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Abstract

Tinto’s [Rev. Educ. Res. 45 (1975) 89; Tinto, V. (1987). Leaving college. Chicago: The University

of Chicago Press; Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: rethinking the causes and cures of student

attrition. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press] student integration model and Bean and

Metzner’s [Rev. Educ. Res. 55 (1985) 485] student attrition model have been influential in explaining

persistence and attrition in higher education programs. However, these models were developed with

on-campus programs in mind and, although they are broadly relevant to distance education programs,

their ability to explain the persistence of online students is limited. Distance education students have

characteristics and needs that differ from traditional learners and the virtual learning environment

differs in important ways from an on-campus environment. This article draws chiefly from Tinto’s and

Bean and Metzner’s models and the results of research into the needs of online distance education

students in order to synthesize a composite model to better explain persistence and attrition among the

largely nontraditional students that enroll in online courses.
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1. Introduction

Persistence, that is, the behavior of continuing action despite the presence of obstacles, is

an important measure of higher education program effectiveness. Applied to adult education,
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persistence can be defined as the length of time an adult attends classes (Quigley, 1997).

Adults choose to participate in educational programs to meet their learning goals while school

children participate because of mandatory attendance requirements. Consequently, the

persistence rates of adults in postsecondary programs are often substantially lower than

children attending public schools and are strongly related to the ability of educational

programs to satisfy adult needs.

College enrollment in the United States is on the increase. Snyder and Hoffman

(2002) reported enrollment in public and private degree-granting institutions increased by

17% between 1979 and 1989. Moreover, enrollment increased 9% between 1989 and

1999 despite a slight decline in enrollment from 1992 to 1995. They also reported that

the persistence of undergraduate students who enrolled in 4-year colleges in 1995–1996

was 77% by spring 1998. That is, 23% of students who started their undergraduate

studies in fall 1995 had withdrawn from school by spring 1998. Historically, most

undergraduate students are from the traditional student population, that is, students who

entered college immediately after graduating from high school and attended college full-

time.

Horn and Premo (1995) analyzed data from the 1992–1993 National Postsecondary

Student Aid Study and reported that the traditional path to a college degree, generally

viewed as enrolling in college immediately after high school and attending full-time until

graduation, is becoming the exception rather than the rule. They pointed out that in 1992–

1993, for example, although 57% of undergraduates had enrolled in postsecondary schools

immediately after high school graduation, only about one-third attended full-time for the

full 1992–1993 academic year. They cited these statistics as evidence that the US is

moving toward a higher proportion of nontraditional students in its postsecondary

programs. Furthermore, Villella and Hu (1991) reported that persistence for nontraditional

students in on-campus programs was approximately 68%, 9 percentage points lower than

for all undergraduate students.

The definition of a nontraditional student has been the source of much discussion in the

professional literature. Bean and Metzner (1985) identified age, especially being over 24, as

one of the most common variables in studies of nontraditional student attrition. Students over

24 years old represent a population of adult learners who often have family and work

responsibilities that can interfere with successful attainment of educational goals. Other

characteristics typically used to characterize nontraditional students are part-time student

status and full-time employment.

The lower persistence of nontraditional students in college has implications for

distance education, since students enrolled in programs at a distance are typically

viewed as nontraditional. For example, Wood (1996) reported over 70% of recent

graduates enrolled in distance education programs were employed in full-time jobs. Carr

(2000) noted that persistence in distance education programs is often 10–20 percentage

points lower than in traditional programs. She also reported significant variation among

institutions; with some postsecondary schools reporting course-completion rates of more

than 80% and others finding that fewer than 50% of distance education students finish

their courses.
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Persistence is an issue of increasing importance for both traditional and distance

education programs in view of the increasing enrollments of nontraditional students in

both programs. Moreover, Borrego (2002) wrote that the US Department of Education is

placing added importance on higher education retention issues. She reported that US

