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Introduction 

With the exponential growth of online courses in higher education, retention is an area of great 

concern. Online student retention has been suggested as one of the greatest weaknesses in online 

education (Carr, 2000; O'Brien, 2002). Studies show that the failed retention rate for online 

college and university undergraduates range from 20 to 50% and that online course 

administrators believe the failed retention rate for online courses to be 10 to 20% higher than 

traditional classroom environments (Frankola, 2001; Diaz, 2002). The number of college 

students who are participating in online courses continues to increase dramatically despite the 

greater likelihood of non-completion. Between 1995 and 1998 the number of institutions offering

online courses essentially tripled and in the academic year 1999-2000 alone the number of 

students who took at least one online course increased by 57 percent ( National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2002). 

Research in student retention has been conducted for decades but formerly dealt strictly with a 

traditional postsecondary setting, one where students typically entered college immediately after 

high school and attended classes on campus (Bean, 2003). The development of the personal 

computer, Internet and other various technologies have allowed a much broader and diverse 

population to participate in postsecondary education, creating a new category of learner. This 

new type of learner, preferring distance education, was quite different from the traditional 

on-campus student. Researchers soon found that because this new group of students had 

characteristics not found in traditional student populations, there needed to be new ways in which

to address the problem of retention (Halsne & Gatta, 2002). With increasing demands being 

made on colleges and universities to become more accountable to student needs, and to provide 

the educational resources that will serve the largest percentage of the population, institutions are 

trying to find ways in which these needs can be met with ever increasing budget restraints 

(Ramsden, 1998). To appeal to a larger student base, institutions have utilized current online 

technologies to provide courses to those students who would not otherwise be served. 

Unfortunately, the online learning experience has not been a positive one for a substantial portion

of participating students. Thus, a key issue for postsecondary institutions is that of trying to find 

ways in which student retention in online courses can be improved.

Bean's (1980) model of student retention suggests a causal relationship between organizational 

determinants and student satisfaction that ultimately led to commitment or withdrawal. Brown 

and Kayser (1982) developed a model that focused on the interaction between students and the 

institution in terms of student satisfaction with their institutional environment, as well as the 



student's psychological need for reinforcement when performing well.

The purpose of this study was to determine the variables significant for retention in online

courses as asked by questions listed on an online course survey at a small Midwestern university.

“Participation and persistence result from the interaction of a variety of student characteristics,

circumstances, and the educational environment” (Kerka, 1989, p. 1). The existing research and

literature suggests that there are student variables that can be measured to predict to what degree

a student will complete an online course. Research has shown that there are demographic and

institutional variables that have been found to be significant in student retention (Kemp, 2002;

Parker, 1999; Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005).

This article will deal specifically with those institutional variables relating to online instruction. 

The analysis deals specifically with the mean levels of importance and satisfaction regarding 

these variables. 

Literature Review 

The incredible growth of the number of households that have personal computers and internet 

access within the United States has facilitated the ability of countless learners to access higher 

education courses that had previously been unobtainable. According to the United States Census 

Bureau , the increase in the number of households that have personal computers has risen from 

8.2% in 1984 to 56.3% in September of 2001 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). The percentage of 

homes in the United States that have access to the Internet has also grown tremendously. 

According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, the number of households that had Internet 

access in 1997 was 18%, and by 2000 that percentage had grown to over 41% (U.S. Department 

of Commerce, 2001).

A review of the literature has shown that the variables most commonly cited as being important 

to retention can be grouped into three main categories. These categories as identified by Berge 

and Huang (2004) are: 

Personal variables . These include demographics that encompass age, gender, and martial 

status; as well as variables such as academic skills and abilities, motivation, commitment 

and locus of control (Rotter 1966, Parker 1999, Kember 1995).

1.

Institutional variables . This category includes variables such as academic, bureaucratic 

and institutional social variables (Willis 1994, Alexander, McKenzie, and Geissinger 

1998). 

2.

Circumstantial variables . These include socio-economic variables, academic interactions, 

social interactions and life situation. 

3.

