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Abstract

This study evaluated the impact of a First-Year Experience (FYE) program on student success at a small, private,
faith-based distance learning university serving a predominantly nontraditional student population. Student data (N
= 399) from two groups were compared to determine if the FYE made a difference in student success as measured
by persistence and first-year grades. In addition, FYE students who completed the orientation course were surveyed
(N = 50) to evaluate the extent to which the FYE achieved its objectives based on student perceptions. There were
no significant differences between the two student groups, suggesting that the FYE did not have a significant impact
on student success. However, survey results indicated that students generally agreed that the FYE achieved its
objectives. The study contributes to the scant literature on evaluations of first-year interventions in distance learning
environments, confirming the complexity involved with mitigating student dropout, and suggests areas of future
research on pre-admission factors utilizing Rovai’s (2003) Composite Persistence Model.

Introduction

Online and distance education continues to grow in the U.S. In the fall of 2016, more than 6.2 million students
enrolled in at least one distance education course (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Based on the total
number of enrollments in higher education, more than one out of every four students engaged in some type of
distance studies. While the growth rate of online and distance education has slowed somewhat in the past few years,
distance enrollments continue to grow as overall enrollment in higher education continues to decrease (Allen,
Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016). Also remarkable is where the growth of distance education is currently taking
place. While for-profit institutions suffered a double-digit decrease in distance enrollment, non-profit and public
institutions experienced significant growth. Private non-profit institutions grew by 26% from 2012 to 2014 (Allen et
al., 2016). In addition, nearly half of those students were enrolled exclusively in distance education courses
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Thus, approximately one out of every seven students in higher
education in fall 2016 was a distance-only student.

Unfortunately, despite the continued growth of enrollments, retention rates for distance education programs are
notoriously lower than those of traditional residential programs. In a large and robust study across the Virginia
Community Colleges System, Jaggars and Xu (2010) found that online students were more likely to fail or drop out
than students in face-to-face courses. In a subsequent study of students in Washington State Community and
Technical Colleges, Xu and Jaggars (2011) found similar results, though recent national studies suggested that
institutional retention rates may vary widely (James, Swan, & Daston, 2016; Shea & Bidjerano, 2016). Additionally,
multiple studies of fully online and distance programs have reported comparable findings (Boston, Ice & Burgess,
2012; Boston, Ice & Gibson, 2011; Willging & Johnson, 2009). 

The growing body of research regarding student retention in online and distance education continues to inform
institutional practice by highlighting the reasons for student dropout. That knowledge has led some distance
education programs and institutions to follow the example of traditional, residential schools by offering a first-year
program or orientation, though one tailored to the unique needs of distance learners. However, there is limited
research regarding the evaluation of these programs. That information would help to bridge theory and practice of
student persistence in distance education by identifying what works to improve student retention and success.
Referring generally to student retention in higher education, Tinto (2006-2007) acknowledged that, despite all the
attention given to student retention, great gains have not been made in practice. The evidence from research and
practice seems to confirm that the problem of retention is even more glaring in online and distance education.   

The purpose of this study is to evaluate the impact of Global University’s (GU) First-Year Experience (FYE)
program on student success and add to the research in this neglected area. Even a slight increase in the number of
students who complete their first course or two and enroll in another course has the potential to positively affect
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both the institution and its students. The literature has repeatedly demonstrated lower persistence rates for online
and distance learning programs (Hart, 2012). While much is known about why students drop out, more research is
necessary to evaluate the impact of practical interventions, like the GU FYE, that seek to increase persistence
among distance learners. The following two research questions guided this study:

1. Was there a difference in student success for FYE students as compared to non-FYE students, specifically
persistence (i.e., completion of the orientation course and subsequent course reenrollment in the first year)
and student cumulative grade average (CGA) for other first-year courses (excluding the orientation course)?

2. To what extent did the FYE program achieve its objectives (i.e., orientation course learning outcomes and
usefulness of the various program components) as perceived by FYE students?

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual/theoretical framework for this study is based on Rovai’s (2003) composite persistence model
(CPM). Building upon the frameworks of both Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985), Rovai
proposed the CPM to more adequately explain the persistence of online and distance learners (see Figure 1). The
variables in the CPM are organized around characteristics and skills prior to admission, and internal and external
factors after admission. While several sets of factors are integrated from previous theoretical models, he proposed
three additional sets of factors relevant to online and distance learning.