President Bush’s emphasis on quality through the examination of outcomes-based

education could extend to the postsecondary level with added emphasis placed on

persistence. She also reported that the US Department of Education intends to examine

retention policies and examine ways to use federal money as an incentive to reward

programs that work. The need therefore exists to examine ways of increasing persistence

in postsecondary programs because of: (a) the increase in numbers of nontraditional

students and the lower retention rates typically associated with these students; (b) the

increase in the number distance education programs that typically consist of nontraditional

students; and (c) the added importance that the US federal government places on student

retention. Accordingly, this article analyzes several influential models used to explain the

persistence of adult learners and the results of research into the needs of online students

in order to show that existing persistence models are not entirely suitable for use with an

online population of adult learners. Information is then synthesized into a composite

model that better explains persistence and attrition among the largely nontraditional

students that enroll in online courses and programs.

2. Psychological models of persistence

During the past few decades, several theoretical models of higher education student

persistence have emerged. The earliest attempts to explain persistence were based on

psychological models. These models (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) theorized that a

student’s decision to persist is largely based on previous behavior, attitudes, and norms

that drive behavior through the formation of intent to learn. Corno and Kanfer (1993)

suggested that volition is the mediating force between intentions to learn and behaviors

to learn. Accordingly, they defined volition as those thoughts and behaviors that are

directed toward maintaining one’s intention to attain a specific goal in the face of

distractions. Heckhausen and Kuhl (1985) depicted volition as a psychological state

characterized by thoughts about the implementation of goals into action and empha-

sized self-regulation in the context of persistence. They asserted that motivation may

be sufficient for students to enroll in educational programs, but students in programs

that require sustained effort may encounter declining motivation, particularly in the face

of adversity. At this point, volitional processes become important in explaining

persistence.

More recent models, although grounded in these psychological models, explain persistence

and attrition through student-institution ‘‘fit’’ by looking at student, institutional, and

environmental variables and specific themes, such as the social integration of students into

campus life. Two important and influential models in this genre were developed by Tinto

(1975, 1987, 1993) and by Bean and Metzner (1985).
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3. Tinto’s student integration model

Perhaps, the most influential attempt to explain the process of persistence in higher

education as a function of student-institution ‘‘fit’’ was put forward by Tinto (1975, 1987,

1993) (see Fig. 1). He theorized that the primary determinants of successful persistence can

be broken down into: (a) factors that are drawn from experiences prior to college and

individual student characteristics and (b) factors that are drawn from experiences at college.

Experiences before college and student characteristics are input variables that cannot be

affected greatly by schools. However, student experiences subsequent to admission, which

Tinto referred to as ‘‘integration’’ variables, are affected by school policies and practices.

Tinto (1987, p. 123) suggested that ‘‘the more central one’s membership is to the mainstream

of institutional life the more likely, other things being equal, is one to persist.’’ Typically,

postsecondary education persistence studies find that academic integration has an important

impact on persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Consequently, persistence is often

viewed as a measure of how well students integrate into a particular school.

Tinto’s student integration model explains the student integration process as mostly a

function of academic and social experiences in college. He measured successful academic

integration by grade point average (GPA) and evaluated social integration by the

development and frequency of positive interactions with peers and faculty and involve-

ment in extracurricular activity. Tinto found that integration along these two dimensions

Fig. 1. A conceptualization of Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) student integration model.
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produced stronger student commitment to their specific institutions and increased their

persistence. He wrote,

In the final analysis, it is the interplay between the individual’s commitment to the

goal of college completion and his [or her] commitment to the institution that

determines whether or not the individual decides to dropout from college and the

forms of dropout behavior the individual adopts. Presumably, either low goal

commitment or low institutional commitment can lead to dropout. (Tinto, 1975, p.

96)

Tinto also argued that insufficient interactions with peers and faculty and differences

with the prevailing value patterns of other students are likely to result in dropouts. In

other words, students who feel they do not ‘‘fit in’’ and have low sense of community

tend to feel isolated and are at-risk of withdrawing. He asserted ‘‘a person will tend to

withdraw from college when he [or she] perceives that an alternative form of investment

of time, energies, and resources will yield greater benefits, relative to costs, over time

than will staying in college’’ (1975, p. 98). If external activities become more attractive

than college completion, a student will drop out. The more a student’s experiences serve

to integrate the student socially and intellectually into the life of the college, the more

likely the student is to persist until degree completion. In more recent works, Tinto (1987,

1993) emphasized the importance of learning communities that facilitate collaborative

work so that students learn together rather than apart and the use of classroom assessment

techniques that encourage discourse about learning.