A critical issue in retention in online courses is related to a student's sense of belonging (Braxton,

et. al., 1997). The group dynamics of online learning are an important factor in creating a safe

and comfortable learning environment. Students in an online course should feel comfortable

communicating and expressing themselves. It is important for retention that online students feel

connected with the course, its instructor and fellow classmates. “Affiliation is a key to the

development of a learning community” (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p. 47). Frankola (2001) claimed

that adult learners drop out of online courses due to the lack of time, lack of management



oversight, lack of motivation, problems with technology, lack of student support, individual

learning preferences, poorly designed courses, and substandard or inexperienced instructors. The

Frontline Group (2001), an online learning provider, offers five reasons why adult learners drop

out of online learning programs: poor design, failure to understand the new medium, lack of

consideration for a variety of learning styles, lack of support systems and ignoring the

self-selecting content need of learners.

Institutions have employed various surveys that measure the above-mentioned student variables

in order to develop methods for increasing retention (Dynarski 1999, Parker 1999, Kemp 2002,

Astin 1991). How institutions choose to measure those variables that contribute to retention can

be critical. The variables consistently cited as causes for dropout with traditional on-campus

courses include pre-entry attributes such as gender, high school GPA, race and socioeconomic

status (Peltier, Laden, & Matranga, 1999), while online learners more often cite student

engagement, motivation, and environment as the cause of failure to complete courses (Iverson,

1995; Kember, 1990c; Moore, 1990a). Environmental and situational variables include computer

skills and ability to use the Internet (Van Patter & Chen, 2002), reading ability and time

management skills (Miller, Rainer, & Corely, 2003, Osborn, 2001; Rovai, 2003) and “such things

as time constraints or family support” (Scalese, 2001, p. 17).

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to determine the variables significant for retention in online

courses as asked by questions listed on an online course survey. Utilizing the Noel-Levitz

Priorities Survey for Online Learners™ (PSOL), which of the surveyed institutional predictor

variables (e.g., satisfaction with technical assistance, library services, faculty responsiveness,

quality of online instruction, etc.) are most influential in predicting whether a student retains an

online course? The PSOL was sent to every student who enrolled in an online course at a

medium-sized Midwestern state university. This included primarily undergraduate students, but

included a small number of graduate students as well. This study utilized the survey data

collected from the surveys sent out the fall semester of academic year 2005-2006. Follow-up

surveys were mailed to those students who did not complete the courses in case they did not see

the opportunity to take the survey online at the end of the semester. The completed survey is then

sent online to the Noel Levitz company, where they compile the data. Noel Levitz sent this

author printed copies of the raw data. Follow-up printed copies of the survey were mailed out to

those students who did not complete the online course(s) and instructions were to mail the

completed surveys to this author.

Formal data collection began in December of 2005 and ran through January of 2006. Four weeks 

were allowed for the return of the mailed surveys, and the data from these was added to the 

online survey data to create one master data set for analysis using the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Limitations 

The online survey data collected is from students enrolled in a Midwestern state university with a

full-time on campus student population of approximately 4,100 students. In that regard there may

be limited application of this information in all but similar colleges and universities. The survey 

data does not discriminate by type of course, having been sent to every student who took any 

online course offered during the data collection period. Once again, there may be limited 



usefulness of the model in determining retention by college major, or whether or not courses 

taken were major courses or liberal education requirements. This was not a longitudinal study. 

The two additional questions added to the survey during the semester in which it was 

administered (fall, 2005) were only added that semesters survey.

Data Analysis 

The Priorities Survey for Online Learners™ (Noel-Levitz, 2006) was sent for completion twice

to every student who took an online course during the fall semester of 2005. The first distribution

of the Priority Survey for Online Students (PSOL) was sent out in an electronic format via the

internet to the students using their university online course address. The survey was to be

completed online and returned electronically via the internet to the Noel-Levitz Corporation. The

surveys were sent out a second time to those students who had not responded to the initial

survey, in this instance using a paper format along with a stamped return envelope. As a result of

the second request an additional 47 survey responses were received. In total, 122 surveys, or

25.1% of those students who took an online course in the fall of 2005 were received.

Respondents were asked whether or not they completed the online course during the semester in

which they were enrolled. Ninety-one of the respondents (74.6%) reported that they had

successfully completed the course during the same semester as enrollment. Thirty-one

respondents (25.4%) reported that they did not complete the course during the same semester as

enrollment. The respondents who reported that they had not completed the course within the

same semester comprised 40.1% of all students who had not successfully completed their online

course fall semester.