The first set of pre-admission factors proposed by Rovai (2003) include relevant student skills that a distance learner
needs to be successful: (a) computer literacy, (b) information literacy, (c) time management, (d) reading and writing,
and (e) computer-based instruction. GU’s first-year program aims to equip students with the learning skills
necessary to succeed in a distance learning environment, mainly through a required orientation course. He also
proposed a set of post-admission internal factors related to the unique needs of online and distance students: (a)
clarity of programs, (b) self-esteem, (c) identification with school, (d) interpersonal relationships, and (e)
accessibility to services. Parts of the GU orientation course, the first-year recommended course sequence, and
assignment of a faculty advisor intend to address student needs. Finally, he inserted another set of internal factors
related to pedagogy, emphasizing the need for learning and teaching styles to align in order to influence persistence
positively. GU’s orientation course specifically deals with the instructional design and methods of its distance
learning materials.



 

Figure 1. Rovai’s (2003) Composite Persistence Model. Adapted from “In Search of Higher Persistence Rates in
Distance Education Online Programs,” by A. P. Rovai, 2003, Internet and Higher Education, 6, p. 9. Copyright
2002 by Elsevier Science Inc.

In proposing his composite persistence model, Rovai (2003) argued that the answer to helping adult, distance
learners persist is not simple. There are no easy answers or quick fixes to retention. Instead, he insisted that
“comprehensive, multicomponent strategies are required” (p. 14). Part of those comprehensive strategies may be
addressed through first-year courses and programs; however, it is imperative that these strategies be evaluated for
effectiveness.

Literature Review 

Student Retention Theory

Tinto’s (1975) theory of student departure has impacted both research and practice in higher education. However,
some have found his model to be inadequate to explain dropout for nontraditional students and nontraditional
deliveries. Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed a model of nontraditional student attrition, arguing that external
factors have more influence on these students who are less connected to campus life. Subsequent research has found
that an integration of the models from Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985) may lead to a more
comprehensive understanding of student dropout (Cabrera, Castañeda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992). 

Applying the research of Cabrera et al. (1992) and other relevant distance education research, Rovai (2003)
proposed the Composite Persistence Model (CPM) to better explain persistence of distance students. He combined
various factors and variables from the models of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985). However,
noting that those models were inadequate to explain persistence in distance learning, he proposed three additional
groupings of variables that would better explain the persistence of distance students.

Rovai’s (2003) model has not been empirically tested and validated to the degree of other influential models of
student retention. However, as distance learning has continued to grow substantially, and institutions have
increasingly added not only distance courses but also fully distance programs, the model has received more
attention in the literature (Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2013; Packham, Jones, Miller, & Thomas, 2004; Park, 2007; Park &



Choi, 2009). This is due in large part to the higher attrition rates of these courses and programs. Though many
retention studies in online and distance learning have utilized the models of Tinto (1987, 1993), Bean and Metzner
(1985), or some other similarly integrated model, researchers and practitioners seem to confirm, at least in part,
Rovai’s proposition that there are characteristics and factors unique to distance learners that impact persistence.

Student Persistence in Distance Learning

While there are various measures of student success, persistence is a key measure (Boston et al., 2012; Hart, 2012).
One of the difficulties, however, in reviewing the literature on student persistence in distance learning is the lack of
consistency in terminology (Cauble, 2015; Hart, 2012). Some studies examine course completion or non-
completion, while others investigate course completion with subsequent enrollment or program completion. Some
of the difficulty in definitions may be due to the uniqueness of distance learning. Whereas it is common practice to
measure persistence (or retention, from the institutional perspective) by the return or departure of the student from
year one to year two, distance learning programs often are designed to give the student ultimate flexibility in time
and progression. Thus, measuring persistence or retention in that flexible environment has resulted in varied
terminology.

Rovai (2003) defined persistence as “the behavior of continuing action despite the presence of obstacles” (p. 1).
That definition fits well with his persistence model, as it allows room for the many factors which may represent
obstacles for a distance learner. Hart (2012), who conducted a review of key literature related to persistence in
distance learning, described persistence as “a phenomenon resulting in student success or completion of an online
course” (p. 20). Together, those two compatible definitions may offer a more robust description of persistence in
distance learning as used in this study. Persistence is a behavior (student-focused and potentially responsive) and a
phenomenon (emphasizing the complexity of factors) that results in student success (course-related, goal-related,
program-related) despite various obstacles (individual characteristics, skills, internal/external factors).