Tinto’s model validates the need for schools to assume a proactive role in a student’s

integration process. Accordingly, many colleges include a ‘‘freshman experience’’ orientation

that Koutsoubakis (1999) showed can increase persistence. These orientations are used to: (a)

assist new freshmen in making the transition from high school to college; (b) orient students

to the services and culture of the college and its campus; and (c) integrate students into an

intellectual community of students and faculty. Additionally, Hashway, Baham, Hashway, and

Rogers (2000) provided evidence that completion of remedial education programs increased

first-year retention rates among academically at-risk students. Positive effects were also found

for students completing a summer transition program (Wolf-Wendel, Tuttle, & Keller-Wolff,

1999).

However, educators who desire to study the persistence of nontraditional students may

find that the Tinto’s model has limited applicability since it is best suited to institutional

analysis of the persistence of traditional undergraduate students (Maxwell, 1998; Rendon,

Jalomo, & Nora, 2000). Tinto’s model is not as useful for studying the attrition of older

students, for whom academic and social integration within the university may be less

influential (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Additionally, Yorke (1999) suggested that Tinto’s

theory has relatively little to say about the impact of external factors in shaping students’

perceptions, commitments, and reactions that he feels are important. Nonetheless, the

work of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) has been particularly important in establishing the role

of the school in promoting an environment for student integration and remains relevant in

this regard.
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4. Bean and Metzner’s student attrition model

As mentioned above, distance education students are very likely to be nontraditional, and

even traditional programs are moving toward higher numbers of nontraditional students. As

nontraditional students become a more prominent segment of the student body, researchers

must examine whether the findings of research on the persistence of traditional college

students hold true for nontraditional students as well. This is especially important regarding

the notion of social integration. Nontraditional students are usually associated with living

away from campus, belonging to social groups that are not associated with the college, having

dependents, not being involved in campus organizations, and attending college part-time.

Because these students manage their time among their classes, work, families, and roles in the

community, there is often little time for campus involvement outside the classroom (Graham

& Gisi, 2000).

Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed a model (see Fig. 2), grounded on Tinto’s model and

earlier psychological models, to explain attrition of nontraditional students, whom they

defined as ‘‘older than 24, does not live in a campus residence (i.e., is a commuter), or is a

Fig. 2. A conceptualization of Bean and Metzner’s (1985) student attrition model.
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part-time student, or some combination of these three factors; is not greatly influenced by the

social environment of the institution, and is chiefly concerned with the institution’s academic

offerings (especially courses, certification and degrees)’’ (p. 489). They argued that older

students have different support structures than younger students and since they have limited

interaction with other groups within the college community they draw more support from

outside the academic environment ‘‘because their reference group of peers, friends, family,

and employers exists outside the institution’’ (p. 506). This is in contrast to traditional

students, where on-campus students and faculty represent their most important support group.

Accordingly, Bean and Metzner’s model is more relevant than Tinto’s model in explaining the

persistence of distance education students.

As with Tinto’s model, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model attempts to predict student

persistence based on student-institution ‘‘fit.’’ In analyzing attrition factors for nontraditional

students, Bean and Metzner identified four factors that affect persistence: (a) academic

variables such as study habits and course availability; (b) background and defining variables

such as age, educational goals, ethnicity, and prior GPA; (c) environmental variables such as

finances, hours of employment, family responsibilities, and outside encouragement; and (d)

academic and psychological outcomes while at the college. In particular, they concluded that

‘‘students’ reports of financial difficulty were positively related to attrition from college’’ and

‘‘many older students expressed concern about the ability to finance a college education’’

(p. 503). These variables, many of which are outside the control of the school, may push

students out of school by putting too much pressure on their time, resources, and sense of well

being. In more recent research, Metzner and Bean (1987) found that while integration variables

were not significant for nontraditional students, GPA and institutional commitment directly

affected persistence through their impact on perceptions of a postsecondary education’s

usefulness in gaining employment, satisfaction, and opportunity to transfer.