The institutional survey questions related to the importance and satisfaction levels of the 

following variables: 

•  Faculty responsiveness to student needs

•  Quality of online instruction

•  Faculty feedback to students in a timely manner

•  Institutional response to questions in a timely manner

•  The frequency of student and instructor interaction

•  The availability of adequate financial aid

•  The importance of student-to-student collaborations

The most important institutional variable selected by students was faculty being responsive to 

student needs, with a mean score of 6.62 on a scale of 0 (not important at all) to 7 (very 

important). As shown in the table below, the least important institutional variable was the 

importance of student-to-student collaborations with a mean value reported of 4.92 (See Table 

1). 

Table 1



Mean Values of the Importance of Institutional Variables rated and ranked by Level of 

Importance 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Faculty are responsive to student needs. 121 5.00 7.00 6.61 .609 

The quality of online instruction is excellent. 120 3.00 7.00 6.52 .732 

Faculty provide timely feedback about student 

progress. 

120 4.00 7.00 6.44 .742 

This institution responds quickly when I request 

information. 

121 0.00 6.33 6.33 .987 

The frequency of student and instructor interactions 

is adequate. 

120 3.00 6.02 6.02 .982 

Adequate financial aid is available. 120 0.00 5.20 5.20 2.488 

Student-to-student collaborations are valuable to 

me. 

121 0.00 4.91 4.91 1.90 

When looking at the same variables rated by respondents based on their level of satisfaction at 

the conclusion of the online course, we see the highest mean value was given to faculty 

responsiveness (mean value of 5.68) and the lowest was that given to adequate financial aid 

being available, with a mean value of 4.02 (see Table 2). An interesting observation is that none 

of the variables listed in Table 2 had satisfaction mean values that met or exceeded mean values 

of importance as shown in Table 1 (see Table 3).

Table 2

Mean Values of Selected Variables ranked in descending order by Level of Satisfaction. 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Faculty are responsive to student needs. 122 1.00 7.00 5.68 1.26 



This institution responds quickly when I request 

information. 

122 0.00 7.00 5.51 1.52 

Faculty provide timely feedback about student 

progress. 

122 1.00 7.00 5.36 1.50 

The quality of online instruction is excellent. 122 2.00 7.00 5.32 1.39 

The frequency of student and instructor interactions 

is adequate. 

121 1.00 7.00 5.19 1.44 

Student-to-student collaborations are valuable to 

me. 

122 0.00 7.00 4.82 1.79 

Adequate financial aid is available. 120 0.00 7.00 4.02 2.38 

None of the seven satisfaction variables had statistically significant mean differences between the

successful completers of the online course and those who did not successfully complete their 

online course based on level of satisfaction.

Table 3 

Means for Satisfaction and Importance 

 N Mean- 

Importance 

Mean- 

Satisfaction 

Faculty are responsive to student needs. 121 6.61 5.68 

The quality of online instruction is excellent. 120 6.52 5.32 

Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 120 6.44 5.36 

This institution responds quickly when I request 

information. 

121 6.33 5.51 

The frequency of student and instructor interactions is 

adequate. 

120 6.02 5.19 



Adequate financial aid is available. 120 5.20 4.02 

Student-to-student collaborations are valuable to me. 121 4.91 4.82 

The final demographic question on the survey asked those respondents who did not complete the 

course within the same semester why they did not complete. There were four possible responses 

to this question : time commitments, personal problems; instructor-related problems, and other. 

The most frequently cited response for those respondents who did not complete the course was 

time commitments, with a response rate of 61.3%, followed by personal problems at 16.1% (see 

Table 4).

Table 4 

Reasons for Non-completion of Course. 

 Frequency (N) Percent 

Time Commitments 20 60.16 

Personal Problems 5 15.15 

Instructor-related Problems 4 12.12 

Other 4 12.12 

Total 33 100.0 

A Chi-Square Goodness of Fit test was calculated comparing the frequency of occurrence of each

reason listed as to why students did not successfully complete their online course. It was 

hypothesized in the chi-square statistical test that each reason for non-completion would occur an

equal number of times. A significant deviation from the hypothesized reasons were found 

(?2(3)= 20.25, p<.05). The significant finding of the chi-square test indicates that the data varies 

from the expected values (see Table 5).

Table 5

Response Rates for Reasons for Non-completion. 

 Observed N Expected N Percentage 



Time Commitments 20 8.3 60.60 

Personal Problems 5 8.3 15.15 

Instructor-related Problems 4 8.3 12.12 

Other 4 8.3 12.12 

Total 33 8.3 100.0 

 

 If you did not complete the course during the semester list the reason why . 