While the body of research investigating persistence in online and distance learning continues to grow, studies
confirm that the issue of persistence is complex (Boston et al., 2011; Boston et al., 2012; Hart, 2012; Willging &
Johnson, 2009). Multiple factors, internal and external, influence the success and persistence of distance learners
(Gering, Sheppard, Adams, Renes, & Morotti, 2018). In addition, persistence as a phenomenon is necessarily
institution and program specific, making it more difficult to generalize across institutions. However, the research
does suggest that institutions build research-based interventions to support the success and persistence of students
(Hart, 2012; Willging & Johnson, 2009). Rovai (2003) proposed that his model may be used to design specific
interventions to improve student persistence, especially when dealing with new or first-year students.

First-Year Interventions in Distance Learning

One strategy for promoting student success and persistence is the offering of a first-year program. Research has
shown that the first year of college is a critical time for students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2012).
Institutions have responded in recent decades by dedicating increased attention to the first year (Barefoot, 2000;
Goodman & Pascarella, 2006). Several larger studies of traditional programs have reported the positive impact of
first-year seminars on student persistence (Goodman & Pascarella, 2006; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert,
& Wolniak, 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Permzadian and Credé (2016) conducted a meta-analysis of first-
year seminars and found an overall small effect on student retention and first-year student grades . Further analysis
indicated that program effectiveness varied significantly by institutional and seminar characteristics. Studies
continue to report significant differences in student success and persistence, including long-term impact, for
students who participated in first-year seminars in traditional settings (Swanson, Vaughan, & Wilkinson, 2017).

Studies of first-year interventions in distance learning environments, though a much smaller body of research, have
also revealed positive impacts on student success and persistence. Most of these interventions are first-year
orientations or student success courses tailored to the unique needs of distance and online learners (Ali & Leeds,
2009; Beyrer, 2010; Brewer & Yucedag-Ozcan, 2013; Clay, Rowland, & Packard, 2009; Pattison, 2004). However,
one of the issues discussed in the literature relates to students not using support services, including orientations or
success courses, especially if not required (Brown et al., 2015; Nash, 2005. Thus, some researchers have suggested
requiring orientation or success courses for all students to maximize impact (Glazer & Murphy, 2015; Jones, 2013).
In addition, other researchers have suggested that more comprehensive strategies and interventions may lead to
improved student success (Maathuis-Smith et al., 2011; Nichols, 2010).

Composite models such as Rovai’s (2003) offer better insight into the unique factors relevant to the persistence of
distance learners. Studies, however, continue to demonstrate the complexity of factors involved with student
decisions to persist. More limited research suggests that first-year interventions may positively impact student
success and persistence for distance learners. First-year interventions that require an orientation and are more



comprehensive may be most effective. As GU’s FYE program employs a recommended first-year sequence, a
required orientation course, and the assignment of a faculty advisor to enhance communication, the researcher
hypothesized that the FYE program would improve student success (i.e., persistence and GPA) and be perceived as
beneficial and useful to first-year students. 

Methods

The study involved an impact evaluation of GU’s FYE program. The goal of an impact evaluation is to assess the
effects of a program or intervention (Henry, 2015). In order to evaluate the impact of GU’s FYE program and
answer the research questions, the investigation utilized quantitative methods (Creswell, 2013). To answer the first
research question, the researcher employed an ex post facto research design (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2013). It
is a research method used when experimental or quasi-experimental studies may not be ethically appropriate or
feasible, such as in the case of evaluating the impact of an intervention, like the FYE program, on student success
(Permzadian & Credé, 2016). To answer the second research question and evaluate the extent to which the FYE
program achieved its objectives as perceived by students, a survey design was utilized (Creswell, 2013).

Setting

GU is a small (less than 5,000 degree-level students) private, faith-based institution dedicated exclusively to
distance learning. GU serves international students as well as students from the U.S. by providing ministerial-
focused degrees and programs. The focus of this study is on a subset of undergraduate students from the U.S. (more
than 500 students in 2017) (Office of Research and Evaluation, 2018). These students complete GU courses
primarily through independent study, though some are part of informal study groups (e.g., at a local church).

Like other Distance Learning Only Education Environments (DLOEEs) (York, 2014), GU confronts low course
completion rates. The average course completion rate for U.S. students in 2016 was 70%; however, typical first
courses for U.S. students tended to have lower than average completion rates, including GU’s former orientation
course (pre-2017) with a 40% completion rate (Office of Research and Evaluation, 2017). In response, GU launched
an FYE program in 2017 to address issues related to student retention and success. The FYE program includes three
main components: (a) a mandatory one-credit orientation course, (b) assignment of a faculty advisor, and (c) a
recommended first-year course sequence.