Based solely on a student satisfaction survey, Parker and Greenlee (1997) studied

persistence at a suburban university in southeastern Virginia that consisted of a commuter-

oriented student body, a high percentage of nontraditional students, and low to moderate

admissions criteria. They reported that, in order of importance, financial problems, followed

by family complications, work schedule conflicts, and poor academic performance were the

most important factors that explained why students did not persist. These findings support the

importance of environmental variables in Bean and Metzner’s model.

Henry and Smith (1993, p. 29) interpreted this model as follows:

When both academic and environmental variables are favorable, students should

persist. When both variables are unfavorable, students are likely to dropout. When

academic variables are positive, but environmental variables are negative, the favorable

effects of academic variables on student goal attainment are suppressed or attenuated. . .
Students may dropout of college despite strong academic performance if they perceive

low levels of utility, satisfaction, or goal commitment, or if they experience high levels of

stress.

Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (1992) found significant overlap between the

models of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985). They confirmed the
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positive effects that commitment to the school, goal commitment, and social integration

(Tinto, 1975) had on persistence and affirmed the impact that forces external to the institution

(Bean & Metzner, 1985) also had on student attrition. Thus, they identified two highly

significant predictors, one from each model, to help explain persistence. They concluded that

the interplay between institutional, personal, and external factors needed to be considered in

developing programs to increase persistence. Furthermore, in a study of nontraditional adult

students, Ashar and Skenes (1993, p. 96) found that ‘‘classes that were professionally more

homogeneous, and thus socially more integrated, and smaller classes lost fewer students than

less socially integrated and larger classes.’’ These results provide additional evidence that

social integration, a component of Tinto’s model, is also relevant for nontraditional students.

Consequently, a synthesis of Tinto’s and Bean and Metzner’s models may be a better

predictor of the persistence of nontraditional adult students than either model by itself.

However, these two models were designed with traditional course delivery in mind, that is,

traditional and nontraditional students who attended classes on campus. Although they are

relevant for online programs, they should be adapted to the needs of online learners in order

to better explain persistence and attrition in distance education programs.

5. Composite persistence model

Fig. 3 synthesizes the persistence models of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and

Metzner (1985) with the skills required by online students (Rowntree, 1995; Cole, 2000), the

special needs of distance education students (Workman & Stenard, 1996), and the require-

ment to harmonize learning and teaching styles (Grow, 1996) into a single composite model.

This model is divided into student characteristics and skills prior to admission and external

and internal factors affecting students after admission.

5.1. Student characteristics prior to admission

Student characteristics such as age, ethnicity, gender, intellectual development, and

academic performance and preparation prior to college can affect student persistence (Bean

& Metzner, 1985). For example, minority students may feel isolated in online courses, a risk

factor associated with dropouts. Murguia, Padilla, and Pavel (1991) found that social

integration into college was enhanced for ethnic groups when they had ethnic clubs or

enclaves available.

Ross and Powell (1990) reported that females tend to be more successful in online courses

than males. Rovai (2001) found similar gender-related differences in an online course and

explained them as differences in communication patterns and sense of community. He found

that the majority of men (and some women) exhibited an independent voice and the majority

of women (and some men) used a connected voice in the communication patterns of

messages they wrote. Those with the highest sense of community were more likely to write

messages using a connected voice while those with the lowest sense of community tended to

write messages using the independent voice. Low sense of community, which is related to
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feelings of disconnectedness and isolation, is believed to adversely affect student persistence

in online courses.

Several researchers also noted a significant relationship between previous academic

performance and completion of distance learning courses. Schlosser and Anderson (1994)

explained this relationship by theorizing that students who completed more formal education

or received higher grades had more fully developed research and study skills and more

realistic expectations of the requirements and the effort needed to fulfill their educational

goals.