Chi-Square 22.394 

df 3 

Asymp. Sig. .000 

•  Significant at the .05 level. (p<.05)

An independent samples t test was completed on the overall level of satisfaction to see if any 

significant difference existed between the means of the students who successfully completed the 

online course and the means of the students who did not successfully complete the online course. 

The difference between the means was statistically significant ( t = 2.244, df = 122, p>.05, 

one-tailed test). This shows that students who successfully completed the course were more 

satisfied with their experience than were those who did not successfully complete their online 

course (see Table 6).

Table 6 

Overall Satisfaction with Online Experience by Completers and 

Non-completers 

 Mean N Std. Deviation 



Yes 5.54 91 1.21 

No 4.90 31 1.75 

Total 5.37 122 1.38 

From the analyses, we can see that students are more likely to retain their online course if they 

are more satisfied with the experience. Another important observation is that none of the 

institutional variables mean levels of importance was even matched by mean levels of 

satisfaction. Lastly, we see that the primary reason that students did not retain their online course 

was due to time commitments.

Discussion 

Respondents were asked whether they completed their online course during the semester in 

which they were enrolled in that course. Twenty-five percent of respondents reported that they 

did not successfully complete the course, comprising 42% of all students who did not complete 

the course. This indicates that even though students may not have completed their online course, 

nevertheless they felt it worthwhile to reply to the survey in an effort to make their views known. 

In that same light, the results of surveys returned by the non-completers carries far greater 

implications than input received from successful completers. Institutions do need to know what 

they are doing satisfactorily, but it is more important to know what areas need improvement or 

further program assessment in order to address matters that contribute to non-completion. 

While this article looks specifically at the institutional variables relating to retention by 

examining levels of importance and satisfaction, it must be remembered that demographic 

variables may also have an impact on retention. In essence, the demographic variables were 

consistent with those found in similar previous research.

One of two capstone questions asked respondents whether their online course experience had met

their expectations. The mean value reported by completers was 4.64 as opposed to 4.06 for those 

students who did not complete their online course. A t test run on this variable showed a 

statistically significant difference in mean scores between the completers and non-completers. 

Those students who did not complete their online course had a significantly lower level of 

expectations met by their course experience. With a decrease in meeting course expectations 

comes a corresponding decrease in engagement and motivation necessary to complete an online 

course. 

Conclusion

Measuring student perception can be used as one way to identify those variables that are of the

most importance to students. The respondents most highly ranked variable in terms of

importance was faculty being responsive to student needs, with a mean score of 6.62 out of a

possible 7. This ranking places the mean score at the “important” level. While there is limited

information available for exactly what the national trend shows for this factor in comparison with

the other listed variables, past research does show that even when a course is designed as a



distance learning methodology, students still place a strong sense of importance on the

responsiveness of course faculty (Carr, 2000; Frankola, 2001). This study's findings support

research indicating that regardless of the course delivery system, students still have an

expectation of faculty interaction and support. A lack of feeling connected to faculty has been

shown in past research to be a significant variable in the student's sense of potential for

completion (O'Brien, & Renner, 2002).

Based on the results of this study it can be concluded that those students surveyed who 

successfully completed their online course had expectations consistent with their course 

experience. While neither completers nor non-completers ranked their overall experience 

exceptionally high, the data showed that almost without exception, successful completers were 

more satisfied with all aspects of the online course. There were several statistically significant 

findings in terms of differences in mean level of satisfaction between the two groups; however, 

discriminant analysis did not yield a significant model that would predict retention. The overall 

mean level of satisfaction for both groups indicates that the online course experience is 

somewhat deficient as neither group ranked their experiences as satisfactory. While it would be 

expected that non-completers would have an overall lower rating of the course experience, the 

relatively low rating by both groups indicated that more must be done to improve the online 

course experience.

Assessing student satisfaction can be valuable in terms of program and course improvement. 

Research has shown that students who are more satisfied with their institutions are more likely to

graduate (Scalese, 1999; Carr, 2000). It can be inferred that the same would hold true for 

individual courses as well. Longitudinal satisfaction studies can show program/course trends 

from which appropriate revisions can be made. 

The data analysis also showed that there were many variables in which there were no significant

differences between completers and non-completers of online courses. This would indicate that,

as shown in many of the theoretical models, a holistic view of student demographic and

institutional variables must be examined in determining the overall “weather” of the online

experience as opposed to the single variable, or daily forecast. The data also showed that

regardless of the course delivery system, students still expect and find it important to have

interaction with the course instructor. As with any course, immediacy and feedback are critical to

student success.
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