Participants 

To answer the first research question, two different groups of GU students were compared (N = 399). The first
group, or the treatment group, included all newly enrolled and reactivating independent-study students who were
part of GU’s FYE program in 2017. These students enrolled in the required one-credit orientation course, were
assigned a faculty advisor, and were advised to follow the recommended first-year course sequence. The total
population of the FYE group is 146 students. The comparison group, or the nontreatment group, included students
with similar characteristics (see Table 1) from the two previous years (2015 and 2016) who did not participate in the
FYE but did enroll in the previously offered, two-credit orientation course. The total population of the non-FYE
group is 253 students.



To answer the second research question and determine to what extent the FYE program achieved its objectives
based on the perceptions of FYE students, all students in the treatment group who completed the orientation course
were surveyed (N = 50). Similar to the full FYE group, these completers were predominantly male (58%), married
(65%), affiliated with the Assemblies of God (73%), with a mean age of 36 years (SD = 13.85).

Data Collection Tools

To answer the first research question, archival data related to persistence and student CGA was collected through
reports run in GU’s proprietary student information system (SIS). For the second research question, and to
investigate to what extent the FYE program achieved its objectives as perceived by FYE students, the researcher
designed a web-based survey instrument. 

The survey included 39 items relating to the FYE program and its components that the students rated on a 7-point
Likert scale (strongly agree to strongly disagree) (Fink, 2017). Several additional questions related to
demographic/other information were also included. The 39 Likert scale items were assigned to 10 different
subscales, including six subscales relating to the six learning outcomes of the orientation course: (a) synthesis of
program and personal goals; (b) familiarity with GU course, procedures, and design; (c) personal learning styles and
study habits; (d) understanding GU form and style; (e) aptitude and ministry skills assessment; and (f) GU program
fit with personal goals. The four additional subscales related to the following experiences: (a) orientation course
overall, (b) faculty advisor, (c) first-year course sequence, and (d) first-year experience overall. 

Due to the limited number of survey participants, the researcher did not pilot test the survey with any students from
the target group. However, several steps were taken to establish the content validity of the survey items and
subscales assigned (Creswell, 2013; Fink, 2017). A group of four scholarly experts, who were part of the
dissertation committee, provided initial feedback on the survey instrument. In addition, a group of four practitioners
from GU associated with the FYE program provided detailed feedback for each survey item and its relevance to the
assigned subscale. Finally, a staff member who had recently completed the orientation course as a student, pilot
tested the survey and provided feedback.

Data Analysis

The data collected was analyzed through IBM SPSS (Field, 2013). The researcher used descriptive statistics to
summarize persistence, including course completion frequency/percentage for the orientation course and the
frequency/percentage of students who had a subsequent enrollment in at least one course in the first year, and CGA
for first-year courses (excluding the orientation course) for each group. For the dependent variables related to



persistence, completion of the orientation course and subsequent enrollment in at least one first-year course,
separate chi-square tests determined if there was a difference between the two groups (Field, 2013). For the
dependent variable, student CGA for other first-year courses (excluding the orientation course), an independent
samples t -test determined if there was a difference between the two groups (Field, 2013). The minimum
significance level for these tests was set at p < .05.  In addition, data collected from the FYE survey was analyzed
with descriptive statistics to summarize scores for all 10 subscales. Cronbach’s alpha was also calculated for each
separate subscale (Creswell, 2013; Fink, 2017).

Results

Student Success

To address the first research question as to whether there was a difference in student success for FYE students as
compared to non-FYE students, two chi-square tests of association and one independent samples t-test were
performed. Student success was measured by persistence (i.e., completion of the orientation course and subsequent
course reenrollment in the first year) and student CGA for other first-year courses (excluding the orientation course).

Persistence. Participation in the FYE program was not significantly associated with completion of the orientation
course, χ2 (1, N = 399) = 0.44, p = .51. FYE students completed the orientation course at a similar rate (34%) to that
of non-FYE students (38%) (see Table 2 for more details). In addition, participation in the FYE program was not
significantly associated with subsequent course reenrollment in the first year, χ2 (1, N = 145) = 0.78, p = .38. FYE
students persisted at a similar rate (60%) to that of non-FYE students (67%) (see Table 2 for more details).