5.2. Student skills prior to admission

Successful learning at a distance using the Internet also requires special student skills.

Rowntree (1995) claimed that students require skills in: (a) computing, (b) literacy discussion,

Fig. 3. A composite persistence model that synthesizes the persistence models of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) and

Bean and Metzner (1985) together with relevant research in online student skills (Rowntree, 1995; Cole, 2000)

and needs (Workman & Stenard, 1996) and the requirement to harmonize learning and teaching styles (Grow,

1996) to explain student persistence in online distance education programs.
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(c) time management, and (d) interpersonal interaction. He also observed that the focus in

online learning is often less on the content than it is on the cognitive process of ‘‘offering up

ideas, having them criticized or expanded on, and getting the chance to reshape them (or

abandon them) in the light of peer discussion’’ (p. 207). Additionally, Cole (2000) identified

the added importance that online distance education placed on reading and writing skills and

the need for online students to have strong skills in these areas. Since online students largely

work independently, they also need the information literacy skills to ‘‘recognize when

information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed

information’’ (American Library Association Presidential Committee on Information Lit-

eracy, 1989, p. 1). Deficiencies in these special skills can lead to academic difficulties and

attrition.

5.3. External factors affecting students after admission

Naturally, the experiences of students subsequent to college admission can have a

profound effect on a student’s persistence decision (Tinto, 1975). These experiences are

divided into external and internal factors. The external factors of the composite model draw

heavily from the environmental variables contained in Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model,

such as finances, hours of employment, family responsibilities, and outside encouragement.

Tinto (1993) also acknowledged that going to college might be only one of many obligations

that a student will have. Consequently, he suggested that persistence might be seriously

weakened by external factors when institutional academic and social systems are weak.

Accordingly, additional demands on the time of nontraditional students such as life crises,

e.g., sickness, divorce, loss of a job, etc., can adversely affect persistence.

5.4. Internal factors affecting students after admission

Many of the internal factors were taken from Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) and Bean and

Metzner’s (1985) models as described above. However, both Tinto and Bean and Metzner

conceptualized integration from the perspective of college students who attended class on

campus. The research literature suggests that students who take classes at a distance have

additional needs, and these needs are also depicted in Fig. 3 as internal factors.

Workman and Stenard (1996) analyzed the needs of distance learners and identified five

specialized needs. The degree to which these needs are satisfied will also influence the

persistence of online students. The first need is consistency and clarity of online programs,

policies, and procedures. Distance learners may not have a good understanding of school

policies and practices and other students, staff, and faculty may not be readily accessible that

can provide students with the information that they seek. Consequently, the e-learning system

should contain detailed information about the school, educational programs, and courses that

is immediately accessible to students as well as an online student manual that covers the e-

learning system in detail. Moreover, the names, e-mail addresses, and phone numbers of

online instructors, advisers, and technicians should be readily available. E-mail that school

personnel receive from students should be quickly answered or, if that is not possible, the
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student should receive e-mail that acknowledges receipt of each student query and provides a

date when the student can expect a full reply.

The next distance learner need identified by Workman and Stenard (1996) is self-esteem.

They suggested learning may be slow until students develop a heightened sense of self-

esteem. A distance learning program can build self-esteem by requiring students to participate

in an orientation program prior to their first course that includes mastery of the online tools

used in the e-learning system. Additionally, positive self-esteem can be nurtured during

coursework by identifying precisely stated and measurable learning objectives and providing

students with timely teacher-to-student and student-to-student feedback regarding mastery of

these objectives.

The third need is to feel an identity with the school so students do not view themselves

as outsiders. This need is closely related to sense of community and what Tinto (1993)

refers to as institutional commitment. Workman and Stenard (1996) suggested that a simple

but effective way of establishing identification with the school is to issue identification

cards. Such cards can facilitate entry into school facilities when personnel are on campus

and can offer discounts from various online merchants, particularly those selling books,

computers, and software. More importantly, these cards provide online students with a

connection to the college.

