thirty-one respondent comments (23%) mentioned
financial concerns as a reason for taking off one or more semesters. One respondent
stated simply, “[c]ould not afford it. Had to take semester off to pay for previous
semester.” Other respondents commented on not only on their own finances, but on
having to take care of others, with one respondent commenting, “I couldn’t secure the
parent’s PLUS loan that was needed for my sophomore year. In addition, my parents
were in financial turmoil. I took time off from school to work to help them catch up on
bills.” Another described the difficulties of paying for tuition on top of basic needs:

[t]he first time I took semesters off was because of financial reasons. Paying

thousands of dollars for just one semester of class (on top of rent and basic needs)

was not possible, despite working a 40 hour full time and 25+ hour part time job

(and my husband working two jobs as well). So I had to take time off of school,

almost two years, to save up for classes.

Work Responsibilities. Thirty respondent comments (23%) mentioned work
responsibilities as a reason for taking off one or more semesters. Some respondents
mentioned unpredictable work hours or increases/changes in work responsibilities
making it difficult to continue taking courses. Several respondents noted the need to take
semesters off in order to save money for college by working full time, but most described
the difficulties of balancing work and school as the impetus for taking time off from their
studies. One respondent described, “I lost the motivation to continue juggling school and
work obligations. I wasn’t making much money at the time. Working part time plus
racking up school debt, dug me into a hole pretty quickly.” Another respondent

commented, “life on my own required money, so jobs and family requirements didn’t

allow time or resources for school until many years later.”
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Mental Health/Time for Reflection. Twenty-five respondent comments (23%)
mentioned a need to take off one or more semesters in order to attend to mental health
issues and/or reflect on personal goals. One respondent noted, “I was not mentally
prepared to be a successful student during my first attempt at a college degree” while
another stated, “I was going through a lot of personal issues and I wasn’t equipped
mentally to handle school. It took me awhile to get back to where I needed to be and with
the online classes now I am thriving.” Several respondents commented on the need to
reflect on their choice of major, with one commenting, “I didn’t know what I wanted to
do, after 2 different degree paths I didn’t like either so I decided it would be best to take
time for myself and figure it out.” Still another noted, “I wanted to step away from
racking up student loan debt while I figured out what I wanted to do (major in).” One
respondent articulated the continuing struggle to stay balanced:

Trying to balance school and work often made me depressed and I would become

run down and get sick a lot. I developed chronic migraines from stress and would

become behind in my classes so I often dropped out because I couldn’t handle the
stress and life honestly is better when I’m not in school.

Curriculum/Course Design Issues. Nine respondent comments (7%) mentioned
problems with curriculum and/or course design as a reason for taking off one or more
semesters. Student comments in this area were longer than most, with impassioned pleas
for meaningful content and assignments, flexibility in course design, and availability of
courses:

[r]equiring mandatory attendance for a lecture that consists of death by

PowerPoint and then having to google all the information anyways depressed the

hell out of me. Furthermore, the courses all felt surface level and this combined

with my previous statement, made me feel like I was wasting my time and money.

I took [semesters] off because your college has not had my classes offered to
graduate in almost two years. Very upsetting, I can work around other
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responsibilities but the failure of being able to take courses needed is the issues
[sic]. Not my home life.

The following respondent’s comment mentioned the importance of clear and
flexible course design elements that consider the needs of online students and is worth
reading in its entirety:

There is so much reading being an online student. You have to get the
reading completed before you can move forward. Many professors refuse
to post things early. For example, I had one professor that refused to post
our weekly module until noon on Monday, and everything seems to be due
Thursday. If they would at least post the reading on the Friday before, |
would have the weekend (when I am not working) to get through the
chapters. This would give me enough time while balancing life to get the
work done on time. I was actually signed up for full-time in the fall. When
the professors were unorganized and refused to provide the needed module
in advance I decided just to forget about going to school full time and take
a class at a time. I believe you reimbursed me about $3000 for that, that
could have went to the university. This is an easy fix.

My first online class with [the university] was fantastic. The professor was
very responsive. He posted and gave us access to the modules for the
entire semester. He had final due dates but we could work ahead a bit to
stay on top of things. If all professors were required to do this I would not
only stay with [the university], I would consider going full-time and tell
all my friends they should sign up with you. If all [my] professors
operated like the first one, I would not be looking elsewhere for a better
program.

It is already stressful enough working a full-time job and managing

family. The professor being a control freak adds to that stress that makes

me wonder if it is even worth staying in school. If the online classes where

geared more toward the non-traditional students, I believe you could

double your enrollment.

Distance/Moved. Nine respondents (7%) mentioned distance from campus and/or
a move further away from campus as a reason for taking off one or more semesters, with

one comment indicating that the student left to join the Army. Seven of these respondents

started in on-campus programs, and for two students the move combined with the lack of
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an online option was a factor in their taking time off from their studies. One respondent
noted, “We are a military family and at the time, online college was very rare especially
in the degrees I was interested in” and another, “I originally took off several years from
my degree completion when I moved out of state. I had to work full-time, and was unable
to find an online completion program.” Another respondent noted “[i]t was no longer
practical for me to drive an hour to campus every day, sometimes twice, especially when
I was already hesitant and anxious about walking into the classrooms full of students
younger than my children.”

Preventing Breaks

Respondents who indicated that they had taken one or more semesters off were
asked if the university could have done something to prevent them from having to take a
break. Only 17% (23/133) of the students who had taken a break from their studies
indicated that the university could have done something to prevent them from doing so.
All 23 respondents who said the university could have done something provided
explanations, which were coded into three common themes: course design/delivery (13
mentions), advising and emotional support (10 mentions) and financial support including
childcare (8 mentions). Each of these themes is described in this section.

Instructional Design and Delivery. Thirteen respondent comments regarding
what the university could have done to prevent them from taking off one or more
semesters mentioned specific instructional design and delivery elements. Five of the
comments mentioned better interaction and communication with instructors. One
respondent suggested “[p]rovide feedback immediately on work so you can improve your

work, based on what the professor is looking for in good work.” Another respondent
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noted “[i]n the online program there is very little interaction with some teachers much
less help from them.” Another respondent highlighted the need to foster meaningful
discussions, commenting, “[c]ourse discussion sections are a waste of time. At there [sic]
best people fake it to get their points and at there [sic] worst it’s like pulling teeth for
people to talk.” Finally, the desire for more interesting content as well as instructor
interaction was evident from one respondent who commented, “[m]ake classes more
interesting. It was a ton of textbook generated assignments and the professors didn’t do
much of anything.”

Other respondents advocated for more flexibility in online courses. One
respondent noted, “[i]f your classes could be passed without attending, then don’t require
mandatory attendance.” Another respondent’s request provided more detail:

[p]rovide all modules for the semester at the beginning. Let people work through

the modules as they have time (with due dates of course). Let people work ahead.

There is so much reading and work, we are not going to get too far ahead.

Course availability and lack of online options was also a concern for respondents.
Four respondents noted that having and/or knowing about online options in the past
would have prevented them from having to take off one or more semesters. Two
respondents noted problems with specific course availability in their program of study,
with one frustrated respondent complaining:

I find it very unfair that I cannot take the classes ... because they are no

longer offered, or offered once every year or every two years ... it is

ridiculous that I have to change so many of my classes to work around

which classes are offered.