 

Student grades. Levene’s test for equality of variances was not significant (p > .05), indicating that the assumption
of homogeneity of variance was met. On average, students who participated in the FYE program had a similar CGA
(M = 87.7, SE = 1.68) compared to non-FYE students in the control group (M = 88.11, SE = 0.85) (see Table 3 for
more details). The difference in CGA, -.41, BCa 95% CI [-4.482, 3.363], was not significant t(90) = -0.245, p = .81.

FYE Survey

To answer the second research question regarding to what extent the FYE achieved its objectives based on student
perceptions, a survey was distributed to students who completed the orientation course and participated in the FYE
program in 2017 (N = 50). There were 24 total responses for a response rate of 48%. Twenty-three respondents
answered the demographic questions as detailed in Table 4. In addition, these respondents indicated they had
completed high school (n =23) with 17 reporting high school GPA (M = 3.5, with a range of 1.8 to 4.2).



The FYE survey contained 10 subscales. The Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .75 to .96, which indicates that all
scales had at least acceptable values or higher for internal consistency reliability (Field, 2013; Gliem & Gliem,
2003). The subscale means ranged from 1.83 to 2.86 which correspond to the scaling where 1 = strongly agree, 2 =
agree, and 3 = somewhat agree. The standard deviations ranged from 0.70 to 1.39, indicating

some patterns of responses were more disparate than others. Three subscales (first-year experience overall, faculty
advisor, and GU program fit with personal goals) had noticeably higher standard deviations (1.34 to 1.39) and
maximum scores (6.00 to 7.00), indicating greater variation in responses. All subscales had a minimum score of
1.00 with the maximum scores showing more variation; the first-year experience overall subscale had a maximum
of 7.00, the highest point of the scale (7 = strongly disagree). Because the analysis of data indicated higher levels of
skewness, a better measure of central tendency is the median value (Field, 2013). The medians ranged from 1.67 to
2.67 (see Table 5 for more details).



To address the second research question regarding the extent to which the FYE program achieved its objectives as
perceived by FYE students, an analysis of the subscales was performed. The first six subscales on the survey related
to the six course learning outcomes for the FYE orientation course, Essentials of Learning at Global University. The
lowest scoring subscales were synthesis of program and personal goals (median = 1.67) and familiarity with GU
course, procedures, and design (median = 1.83), indicating strongly agree to agree. The next highest scoring
subscales were understanding GU form and style, aptitude and ministry skills assessments, and GU program and
intended goals, each with a median score of 2.00 (corresponding to agree). The highest scoring subscale was the
personal learning style and study habits subscale (median = 2.50), indicating agree to somewhat agree. The subscale
with the greatest variation in scores was GU program fit with personal goals (SD = 1.34, range of 1.0 to 6.0).

Four additional subscales related to overall experience and the effectiveness of the three main components of the
FYE program. The lowest scoring subscales were orientation course overall, first-year course sequence, and first-
year experience overall, each with a median score of 2.00 (corresponding to agree). The highest scoring subscale
was faculty advisor (median = 2.67), indicating agree to somewhat agree. The two subscales with the greatest
variation in scores were faculty advisor (SD = 1.39, range of 1.0 to 6.0) and first-year experience overall (SD = 1.39,
range of 1.0 to 7.0).

Discussion

The goal of this study was to evaluate the impact of the GU FYE program on student success and contribute to the
scant literature related to the evaluation of first-year interventions in distance education. The findings were mixed.
Related to the question as to whether there was a difference in student success for FYE students as compared to
non-FYE students, no differences were found. These findings suggest that the FYE program did not have a
significant impact upon student success. However, related to the question as to what extent the FYE program
achieved its objectives per student perceptions, FYE students scored in the “somewhat agree” to “agree” range for
all subscales of the FYE survey. Thus, FYE students who completed the orientation course and participated in the
survey generally agreed that the objectives were achieved.

Improving Student Success

The findings do not support the literature related to the impact of first-year interventions and orientations on student
success in distance learning environments. Studies have reported the positive impact of interventions and
orientations on student persistence (Clay et al., 2009; Glazer & Murphy, 2015; Jones, 2013; Nichols, 2010; Pattison,



2004) and student grades (Beyrer, 2010). It is noteworthy that the student population for the current study is more
nontraditional (e.g., mean age) than in the typical study. Likewise, it is worth pointing out that few studies reported
statistical significance. While many studies mentioned increases in student success and persistence, which are
clearly important to institutions, their results do not suggest that the findings were not the result of chance. This is
important because of the amount of time and money invested in the creation of first-year interventions. With limited
funding and a general decline in enrollment, especially for private institutions, wise decisions related to the
allocation of funds are more critical than ever. Impact evaluations offer institutions the opportunity to study the
impact of programs and invest in the most effective strategies. This study makes a valuable contribution to
scholarship by reporting the impact of an FYE program in a distance learning environment based on an evaluation
utilizing inferential statistics. Yet, more needs to be known about the impact of first-year programs in other
DLOEEs.