The fourth need is the requirement for social integration, that is, the need for students to

develop interpersonal relationships with peers, faculty, and staff. This need is also closely

related to sense of community. Kember, Lai, Murphy, Siaw, and Yuen (1992) provided

evidence to suggest that in distance education classes ‘‘students who achieve social

integration find it easier to come to terms with their academic demands’’ (p. 296).

The final student need identified by Workman and Stenard (1996) is the requirement for

ready access to support services such as bookstores, library, financial aide offices, and

advisers. They suggested that distance learners also value services such as tutoring, study skill

training, and particularly an orientation on the technology used for course delivery. The

distractions created by technology must be minimized. Consequently, telephone service is

often more user friendly and more effective for online students than is interactive computing

for responding to student problems and advising students.

Online students also expect a pedagogy that matches their learning style. Kerka (1996, p. 1)

wrote that the medium used for online distance education courses ‘‘supports self-directed

learning-computer conferencing requires learner motivation, self-discipline, and respons-

ibility.’’ Grow (1996) developed a model for matching a student’s self-direction ability with

teaching style. Although Grow did not extend his model beyond teaching style, it is

possible that his model might also be used to match self-direction with the distance

education delivery mode. He theorized that as students become more self-directed, both the

teaching style and the curriculum can become less directive. As self-directed learners,

students should have the ability to: (a) identify and set personally meaningful goals for their

own learning; (b) develop and use a wide range of learning strategies appropriate to

different learning tasks; (c) work independently and with others to achieve their learning

goals; and (d) persist to overcome obstacles in order to achieve their learning goals

(Radloff & de la Harpe, 1999, as cited in Price, 2000). Students who are not self-directed
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will likely perform better in a lecture format, while students who are self-directed can do

independent projects with the teacher functioning more as a consultant. Self-directed

learning recognizes the significant role of both motivation and volition in initiating and

maintaining learners’ efforts.

Sherry (1996) reported that students at a distance are required to take greater responsibility

for their own learning, as online learning results in greater learner control and learner-

centeredness. Accordingly, learner autonomy, that is, the concept of independence and self-

direction, has been a hallmark of adult education and an assumed characteristic of the

nontraditional students enrolled in distance education programs. Moore and Kearsley (1996)

suggested that online students will perform better if they utilize a self-directed, information-

seeking approach. Such self-directed learning is often described as ‘‘a process in which

individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, to diagnose their learning

needs, formulate learning goals, identify resources for learning, select and implement learning

strategies, and evaluate learning outcomes’’ (Knowles, 1975, p. 10). In traditional courses,

students tend to rely on the instructor for all content and assignment reminders. However,

there is a greater responsibility on the online student for organizing his or her time and

meeting all deadlines. Students who lack self-direction and self-discipline and are dependent

learners may be less likely to succeed in online courses, particularly if the instructor manifests

the teaching styles of a facilitator, consultant, and delegator rather than that of an authority

and coach (Grow, 1996).

To promote self-directed learning in students, Taylor (1995) suggested involving

students in decisions concerning what is to be learned, when and how it should be

learned, and how it should be evaluated. In addition, learners should be allowed to pursue

their own interests so that learning becomes more meaningful. However, the research on

the role of self-direction in online learning is mixed. The image of the capable adult

distance learner may not be accurate (Paul, 1988). The experiences of many distance

educators have revealed that part-time adult distance learners require all the support they

can get to succeed. Paul (1988, p. 50) wrote ‘‘. . .distance education institutions bear

considerable responsibility for helping its students to cope with the difficulty inherent in

this model of education.’’ Moreover, some studies characterized the successful distance

student as an autonomous, independent learner (e.g., Tucker, 2000), but others found no

correlation between learning style and learning outcomes. There is a growing belief that

self-directed learning is situational, that it is not always the best approach of instruction for

all adults, and that there are times, places, and circumstances when it should not be used

at all (Grow, 1996). Such a belief supports the view that online courses should support

multiple learning styles.