Adyvising and Emotional Support. Five respondents commented that better

advising and/or emotional support or empathy could have prevented them from taking off

one or more semesters, with one respondent noting, “[i]t was not clear to me that I had
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not graduated” and another commenting that their advisor “would forget who I was
between emails in the same email chain.” Six additional respondents longed for empathy,
as noted in these three different comments:

When I was a student at [the university] from 2003-2005, I was doing
poorly in classes and not spending much time outside my dorm. There
were plenty of opportunities for an RA, professor, or advisor to reach out
and simply identify that I was not doing well and offer support, but that
never happened.

Perhaps reached out to me to even ask what was going on. I was trying to
take a class but had a toddler stepping all over my computer while I tried
to do assignments. I didn't know how to manage motherhood and being a
student and there was no one to ask for help.

I just wished they were more understanding of my situation. I know I
repeated my class twice and that I had a lot of chances to make up for it,
but after that [ was out of the situation with my roommates and I just
hoped that I could have received a final chance, given my circumstances.

Two respondents accepted accountability for their problems but still explained
that they needed some help:

I do not blame [the university] for my gap in education. However, I

believe if I had a mentor that I could relate to or if I felt better represented

on campus, I could have been influenced to try harder or actually picture

myself in the college environment.

More mental health awareness on the part of teachers and staff and

accommodations (reasonable) by them .... [the university] never caused

any of my problems. They and other universities I attended could have

been more helpful in dealing with them.

Financial/Childcare Support. Eight of the respondent comments asked for more
financial assistance as well as help with childcare. Some respondents commented with

29 ¢¢

direct requests such as, “[p]roviding more financial aid to those who need it,” “[a]llowing
me to enroll for classes even though I still owed money for a previous semester,” and

simply “[p]rovide more financial support!!!” One respondent commented, “I think the
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current concept of tuition needs to change ... it’s pretty much impossible to make
payments on classes as you go. You have to take out a loan and eventually the debt has to
be paid.” With regard to childcare, one respondent commented, “people who do have
younger/multiple children need help especially during school ... I know that there is a
childcare center on campus but the cost was a struggle for me” and that “I think if I
would have had a place to help me there would have been one less stressor.”
Coming Back from a Break

The 133 respondents who indicated that they had taken off one or more semesters
were asked what their reasons were for coming back to continue working toward a
degree. Eight-nine percent (118/133) of those respondents who had taken off one or more
semesters described reasons for doing so. These reasons were coded to identify common
themes, with almost half of the comments (69) mentioning personal and/or career goals.
The remaining themes were changes in finances (18 mentions), the “time was right” or
being ready for their studies (18 mentions), changes in family responsibilities (16
mentions), changes in work responsibilities (14 mentions), and the availability of online
options (8 mentions). These themes are described in this section.

Completing Personal or Career Goals. Thirty-six of the reasons for coming
back to school cited the desire to accomplish a personal goal, with one student noting, “I
enjoy learning and I feel accomplished while taking classes” and another “[cJompleting
my degree is a goal I want to achieve and I feel as though I am in a position to complete
that goal now.” Still other students mentioned a personal goal not only for themselves but
for their children, stating, “[g]etting my degree is very important to me, I am a first

generation and determined to achieve it. Additionally, I have. Daughter [sic] that I want
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to show the important of education and getting a degree is.” Other students simply stated,
“I want to finish” and “I wanted to complete my degree.” Another student comment
demonstrates that one is never too old to finish:

My degree is my goal, to do well is also a very important goal. Yes, Summer was

a set back [sic] in my desired finish time but really needed that computer class. As

I'am 72, 73 next month I had no idea what Powerpoint was or an Excel

spreadsheet. My secret goal is a Masters, we’ll see.

Several students commented on wanting to be successful after not completing
what they had started. Two comments noted, “[u]ltimately I wanted to see if I could be
successful at this stage of my life” and “[i]f I wanted to be a responsible adult in the
future, I decided that I must at least complete what I started and give my best efforts
toward its completion.” One student commented, “[i]n my education gap, I had grown as
an individual and was determined to complete my degree. I have been successful in my
professional life and was confident I could be successful in my college career.”

Thirty of the comments mentioned coming back to complete a degree in order to
advance their career. One student noted, “[a]fter finding stability in my life I was able to
once again ask myself what I wanted my career to look like.” Other students made more
direct comments such as “I don’t want to be stuck working retail/customer service jobs
the rest of my life” and “the job I want to do necessitates a college degree” and “I finally
reached a point in my career which I could not [sic] longer move up without a degree.”

Change in Finances. Eighteen comments specifically mentioned being able to
come back to complete a degree due to improved finances, either from greater job
stability, employer support, or family/spousal support. Some reasons are straightforward,

with one student commenting, “I am finally in a job that can financially support me

better” and another, “[a]fter I got a full time job and was able to support myself while
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also paying for student loans and paying for tuition, I felt significantly more confident in
my abilities.” Other comments illustrate the complexity of life and the myriad of financial
issues that students face on a variety of fronts:

This is my first semester of actually being considered in-state and getting
financial help towards tuition through my father’s Veteran’s status.

I am financially stable without the same family commitments of a mother
with cancer.

Divorce was finalized(!) and started a new job.

Am now 24 and no longer have to put parental information on FAFSA.

My father signed up for a payment plan for the tuition ... the university

changed its policy to put the cutoff balance for students to register for

classes to $5,000 which was a big relief.

The Time was Right. Thirteen of the respondents commented that after taking a
break from their studies that they were now “ready” or “refreshed,” and that it was the
right time to come back and finish. Comments included, “I was ready,” “I was ready to
come back and get it done,” and “[c]Jompleting my degree has always been a top priority,
so once I felt that I was ready and eager to do so, coming back was an easy choice.” One
respondent commented on being “older and wiser” while another stated “I was motivated
and ready to accomplish my educational goals to brighten my career and financial future
for myself and my family.” Five students noted being ready after recovering from
physical or mental illness or other challenges, with one respondent noting, “I decided to
come back to school after recovery from drug and alcohol addiction.” Another student

commented, “It wasn’t that anything changed. It was that I was able to cope better with

the same level of stress after taking a semester off, just because I needed a break.”
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Change in Family Responsibilities/Support. Sixteen respondents noted that
changes in family responsibilities and/or support were the reason for coming back to
complete their degree, with 13 of those specifically mentioning that they were back to
finish after their children had grown, gone to college, and/or become more independent.
Respondents commented that they now had the time to complete their degree, with two
respondents stating, “[a]ll of our children are in college now. I have more time to
dedicate to my studies” and “[a]s my children are older now, I had more time to take
classes.” One father in particular was motivated by his daughters to return to his studies
as a result of COVID-19 quarantine:

My daughters now are both in college. The only great thing I can think of

that happened during covid was having them home all spring and summer.

While home, they were both taking on line classes. I would often watch

some of the lecturers and miss the learning aspect. My daughters also

encouraged me to finish my degree. I was only 10 classes short. I also was

looking forward to a bigger challenge than simply working full time.