One reason for no significant differences in student success variables between the FYE and non-FYE group may be
due to the fact that both groups experienced an orientation course. The non-FYE students enrolled in a pre-existing
two-credit orientation course. It may be different comparing FYE students to students with no first-year course.
Future studies should consider comparing a group experiencing an FYE program with a group without any type of
intervention. While ex post facto designs may be appropriate for practical reasons, future studies could also consider
engaging in more experimental designs where feasible. In addition, this study only measured impact on persistence
(i.e., subsequent reenrollment) in the first year. Because of the flexibility in GU’s program, it is possible that
students who had no additional enrollments in the first year may subsequently reenroll in the second year.
Longitudinal studies would be necessary to know the result of any longer-term impact, such as persistence to the
second year and degree completion rates.

A principal concern is that nearly two-thirds of first-year or reactivating students did not complete the one-credit
orientation course. These students applied to the university, received degree audits, enrolled in at least the
orientation course, yet did not complete their first course(s). Boston et al. (2012) have suggested that the flexible,
accessible nature of distance education may encourage more exploration from students as opposed to more
traditional education environments. In other words, students are more willing to try out distance education.
Considering GU’s open admissions policy and mission to provide access to ministry related studies, it may well be
that some students explore the option of GU as an open, flexible, economic alternative. Dealing with large amounts
of noncompletion may be a consequence of such openness and accessibility. Some researchers even question the
assumption that persistence is always positive and attrition always negative in these types of low-risk distance
learning environments (Park, Boman, Care, Edwards, & Perry, 2008). More needs to be known about the reasons
why students do not complete the orientation course and drop out. In addition, future studies could evaluate the role
of gender, age, and marital status, given the uniqueness of the more nontraditional student population.

Achieving FYE Program Objectives

The findings related to student perception of the effectiveness of the first-year program do support studies in the
literature. Students who participated in first-year interventions and completed orientations have reported positive
experiences (Jones, 2013; Pattison, 2004). There was an impact upon the FYE students surveyed, as noted by the
subscale scores indicating overall agreement, which is important. However, the variation in scores related to first-
year overall experience and faculty advisor suggest that the FYE program has room for improvement. One area for
improvement could be increased communication with the student. Except for an initial contact by the faculty
advisor, no additional proactive communication strategies were required. Research suggests that employing multiple
communication strategies may further impact student success and persistence (Maathuis-Smith et al., 2011; Nichols,
2010). 

Pre-admission Factors

According to Rovai’s (2003) CPM, more needs to be known about the pre-admission factors of all first-year
students, including previous academic performance like high school GPA, in order to identify academically at-risk
students. While not conclusive, the average high school GPA reported by the majority of survey respondents may
indicate that many students who successfully completed the FYE orientation course were better academically
prepared. Though students generally agreed that the objectives of the FYE were achieved, better prepared students
may have succeeded in the first year without a more comprehensive intervention. More open, nonselective
institutions like GU tend to attract a higher population of underprepared students. These institutions are also more
likely to offer online and distance education, which, when compounded with higher noncompletion and dropout
rates, may result in increased educational inequality (Xu & Xu, 2019). Thus, it is imperative to use models like
Rovai’s (2003) CPM to identify these students before they enroll and develop appropriate targeted strategies to
increase student success.



Conclusion

Higher rates of student dropout in distance education continue to be a problem. Research has demonstrated that
persistence in distance learning is a complex phenomenon (Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2003). First-year interventions
informed by relevant research like Rovai’s (2003) CPM have the potential to impact student success and increase
persistence, but they must be evaluated for impact. This study helps to fill a gap in the literature related to
evaluation of first-year interventions in distance learning environments. No significant difference in student success,
as measured by persistence (i.e., completion of the orientation course and subsequent re-enrollment in the first year)
and first-year student grades, was found when comparing FYE students and non-FYE students. Survey results,
however, indicated that FYE students generally agreed that the program’s objectives were achieved. The findings
confirm the complexity involved with mitigating student dropout, suggesting that further research and evaluation is
necessary.
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