6. Conclusion

There is no simple formula that ensures student persistence. Adult persistence in an online

program is a complicated response to multiple issues. It is not credible to attribute student

attrition to any single student, course, or school characteristic. There are numerous internal
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and external factors that come into play, as well as interactions between factors. Houle (1961,

p. 80) wrote,

Efforts to explore the reasons why some people become continuing learners has made it

clear that there is no simple answer to this complex question. Each person is unique and

his [or her] actions spring from a highly individualized and complex interaction of

personal and social factors.

However, there is a growing consensus on several important factors to explain persistence

in online programs. These factors are included in the composite model shown in Fig. 3.

Administrators of distance education programs should be able to use this model to help them

identify students who are at risk to become dropouts. Additionally, this model can be used to

identify topics for student interventions.

Deficiencies in academic preparation and online student skills can be remedied through

early intervention efforts. Remediation and integration efforts can be presented either online

or on-campus in a hybrid blend of face-to-face and distance education technologies. Hybrid

programs promise the best of both worlds, offering most of the convenience of all-online

programs without the complete loss of face-to-face contact. The hybrid model assumes that

online learning can be enhanced during one or more face-to-face sessions that foster academic

and social integration with the school. Accordingly, an initial face-to-face residency that

precedes an online program can be used to deliver early intervention programs, to include

addressing prerequisite deficiencies in computer and information literacy and student reading,

writing, and study skills. Additionally, such programs can introduce students to the school

and its services and help integrate them into the academic and social life of the school, similar

to a ‘‘freshman experience’’ orientation.

Once students enroll in an online program, the composite model identifies important

external factors that help explain student persistence. Regardless of students’ academic

preparation and existing skills, if they cannot pay for college, make adequate child care

arrangements, or adjust their work schedules, they are unlikely to persist in school. College

administrators should therefore ease external risk factors (i.e., nonschool factors that conflict

with academic life) in helping students realize their educational aspirations. This goal can be

achieved through outreach programs that make students aware of college programs and

services and provide support, such as counseling services, for students who are concerned

about whether or not they made the right choice in pursuing a college education.

Internal factors after admission are also important. Students’ involvement in and attach-

ment to their school are essential elements for success. Accordingly, the first year experiences

of new online students are critical. Early counseling is essential to establish expectations and

to give a sense of the college community (Cullen, 1994). These experiences should quickly

dispel any assumptions by students that online courses are easier, less demanding, or less

time-consuming than regular courses (Hardy & Boaz, 1997). There is also an important need

to create a learning community (e.g., Rovai, 2001; Tinto, 1987) that encompasses the needs of

all students, connects them to each other, to the institution, and to the resources that they need

to succeed, and allows them to get responsive help (Workman & Stenard, 1996). Most

successful retention efforts include program elements that focus on increasing academic
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integration consisting of active participation and satisfactory experiences where students

personally interact with faculty and each other. Personal attention, a staff willing to listen,

frequent contact with the faculty, and assistance with personal and financial problems are

hallmarks of an effective online program (Smith & Bailey, 1993).

Success in online courses typically requires a high level of discipline and self-direction,

and enough time each week to complete all assignments. Comprehensive, multicomponent

strategies are required. There is a need to avoid simply providing information to online

students. Good instructional design and pedagogy are at the core of high-quality online

courses. Moreover, good instruction tailored to the medium and to the learning needs and

styles of the students served is required.

The experiences of an unfamiliar learning environment demand significant coping skills

for nontraditional learners. It may be necessary for online learners to develop a repertoire of

learning styles, and for online faculty to encourage that development. Because classes do not

meet in the traditional sense, some students must be motivated to begin course work on time,

keep up with assignments, and actively participate. Besides learning from course materials

and their online instructors, students should also be encouraged to learn from each other, and

schools delivering instruction at a distance should actively encourage the formation of study

groups among online learners. An initial face-to-face residency can be a great opportunity to

address these coping skills and facilitate the formation of informal study groups for new

online students. All such efforts have the potential to increase persistence.
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