Change in Work Responsibilities/Support. Fourteen of the respondents noted a
change in work hours or employer support as the reason for coming back to complete the
degree. Respondents noted changes such as “work hours decreased,” “I was able to
organize and delegate work responsibilities more efficiently,” and “my [new] supervisors
were very supportive of me continuing my education.” Six respondents lost their job due
to the COVID-19 pandemic but turned this challenge into a positive change by returning
to their studies:

I was furloughed, and eventually let go, from my job due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. My fiancé is still employed full time and we are able to get

by off of his salary, so I made the decision to go back to school full time

as [ was not happy in my previous job and want to broaden my
opportunities to do something I truly care about.
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Due to the pandemic and my family situation (my son and I live with my

elderly parents), I was no longer able to work as a massage therapist. I've

always wanted to return to school to complete my degree, so this seemed

like the perfect time to do so.

Online Options. Eight respondents indicated that they were able to come back to
complete their degree specifically because an online option was available. Respondents
commented, “online classes had become a thing since the last time I went to school” and
“[1uckily, I found the online program so I could finish my degree without dealing with
more personal problems.” Another respondent commented, “[u]ultimately I wanted to see
if I could be successful at this stage of my life and I wanted to take advantage of this
evolving era of online studies.” More specifically, one respondent noted, “I had decided I
wanted a degree in History instead of Graphic Design and there was an online program
for it so it seemed like fate.”

Anticipating Future Enrollment Breaks

When asked how likely they were to take off one or more semesters in the future,
only two survey respondents responded that they were “very likely” to do so. Nineteen
respondents indicated that they would be “somewhat likely” to take a semester off.
Ninety-one percent of students responding to this question indicated that they were “not
likely at all” to take a semester off in the future.

Chapter 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this study was to explore the enrollment patterns and persistence
of undergraduate students enrolled in online programs, and to obtain online program
student explanations of why they may or may not demonstrate continuous enrollment.

This chapter will summarize and discuss the findings, implications, and limitations of the

study, closing with conclusions and recommendations for future research.
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Summary and Discussion of Findings

This study was designed to answer the following two research questions:

1. What are the enrollment and persistence patterns of undergraduate online program
students?

2. What are the reasons that undergraduate online program students describe as
influencing their decisions to take a semester off, later re-enroll, and make
progress toward their degree?

To answer research question one, the first phase of this study examined the
enrollment histories of returning fall 2020 undergraduate online program students to
determine their continuous/non-continuous enrollment patterns, using extant data in the
university’s student information system data warehouse. In the second study phase, a
survey asked the same population of returning online program students to describe their
experiences with respect to their need to take one or more semesters off from their
studies, as well as the reasons they returned after taking an enrollment break. This section
presents the study findings and discussion organized by research question.

Research Question One

To determine what the enrollment patterns of the undergraduate online program
students looked like, the researcher analyzed the historical enrollment records of 1,940
returning undergraduate online program students. The analysis results showed that almost
half of the returning undergraduate online program students (46.8%) demonstrated non-
continuous enrollment, defined as at least one fall or spring semester in which the student
took a “break” and did not re-enroll. This non-continuous enrollment rate did not vary by

gender, first generation status, or veteran/active military status. Non-resident students,
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who pay higher non-resident tuition rates and are therefore likely to want to protect their
financial investment, demonstrated lower percentages of non-continuous enrollment, at
37%, compared to 50% for resident students. Underrepresented minority students showed
slightly higher rates of non-continuous enrollment, at 56% compared to 45% for non-
underrepresented minorities. This higher rate could be influenced by income and
employment concerns, which is not captured in university data, but was captured as an
important concern in the survey responses described in Research Question Two.

Students who were younger at the time they were admitted to the university demonstrated
higher rates of non-continuous enrollment compared to students who were older when
they first enrolled. This was supported by the non-continuous percentages by student
admit type, which showed that the fall 2020 returning students who had been admitted as
beginners had a non-continuous enrollment rate of 69%, compared to 34% for transfer
students.

An unanticipated finding in the enrollment history analysis was that over half of
the fall 2020 returning online program students originally enrolled in on-campus
programs in their first semester at the university. Seventy-five percent of the students
who had first enrolled in on-campus programs showed non-continuous enrollment. Only
13% of the students who enrolled in online programs in their first semester demonstrated
non-continuous enrollment. Eighty-four percent of the students who switched from an on-
campus program to an online program also changed their major. Fifty-four percent of the
students who switched from an on-campus program to an online program also changed
their campus, and almost all of the campus changes were due to lack of availability of the

online program at the student’s original campus.
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With respect to student course load, the enrollment history analysis of returning
online program students found that students who were full-time in their first semester of
enrollment showed non-continuous enrollment at a rate of 54%, higher than their part-
time counterparts, who demonstrated 38% non-continuous enrollment. At first glance,
this might appear to support the work of Shea and Bidjerano (2018, 2019) who found that
students taking higher amounts of online coursework had increased likelihood of dropout.
However, as noted in the previous paragraph, many of the students in this study were
enrolled in on-campus programs in their first semester of enrollment, and may or may not
have been taking any online classes in that first semester. When considering only the fall
2020 returning online program students who originally enrolled in an online program, the
non-continuous enrollment rates are much lower, at 9% for students who were full-time
in their first semester, and 16% for students who were part-time.

Overall, the number of enrollment breaks taken by students ranged from one to
six. The shortest enrollment break was a single semester, and the longest enrollment
break taken was 98 semesters (49 years). The average longest enrollment break was 14
semesters, or seven years. These measures were very different between the first semester
on-campus and first semester online groups. Eighty-four percent of the first semester
online students took just a single break in enrollment, and for 50% of first semester
online students the length of their longest break was just a single semester. On the other
hand, only 66% of the first semester on-campus students took just one break, and only
13% of the first semester on-campus students had a longest break of just one semester.
For half of the first semester on-campus students, the length of the longest break was

between 11 and 98 semesters (six to 49 years).
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To summarize, approximately half of the students in this study took at least one
break in enrollment yet returned to complete their degrees, and the number of breaks
taken and lengths of those breaks varied widely. These enrollment history findings for
students enrolled in online programs support Haydarov et al. (2012) who found that
traditional student success metrics underrepresented actual student success because
students who took breaks in enrollment, yet later returned to complete their degrees, were
considered failures in official retention statistics. Results from the current study also are
consistent with Grau-Valldosera and Minguillon (2014) who noted that “even if a given
student fails to enroll for several successive semesters, it is impossible to be 100% sure
that this student has definitely dropped out” (p. 291). The current study’s findings also
provides support for Boston et al. (2011) who call for an updated definition of retention
that accounts for the fact that online students are more likely to take breaks in their
enrollment, considering the student a success or “retained” as long as they return to their
studies within a reasonable timeframe. One recommendation from the current study
would be to use gross retention in addition to traditional first-time, full-time retention
metrics when analyzing the success of students enrolled in online programs, recognizing
that direct comparisons between traditional on-campus students and students choosing to
enroll in online programs can be misleading. Online program students who appear to be
unsuccessful may instead be simply following a non-traditional path through their higher
education journey while also navigating the demands of work and family, as outlined in

the current study findings from research question two.
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Research Question Two

The survey administered in phase two of this study was designed to obtain
undergraduate online program student explanations for their decisions to take a semester
off, later re-enroll, and make progress toward their degree. The survey response rate was
11%, with 227 completed responses received. The percentage of survey respondents
indicating that they had taken one or more semesters off was 59%, higher than the rate
found in the actual enrollment history analysis conducted in phase one of the study. This
higher rate of “enrollment breaks” in the survey respondents may be explained by the fact
that students who did experience the need to take time off from their studies may have
considered the survey more relevant to them, and therefore they were more motivated to
complete the survey. Eight-one percent of survey respondents who indicated they had
taken at least one semester off indicated that family and personal concerns was a
somewhat or very important influence in their decision to do so. The next highest
contributing factors identified were work and financial concerns, at 76% and 72%,
respectively. Academic concerns received the lowest percentage of respondents, with
50% indicating academics as a somewhat or very important influence. These influences
were supported in the open-ended questions, with respondents mentioning their personal
health, family and childcare responsibilities, financial concerns, and work responsibilities
the most, followed by mental health, curriculum/course design issues, and distance/travel
time.

The survey results from this current study support the findings of recent research
studies indicating that program completion outcomes for online students are influenced

by student work and family responsibilities, personal health and financial concerns,
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academic achievement, and satisfaction with course materials (Aydin et al., 2019; W. E.
Boston et al., 2011; Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019; Joo et al., 2013). These survey results
also confirm that for many online learners, the factors outside the control of the
institution that influence student decisions to return are critical components of the
retention models that have evolved over time to help explain the retention of online
learners. These factors have been labeled “social/work environment” (Kember, 1989),
“life change events” (Powell et al., 1990), “external factors” (Rovai, 2003a), and
“circumstantial factors” (Berge & Huang, 2004). According to the students responding to
the survey in this study, these family-related, personal, work, and financial concerns were
most important in influencing their need to take a break in their enrollment.

The phase one enrollment history analysis showed that approximately half of the
online program students had once been enrolled in an on-campus program, and this
finding was supported in the student survey, where 47% of the survey respondents
indicated that they had previously been enrolled in an on-campus program. As a reason
for making this switch, respondents described the need to balance work and/or childcare
responsibilities the most, followed by the ability to continue learning from any
location/saving travel time, and health and safety concerns. This finding is important to
highlight, because it means that these external influences that have been added to
retention models for online learners over time may be an important part of the drop out or
retention decisions for traditional on-campus learners. The often-cited traditional
retention models of Spady (1971) and Tinto (1975) focus on student social and academic
integration into an institution as key components. The results of this exploratory study

may indicate that retention models for both on-campus and online program students need
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to recognize the external personal, family, work, and other external factors that can
contribute to a student’s decision to drop out of their studies. This study directly supports
Tinto (2017) who noted that increasing persistence and completion for all students
requires understanding the student perceptions of their experiences. Tinto’s “conceptual
model of student institutional persistence as seen through the eyes of students” focuses
more on student motivations to persist rather than an institutional drive to retain students
(Tinto, 2017, p. 254)

Of the survey respondents who indicated that they did take one or more semesters
off from their studies, 83% indicated there was nothing the university could have done to
prevent them from doing so. However, the remaining 17% of the respondents took the
time to describe very specific actions the university could have done to prevent them
from taking time off. The most frequently mentioned preventative measures pertained to
improvements in course design and delivery, including (1) more frequent instructor
communications, (2) immediate assignment feedback, (2) more meaningful/relevant
assignments, (4) less “busy work,” (5) increased flexibility in completing assignments,
(6) being able to work ahead, and (7) increasing the availability of course offerings.

The next most frequently mentioned preventative measure was simply higher
levels of understanding and empathy for the student situation. As is evident in the full
findings of the student survey, the survey respondents in this study have rich and
complex lives, and in several cases, lack of understanding/empathy on the part of an
instructor or advisor was enough to push the student to take a semester or more off from
their studies. The last action that the student respondents mentioned that would have

eliminated the need to take semesters off was increased financial assistance both for
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tuition and childcare needs. These findings align with those of Sorenson and Donovan
(2017), who asked students in a for-profit university whey they left and what could have
prevented them from doing so. In their study, students mentioned increased financial
support, increased interactions with instructors, meaningful assignment feedback, and
more flexibility and consideration for student circumstances.

The student comments pertaining to what the university could have done to
prevent them from taking an enrollment break align with findings from recent research
studies investigating factors contributing to course completion student outcomes. Joo et
al. (2013), Street (2010) and Wladis et al. (2014) all found that high task value and
relevant course assignments improved online course completion outcomes. Gaytan
(2015) and Johnson et al. (2015) both found that online course completion improved
when instructors provided immediate and detailed feedback. Baker (2010), Glazier
(2016), Jaggars (2014) Johnson et al. (2015), and Leong (2011) found that increased
quality and frequency of instructor/student communications improved rates of course
completion. It is natural to consider that instructional design improvements that increase
course completion rates can also influence overall student program completion rates.
Findings from recent research studies at the program level confirm that student
satisfaction with their course materials and academic achievement at the course level
contribute to improved program completion rates (Aydin et al., 2019; Boston et al., 2011;
Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019; Joo et al., 2013).

Many of the survey respondents’ reasons for returning to their studies after taking
a break related directly to changes in those external factors that had caused them to take a

break in enrollment in the first place, including changes in work schedules, family
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responsibilities and financial pressures. The most frequently mentioned reason, however,
related to personal and professional goals. The respondents commented that they felt they
had found the proper goals and/or motivation to continue with their studies. This response
aligns with studies confirming the effect of proper motivation on online student outcomes
at both the course level (Kim & Frick, 2011) and the program level (Aydin et al., 2019;
Beck & Milligan, 2014; Brubacher & Silinda, 2019; Grau-Valldosera et al., 2019). This
was also true for the third-most mentioned reason for returning, which respondents stated
simply as “the time was right” or “I was ready.” This level of resilience or feelings of
self-efficacy are supported in the research both at the course completion level (Joo et al.,
2013; Street, 2010) and program level (Aydin et al., 2019; W. E. Boston et al., 2011;
Brubacher & Silinda, 2019).

Overall, the survey respondents seemed determined to stay enrolled until they
complete their degrees. Very few of the survey respondents anticipated that they would
need to take any semesters off in the future, with only two indicating that it was “very
likely.” Ninety-one percent of students responding chose “not likely at all” when asked
how likely they would be to take more time off. It seems clear that taking a semester off
is something that students do not plan on and would rather avoid if possible.
Implications

Considering all of the enrollment analysis and survey results as a whole, it
becomes clear that online programs have become an important option for students who
originally enrolled in on-campus programs, left before completing their degree, and now
have a desire to return and finish what they started long ago. Many of these students

started as full-time beginner students. For some survey respondents, by their own
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admission it was unclear goals, lack of academic preparation, or immaturity that led them
to stop attending. However, for even more respondents, it was the need to deal with an
illness, care for a parent, nurture a business, or start their own families that was the
impetus for taking time off. By traditional retention measures, all of these students are
considered “unsuccessful,” but many of those whose life choices or life circumstances
put their degrees on hold do not consider themselves in this way. Many of the student
respondents were successful at building businesses, growing and caring for families, and
overcoming health challenges. Finding an online degree program to come back to, even if
different from the one they started or offered by a different campus, was the only way
they were able to return and complete a degree while managing the complexity of life as
a working adult with a family.

It is important to point out, however, that not all of the survey respondents
switched from an on-campus program to an online one because of personal, family, work,
or other responsibilities. A small but important subset of students made the switch to
online learning as a matter of preference, or because online learning was “a better fit.” It
is not surprising that returning adult students prefer online programs because they need
more control over their schedules, are concerned about efficient use of their time, and feel
uncomfortable sitting in physical classroom spaces with younger, more traditional
beginner students. A third of the survey respondents who indicated that online programs
were a better fit were aged 20 to 24, however. The preference for and proficiency with
online learning in younger students is likely to increase, particularly with the increases in

online learning that have occurred in response to the COVID-19 global pandemic.
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For some students, the switch from on on-campus program to an online one is not
only a preference, but also a necessity. Survey respondents noted physical mobility
issues, the inability to drive, and lack of public transportation as limitations that online
programs allow them to overcome. Respondents with learning disabilities, such as
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and mental health/anxiety issues that
make being in a classroom full of other students impossible, also note that enrolling in an
online program gives them the opportunity to succeed where classroom learning had not.
For these students, online options become a matter of access and equity, not a choice.

Another important finding in this study is that for the returning students who
started out their academic careers in online programs, the enrollment continuity picture
was much better. In the enrollment history analysis of returning online program students,
just under half of the students were found to have first enrolled in an online program, and
only 13% of these students had taken one or more semesters off so far. However, a large
number of the online undergraduate programs at the university are degree completion
programs, and the population of students first enrolling in online programs is composed
of 78% transfer students. The enrollment history of the transfer students at other
institutions prior to enrolling in their current degree program was not considered. In the
online beginner population, only ten percent of students showed non-continuous
enrollment, but this population represents only 11% of first semester online students and
only 5% of the returning fall 2020 students included in the enrollment history analysis.
Researchers should continue to study the population of students who first enroll in online

programs as that population continues to grow.
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Student retention models have evolved over time to reflect the needs of online
program students, incorporating various “external” pressures and influences that are
outside an institutions control. The student survey results in this study provide evidence
supporting the inclusion of these external factors in retention models for online students.
Many survey respondents took direct responsibility for the circumstances that caused
them to have to take time off from their studies. However, several survey respondents
also suggested specific actions the university could take to mitigate these circumstances.
While curriculum and course design issues were cited at the end of the list of reasons that
students actually took a break from their studies, course instructional design and delivery
was at the top of the list as something the university could have done to prevent them
from having to take time off. Respondent comments cited the need for timely
communication and immediate feedback on assignments from their instructors, early
access to course materials, flexibility to work ahead, and relevant/interesting assignments
in order to increase their chances of success. The comments also identified a need for
better course availability allowing students to complete their degrees on time.

Many of these student recommendations are easily implemented within the
university context of this study, where the current learning management system is
Canvas. Faculty can make sure that course materials are published and available to
students well in advance so that students can plan for their coursework around other
commitments, being mindful that short turn-around for assignments due during a work
week can be challenging for working students. Canvas provides multiple tools for
engaging and interacting with students through discussion forums and direct messaging,

and instructors can use these tools to communicate with students frequently, respond in a
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timely way to questions, and provide detailed feedback on student assignments. The
university provides instructional design support at each campus through Centers for
Learning and Teaching, through which trained instructional designers can provide faculty
with guidance on creating relevant assignments to make online courses feel more
interesting and engaging.

In addition to improved course design and delivery, survey respondents noted that
empathy for their situation and increased emotional support from instructors and advisors
could have prevented them from taking time off. In a university setting where most
students are enrolled in traditional on-campus programs, many faculty and staff may see
their role as providing structured experiences and advice to inexperienced students who
need to learn to set goals, manage their time, and be responsible for their learning. For
students in online programs juggling the needs of school, work, and family, these “life
lessons” can feel condescending, intrusive, and unreasonable. In contrast, showing
empathy and understanding for the complexities of the student’s situation, providing
flexibility and extending accommodations, can go a long way toward improving success
and retention for online program students. This is not always easy to achieve, as
flexibility comes with the cost of extra time and attention, but a good start is to recognize
and understand the variety of students who enroll in online programs.

The third specific suggestion from students was to provide more financial relief.
Many respondents were not eligible for financial scholarships or assistance, and instead
were struggling to pay for their tuition “as they go” while also working to support
themselves and, in many cases, their families. Financing college without amassing large

amounts of debt was a big concern. Respondents also mentioned childcare as a specific
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challenge both in the logistics of finding quality care and being able to afford such
quality care. Finances and changing work responsibilities were common themes found
throughout the study, including reasons why students needed to take semesters off, why
they were eventually able to return, and what the university could do to help.

In addition to these specific recommendations from students, the results of this
study can be used within the context of this university setting in some very specific ways.
First, an understanding of the types of students enrolling in online programs, which are
more likely to have had longer gaps in their enrollment and are now returning to achieve
the goals they started some time ago, can inform the recruiting, admissions, advising, and
general student success messaging and communications sent to students interested in
online programs. All academic staff and leadership across the university can improve
their interactions with online program students by understanding the differences between
traditional on-campus undergraduate students and those enrolled in online programs,
especially the pressures these students face by external influences such as work, family,
health, and financial concerns, and the expectations that their academic work will be
relevant and meaningful rather than just “busy work” completed to achieve a degree.
Academic leadership should also use the enrollment history patterns for online programs
students as context for interpreting official university retention statistics as they relate to
undergraduate online program students.

Limitations of the Study

This study was conducted within the context of a large public multi-campus

university. The types of degree programs offered online and the mix of online and on-

campus programs at each campus are factors that influence the number and types of
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students who start their degree, take time off, and then return to complete an online
degree, which was a large portion of the study population. The number of undergraduate
online degree program students at the university is a small but growing percentage of
students. Because the number and variety of online offerings at other institutions may
vary, the results of this study may not be generalizable to other institutions. However, the
results of this study may help researchers at other higher education institutions studying
the problem of online program student retention understand what a sample population of
online students and their enrollment patterns looks like. The results of this study may also
be of interest to faculty and administrators working in similar university contexts where
students enroll at multiple campuses and online offerings continue to increase.

Another limitation of this study is that in the enrollment history analysis, only the
student’s enrollment history at their current institution was considered. The enrollment
history analysis did not consider the enrollment histories of transfer students at other
institutions, including any enrollment breaks taken between institutions.

Probably the most important limitation and consideration for this study,
conducted in fall 2020, was the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic. The Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention reported the first case of the novel coronavirus (COVID-
19) in the United States on February 27, 2020 (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2020). On March 2020 the university announced that after spring break
students would be taught remotely to mitigate the spread of the virus. The evolving
situation quickly turned into emergency remote learning for all students for the remainder
of the spring 2020 semester. Summer 2020 instruction was conducted entirely online. The

fall 2020 semester provided several instructional options, including increased online and
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hybrid options to allow for proper social distancing in physical classroom spaces. All on-
campus classes ended at the start of the Thanksgiving break, with classes either ending
early or finishing the remainder of the semester online as determined by the instructor.
The COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect the university at the time of this study.

The spring 2020 emergency remote teaching for students enrolled in on-campus
programs cannot be compared to online education. The remote teaching was conducted
during a time of great stress with little preparation in a two-week period for thousands of
course sections across the university. The disruption caused by the COVID-19 crisis and
its impact on fall 2020 student retention continues to be studied. Students likely faced
technological and equipment challenges, health challenges, and they and their families
could have faced economic challenges because of the national, state, and local restrictions
placed on businesses and individuals in an effort to mitigate the virus. Parents and
students alike may have been concerned enough about the environment on campus to
impact their decisions to return to campus at all.

For some online students, the impact of the sudden transition to remote instruction
may have been minimal, as those students were already learning online. Other online
students, however, could be facing greater direct impacts from the national shutdown and
quarantine situations. Since online learners tend to be older working adults, they may be
facing loss of employment, health issues, lack of childcare, and may be suddenly
homeschooling their children while at the same time trying to complete their own studies.
While we might assume that online students would be able to retain better continuity of
instruction during this crisis, these external factors could make continuing with their

studies very challenging for the near future and beyond.
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The retention rates of online program students and on-campus program students
will deserve careful study in the future as the pandemic crisis continues to play out.
Students and their families may continue to feel the impact of the pandemic for years. To
minimize the confounding factors that the COVID-19 pandemic introduced in the fall
2020 semester, this study was intentionally designed to focus on those students who did
choose to return in the fall 2020 semester, looking back at historical (pre-pandemic)
enrollment patterns.

Conclusions

The enrollment history analysis and survey administered in this study show that,
in part, online programs provide opportunities for students who, for a variety of reasons,
left college before completing their degree but are now ready and able to come back and
finish. Students were willing to change programs and even their campus to find that
online option. In order to help these students complete their degrees, institutions need to
provide the right mix of online programs for these students to “land” in, allowing them to
apply the credits they already earned.

The survey responses collected also demonstrate that online programs provide
greater access to earning a college degree for students who are not fortunate enough to
devote four years to an on-campus experience or are simply unable to come to a physical
campus to take classes. This can include:

e students who are lower income, working students whose work schedules prevent
them from being able to come to campus

e working students with children who cannot afford (or find) quality childcare

86



e students with mobility issues, and physical health concerns that prevent them
from coming to campus

e students with learning disabilities and mental health concerns that make learning
in a classroom full of students difficult

For some students, enrolling in an online program simply represents a preference
for online learning. This preference could be influenced by learning styles as well as prior
experiences with online learning at the high school level.

Success for students enrolled in online programs does not necessarily mean
staying continuously enrolled from admission to the university through degree
completion. In this study, almost half of the returning online program students had taken
one or more semesters off prior to the fall 2020 semester. In addition, over half of the
students had originally enrolled in an on-campus program, with many taking more than
one break in enrollment of four to 49 years before returning to finish. The traditional
concepts of retention and persistence might label these students as unsuccessful, but the
fact that they have now returned to continue working toward their degree redefines them
as a success.

For the most part, the online program students who did take enrollment breaks
accepted responsibility for the challenges and choices that led them to do so. Survey
respondent suggestions on what the university could do to prevent them from having to
take a break in enrollment focused on changes in course design and delivery, increased

emotional support/empathy, and increases in financial assistance.
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Appendix A: Survey Questions

Survey Introduction/Informed Consent:
This survey contributes to doctoral research being conducted by Sharon Wavle and Dr.
Gamze Ozogul on the enrollment patterns of Indiana University students.

This survey will take you less than 10 minutes to complete and your participation is
voluntary. There is a minimal risk of loss of confidentiality. All survey data will be stored
on secure IU servers, your responses will be anonymous, and we will not share your
responses with any of your instructors.

At the end of the survey, you can choose to enter your name and email into an Amazon
gift card drawing. The first 100 respondents to enter their information will have a chance
to win one of ten $30 Amazon gift cards. If randomly selected, you will receive a $30
Amazon gift card for taking part in this study.

While there is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study, the goal of this
research is to present specific recommendations to the university that will help online
students complete a degree on time. Information collected for this study may be used for
future research studies, but any information that could identify you will be removed
before any information is shared.

This study was approved by the IU IRB office (Protocol #2008287120). For questions
about this study, contact the researcher, Sharon Wavle, at swavle@iu.edu. For questions
about your rights as a research participant, contact the [lU Human Subjects Office at

irb@iu.edu.

1. Are you a current enrolled student at Indiana University?
o Yes, I am enrolled in the fall 2020 semester
o No, I was enrolled in the fall 2020 semester but have since decided not to attend

If Q1 “No, I was enrolled in the fall 2020 semester but have since decided not to attend”
was checked Skip to Section 2.

Section 1: Students enrolled in the fall 2020 semester
2. Which of the following best matches the program you are enrolled in at [U?
Applied Science

Business

Communication Studies

Criminal Justice

English

General Studies

Health Science/Health Management

History

Informatics/Data Science

Labor Studies

O O O O O O O O O O
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O O O O O O

Mathematics/Natural Science and Mathematics
Medical Imaging Technology
Nursing/Histotechnology

Psychology

Sociology/Sustainability/Political Science

My program is not listed

3. What campus do you consider your home campus at [U?

O O O O O O O O

IU Bloomington

IUPUI

IU East

IU Kokomo

IU Northwest

IU South Bend

IU Southeast

My campus is not listed

4. In which semesters do you typically take one or more classes?

O

O O O

Fall, Spring, and Summer
Fall and Spring only

Fall only

Spring only

5. Are you typically a part-time or full-time student?

O
@)

6. Were you ever enrolled in an on-campus program in the past, and then switched to an

Part-time
Full-time

online program?

@)
(@)

Yes
No

o Not sure

If Q6 “Yes” is checked:

7. You indicated that you switched from an on-campus program to an online one. Please

explain your reason(s) for making this switch:
Text entry

8. Have you ever taken a semester “off” from your typical plan since you started your

degree?

(@)

If O8 “No, I have not needed to take one or more semester(s) off from my studies” is

Yes, I have taken one or more semester(s) off from my studies
o No, I have not taken one or more semester(s) off from my studies

checked
Skip to Question 22
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10.

1.

12.

13.

How important were academic issues in influencing your decision to take one or more
semesters off?

o Very important influence

o Somewhat important influence

o Not an important influence

How important were family responsibilities in influencing your decision to take one
or more semesters oftf?

o Very important influence

o Somewhat important influence

o Not an important influence

How important were personal concerns (emotional/physical health, motivation, goals,
etc.) in influencing your decision to take one or more semesters off?

o Very important influence

o Somewhat important influence

o Not an important influence

How important were financial considerations in influencing your decision to take one
or more semesters off?

o Very important influence

o Somewhat important influence

o Not an important influence

How important were work responsibilities in influencing your decision to take one or
more semesters off?

o Very important influence

o Somewhat important influence

o Not an important influence

If Q9 “Very important influence” or “Somewhat important influence” is checked:

14.

You indicated that academic issues influenced your decision to take one or more
semesters off. Which of the following specific issues played a role (check all that
apply):

Unsure of academic goals or choice of major

Bad grades in one or more courses

Felt underprepared for taking classes

Had technical issues that made it difficult to complete classwork

Course materials and assignments were not relevant/interesting

Course materials and assignments were too easy

Felt disconnected from my classmates

Felt disconnected from my instructor

Had a bad experience with one or more instructors

Had problems with advising/student support services

Difficulty finding courses to take for degree

O O O O O O O O 0O o0 o0
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o Other academic issues

If Q10 “Very important influence” or “Somewhat important influence” is checked:
15. You indicated that family responsibilities influenced your decision to take one or

more semesters off. Which of the following specific issues played a role (check all
that apply):

o Pregnancy/childcare responsibilities

Spouse health issues

Parent/other family member health issues

Changes in spouse/partner’s employment

Family vacation/travel plans

Other responsibilities

O O O O O

If Q11 “Very important influence” or “Somewhat important influence” is checked:
16. You indicated that personal concerns influenced your decision to take one or more

17.

18.

semesters off. Which of the following specific issues played a role (check all that
apply):

o Personal health issues

o General lack of motivation for coursework

o Poor time management skills

o Lack of support from family/friends

o Lack of connection to IU/program

o Other personal concerns

Is there anything more you can tell us about why you decided to take one or more
semesters off while working toward your degree?
Text entry

Is there anything IU could have done to prevent you from taking one or more
semesters off?

o Yes

o No

If Q18 “Yes” is checked:

19.

20.

You indicated that IU could have helped you in some way that would have prevented
you from taking a semester off. Please explain:
Text entry

Coming back to complete your degree after taking a semester off is a big
accomplishment! Please indicate the primary reason(s) you came back (check all that
apply):

o Change in academic situation

Change in personal situation

Change in family situation

Change in work situation

Change in financial situation

o O O O
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o Other reason

21. Provide more details about the reason(s) you came back to complete your degree:
Text entry

22. How likely are you to need to take a semester off in the future while completing your
current degree?
o Not likely at all to take a semester off
o Somewhat likely to take a semester off
o Very likely to take a semester off

If Q22 “Somewhat likely to take a semester off” or “Very likely to take a semester off” is

checked:

23. You indicated that you might be likely to take a semester off in the future. Please
indicate the primary reason(s) why (check all that apply):

Change in academic situation

Change in personal situation

Change in family situation

Change in work situation

Change in financial situation

Other reason

O O O O O O

If Q23 “Other reason” is checked:

24. Explain the reason you may be likely to take a semester off as you complete your
degree:
Text entry

Skip to Demographics Section

Section 2: No, I was enrolled in the fall 2020 semester but have since decided not to
attend

25. You indicated that you were enrolled for the fall 2020 semester but have since
decided not to attend. Was the COVID-19 pandemic the primary reason for this
change?

o Yes
o No

If Q25 “Yes” is checked:
26. Explain how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted your decision to attend IU this fall:
Text entry

If Q25 “No” is checked:

27. Indicate the primary reason(s) why you decided not to stay enrolled in the fall 2020
semester (check all that apply):
o Change in academic situation
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Change in personal situation
Change in family situation
Change in work situation
Change in financial situation
Other reason

O O O O O

If Q25 “No” is checked:

28. Provide more details about the reason(s) you decided not to attend during the fall
2020 semester:
Text entry

Demographics Section:
29. What is your age?
o Under 20
20-24
25-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
Over 59
Prefer not to answer

O O O O O O O

30. What gender do you most closely identify with?
o Female

o Male

o My gender is not listed

o Prefer not to answer

31. What is your ethnicity?

o American Indian/Alaskan Native
o Asian

o Black/African American
o Hispanic/Latino

o Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
o White

o Two or More Races

o My ethnicity is not listed

o Prefer not to answer

32. Which of the following best describes your employment status
o Employed full-time

o Employed part-time

o Not employed at this time

o Prefer not to answer

33. Check all of the following that apply to your family/home status
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I live with a spouse or partner

I live with my parent(s) and/or sibling(s)
I have children that depend upon my care
I have parents that depend upon my care

O O O O

34. Would you like to enter a raffle for the chance to win one of ten $30 amazon gift
cards as a thank you for completing this survey?

o Female
o Male
Survey Closing Message:

Thank you for taking the time to complete this important survey! If you have any
questions about this study do not hesitate to contact me at swavle@iu.edu
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Appendix B: Survey Invitation Email
Dear Fellow IU Online Student!

My name is Sharon Wavle and I am an online doctoral student at Indiana University. I
am conducting a dissertation study with Dr. Gamze Ozogul and we are interested in the
enrollment patterns of online undergraduate students. As researchers, we respect your
knowledge and experiences as returning college students, and we hope to learn more
about them. Indiana University values your opinions and considers them helpful in
deciding how best to support you and your fellow students in staying enrolled and
completing your degree.

This survey will take you less than 10 minutes to complete. Your participation in this
survey is voluntary. Your responses will be anonymous and will not be shared with any
of your instructors.

At the end of the survey, you can choose to enter your name and email into an Amazon
gift card drawing. The first 100 respondents to enter their information will have a chance
to win one of ten $30 Amazon gift cards. If randomly selected, you will receive a $30
Amazon gift card for taking part in this study.

This study was approved by the IU IRB office (Protocol #2008287120). Should you have
further questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at swavle@iu.edu.

We appreciate your consideration of this invitation to participate in our research!
Sharon Wavle and Dr. Gamze Ozogul

Follow this link to the Survey:
<link goes here>

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser:
<link goes here>

Follow the link to opt out of future emails:
<click here to unsubscribe link>
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Appendix C: Survey First Reminder Email
Dear Fellow IU Online Student!

I would love to hear from you to learn more about your experiences as a returning online
student. I am a doctoral student conducting a dissertation study with Dr. Gamze Ozogul
and we are interested in the enrollment patterns of undergraduate online students. Indiana
University values your opinions and considers them helpful in deciding how best to
support you and your fellow students in staying enrolled and completing your degree.

This survey will take you less than 10 minutes to complete. Your participation in this
survey is voluntary. Your responses will be anonymous and will not be shared with any
of your instructors.

At the end of the survey, you can choose to enter your name and email into an Amazon
gift card drawing. The first 100 respondents to enter their information will have a chance
to win one of ten $30 Amazon gift cards. If randomly selected, you will receive a $30
Amazon gift card for taking part in this study.

This study was approved by the IU IRB office (Protocol #2008287120). Should you have
further questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at swavle@iu.edu.

We appreciate your consideration of this invitation to participate in our research!
Sharon Wavle and Dr. Gamze Ozogul

Follow this link to the Survey:
<link goes here>

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser:
<link goes here>

Follow the link to opt out of future emails:
<click here to unsubscribe link>
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Appendix D: Survey Final Reminder Email
Dear Fellow IU Online Student!

I would love to hear from you to learn more about your experiences as a returning online
student. I am a doctoral student conducting a study with Dr. Gamze Ozogul and we are
interested in the enrollment patterns of undergraduate online students. Indiana University
values your opinions and considers them helpful in deciding how best to support you and
your fellow students in staying enrolled and completing your degree.

This survey will take you less than 10 minutes to complete. Your participation in this
survey is voluntary. Your responses will be anonymous and will not be shared with any
of your instructors.

At the end of the survey, you can choose to enter your name and email into an Amazon
gift card drawing. The first 100 respondents to enter their information will have a chance
to win one of ten $30 Amazon gift cards. If randomly selected, you will receive a $30
Amazon gift card for taking part in this study.

This study was approved by the IU IRB office (Protocol #2008287120). Should you have
further questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at swavle@iu.edu.

This survey will close in just a few days, so please take the time now to share your
thoughts with us!

Sharon Wavle and Dr. Gamze Ozogul

Follow this link to the Survey:
<link goes here>

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser:
<link goes here>

Follow the link to opt out of future emails:
<click here to unsubscribe link>
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Appendix E: IRB Approval Notice — New Protocol

il

INDIANA UNIVERSITY

GEFICE OF THE VICE PRESIDENT FOK RESEARCH
Office of Ressarch Compl

NOTICE OF EXPEDITED AFFROVAL - NEW PROTOCOL

DATE: | August 26, 2020

TO: Gamze Ozogul, Principal Investgator
EDUCATION

Sharon Wavle
VP UNIV REEGIONAL PLNG & POLICY

FROM: |EENNEDY, JOHN MATTHIAS
Chair - IRB-IUB

RE: Protecol #: 2008287120

Protocal Type: Expadited

Protocol Title: Retention and Enrellment Patterns of Undergraduate Online Propram Stdents at Indiana University
Funding Source: Mone

The Indiana University Institutional Review Board (IRE) IRBO000222 | IRB-IUB recently reviewed and approved the above-reference protocol.
Approval of thiz protocol is based on your agresment to abide by the policies and procedures of the Indisna University Human Fesearch Protection
Program (HEPP) and does not replace any other approvals that may be required. Belevant HEPP policies and procedures goveming Human Subject
Research can be found at: hups./Tesearch in edu'compliance human-subjects’ i e/index. himl.

Submission and Review Information:

Type of Submission: Initial Protocol Applicaton
Level of Review: Expedited
Expedited Category(ies), if applicable: Category 5: Research involving materials {data, documents, records, or specimenc) that have

been collectad or will be collected solely for nonresearch purposes (such as madical treatment
or dizgnosis). (MOTE: Some research in this category may be exempt from the HHS regulations
for the protection of humsan subjects. 45 CFE. 46.101(1)(4). This listing refers only to research
that iz not exempt. )Category 7: Ressarch on individuzl or group characteristics or behavior
(including, but not limited to, research on perception, copnition, motivation, identity, language,
communication, culmral beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey,
mterview, oral history, focus group, program evalnation, human factors evaluation, or quality
aszurance methodologies. (WOTE: Some research in this category may be exempt from the HHS
regulations for the protection of buman subjects. 45 CFE. 46.101(b)2) and (0)(3). This listing
refers only to research that is not exempt.)

Approval Date of Submission: Ampgust 26, 2020
Expiration Diate:
Anthorized IRE Signature Iy
4 F
Ll S

|4ndrew 2eel

Eegnlatory Determinations:

. Stady meets the criteria for approval defined by the HRPP Policy on IRB Feview Process
- Minimal Risk
[200E287120) Pagel
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. Waiver of documentation of informed consent granted per the IV HEFF Policy on Informed Consent.
. Waiver of informed consent granted per ILT HR PP Policy on Informed Comsemnt.
|

Docaments Approved with this Sobmission (for A
the submission):

dments and Renewals, documents appearing in bold were either added or replaced with
Attachment Type - Document Version #

Drata Collection Instroment - Survey Cestions.

Orther - Population Counts by Campus and Program Area for reference
Recuitment Materials - Survey Invitation
Recuitment Materials - Survey First Remmder
Fecuitment Materials - Survey Final Reminder

Study Information Sheet - To be displayed to participants at the beginning of the survey.

NOTE: If you submitted and‘or are reguired to provide subjects with an informed consent document, please ensure you are using the most recent
version of the doecument io consent subjecis.

The following key personnel are approved fo participate im the above titled research activifies:

Investizator Name Rale Training
Gamze Ozogul Principal Investigator Yes
Sharon Wavle Co-PI Student/Fellow/Fesident Yes
Organiration

Indiana University (UTA)

Yon should retain a copy of this letter and all associated approved study docoments for your records. Please refer to the assipned study number and exact
simdy title in foture comespondence with our office. Additional information is availsble on our website at https:/'Tesearch in eduo/'complisnee/homnan-

I you have any questions or require further information, please contact the HSO via email at irbifin edu or via phone at (317)274-8289.

[200EZET120)
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Appendix F: IRB Approval Notice — Amended

gl

INDIANA UNIVERSITY

DFFICE OF THE VICE PRESIDENT FOR RESEARCH

Difice of Besearch Complianes

NOTICE OF EXPEDITED APFREOVAL - AMENDMENT

DATE: Ocrober 14, 2020

TO: Gamze Ozognl, Principal Investigator
EDUCATION

Sharon Wavle
VP UNIV REGIONAL PLNG & POLICY

FROM: |EENNEDY, JOHN MATTHIAS
Chair - IRE-TUB

RE: Protocol #: 20082871204001

Protocol Type: Expedited

Protocol Title: Eetention and Enrellment Patterns of Undergraduate Online Program Smdsnts at Indiana University
Funding Source: None

The Indiana University Institutional Review Board (IRE) IEB00000222 | IEB-IUB recently reviewed and approved the above-reference protocol.
Approval of this protocel is basad on your agresment to abide by the policies and procedures of the Indisna University Human Fesearch Protection
Program (HEPP) and does not replace any other approvals that may be required. Relevant HEPP policies and procedures governing Human Subject
Fesearch can be found at: https Jresearch in edu'compliance hurman-subjacts'mui e'index. himl.

Submission and Review Information:

Type of Submission: Amendment
Level of Review: Expadited
Expedited Category(ies), if applicable: Category 5: Fesearch involving materials {data, documents, records, or specimens) that have

been collacted, or will be collected solely for nonresearch purposes (such as medical treatment
or dizgnosis). (MOTE: Some research in this category may be exempt from the HHS regulations
for the protection of humsan subjects. 45 CFER 44.101(b)(4). This listing refers only to research
that is not exempt.)Category 7: Fessarch on individual or group characteristics or behavior
(including, but not limited to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language,
communication, calmral beliefs or practices, and soctal behavior) or research employing survey,
imterview, oral history, focns group, program evalnation, human factors evalustion, or quality
aszurance methedologies. (WOTE: Soeme research in this category may be exempt from the HHS
regulations for the protection of human subjects. 45 CFR. 46.101(b)}2) and (b)(3). This listing
refers only to research that is not exempt.)

Approval Date of Submission: October 14, 2020

Expiration Date:

[ }'_r-_
{ ol ’

L&mi.mw Ieal

Aunthorized IRE Signature

Eegunlatory Determinations:

. Stdy continues to meet the criteria for approval defined by the HEPP Policy on IRB Feview Process.
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Documents Approved with this Sobmission (for Amendments and Renewals, documents appearing in bold were either added or replaced with
ithe submission):

Attachment Type - Document Version #

Data Collection Instrument - Updated Survey

Orher - Population Counts by Campus and Program Area for reference
Fecuitment Materials - Survey Invitation
Eecruitment Materials - Survey First Reminder
Eecuitment Materials - Survey Final Bemindar

Study Information Sheet - To be displayed to participants at the beginming of the survey.

NOTE: If you submined and/'or are reguired ro provide subjecrs with an informed consent document, please ensure you are using the most recems
version of the document fo consent subjects.

The following key personnel are approved to participate in the above titled research activities:

Investizator Name Rale Training
Gamze Ozogml Principal Imvestigator No
Sharon Wavle Co-PI Student/Fellow Fesident Yes

Organizration

Indiana Univarsity (UA)

You shonld retain a copy of this letter and all associated approved smdy documents for your records. Please refer to the assigned smody number and exact
smdy title in fioture comespondence with our office. Additional information is availsble on our website at https:\‘'research jn edo/complisnce omam-
bi id index hrml

If you have amy questions of require forther information, please contact the HSO via email at jibifiu edy or via phone at (317)274-8289.
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Sheet for Open-Ended Survey Responses

Sample Coding

Appendix G
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