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Abstract 

Models have classified dropout attributes in traditional environments, but minimal 

research has focused on the relationship between persistence and attributes present in the 

undergraduate online adult learner population.  One of the many factors that influences a 

student’s likelihood to persist is student satisfaction.  Previous researchers who studied 

the relationship between satisfaction and persistence have neglected to address the 

importance or priority of the experiences a student encountered.  This study focused 

specifically on the correlation between levels of importance and satisfaction, and the 

resulting impact on persistence.  The participants in the study were undergraduate adult 

students enrolled in an online program at a private, non-profit, regionally accredited 

institution of higher education in the American Midwest.  Correlation testing was 

conducted to determine if there was a relationship between student persistence and the 

performance gap, determined by subtracting the satisfaction level from the importance 

level provided on the Priorities Survey for Online Learners (PSOL).  Chi-square tests 

were conducted to identify if there were specific educational experiences evaluated as a 

part of the PSOL that had a more significant impact on persistence rates.  The findings of 

this study indicate that adult online students require access to the same type of faculty 

interactions that are made available to those students enrolled in on-campus programs, 

timely feedback and responses to requests, and clearly outlined costs associated with 

enrollment that enable students to fully appreciate the financial commitment required 

prior to and while enrolled.   

 

Keywords: Adult learners, online learners, student satisfaction, persistence, retention, 
attrition, distance education, non-traditional students. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Technology has increased the demand for education that is accessible anytime, 

anywhere.  This is most evident in the growing number of students enrolled in online 

coursework.  In 2011, roughly one-third of all U.S. students enrolled in postsecondary 

education had taken an online course as a part of their education (Lederman, 2013).  

These trends indicate that the financial viability of institutions of higher education will 

increasingly depend on online learners.  Moody (2004) explained that if online 

enrollments are not maintained, “the costs for development, delivery, and assessment, as 

well as lost tuition revenue, result in wasted expenditures for the institution delivering the 

course at a distance” (p. 206).  Persistence rates, viewed as indicators of the quality of the 

education being provided (Thompson, 1999), can thus be especially revealing for online 

programs: the lower the persistence rate, the lower the perceived quality by prospective 

students and rating bodies (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007).	

As more colleges and universities look to online education as a way to grow 

enrollments and to generate revenues from non-traditional sources, increasing student 

persistence becomes especially critical.  Notwithstanding the strong desire by institutions 

to retain online students, studies continue to indicate that students enrolled in an online 

course are less likely to persist compared to those enrolled in a face-to-face course 

(Holder, 2007; Joo, Lim, & Kim, 2001; Lee & Choi, 2011; Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 

2005; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Rovai, 2003).  Carr (2000) reported examples of 

institutions that are experiencing a less than 50% completion rate for online courses, and 

McVay-Lynch (2002) cited rates as high as 75% of students not completing courses 
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offered online.  In the fall of 2011, 6.7 million students were enrolled in online courses.  

Student attrition rates for online courses were 10-20% higher than classes taught in a 

face-to-face setting (Angelino et al., 2007).  

Despite the growth in online programs and the national attention placed on 

college completion (College Board, 2012), student retention and success rates in online 

courses remain poor.  Although some argue that online courses are of the same quality as 

traditional courses (Russell, 1999), lower retention rates cause one to question if 

institutions are doing all that they can to provide a similar experience in the online 

environment (Carr, 2000).  With the absence of national statistics regarding the online 

student retention phenomenon, researchers are left with informal studies and anecdotal 

evidence. 

Problem Statement  

When a student fails to persist, it is a “no win” situation for both the student and 

the academic institution: the student fails to achieve his or her initial goal(s) and the 

institution fails to capitalize on the goal of growing enrollment and improving 

perceptions of quality of programs (Moody, 2004).  With an increasing volume of adult 

students pursuing a degree online, institutions need information in order to better 

understand how online learning can be improved.  Armed with information about online 

students’ priorities and satisfaction levels, institutions can make adjustments and address 

issues in problem areas that have the greatest impact on the students’ experience, thereby 

potentially resulting in higher levels of persistence.  Once this type of information is 

gathered, institutions can focus on how to proactively address these issues.  Without 
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understanding the priorities and satisfaction levels of students, institutions could address 

the wrong issues and ignore those that contribute to poor student persistence.     

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if student satisfaction and 

the importance level of various educational experiences influence persistence for adult 

undergraduate online students.  This study used the educational experience indices 

derived by the Priorities Survey for Online Learners (PSOL).  In this tool, twenty-six 

items are divided into five subscales that evaluate academic services, enrollment services, 

institutional perceptions, instructional services, and student services, controlling for 

gender, age, and race for undergraduate online students at a four-year private American 

institution.  The independent variable was defined as the performance gap between the 

level of student satisfaction and importance levels for each item.  The dependent variable 

was defined as persistence or graduation from the program and the control variables were 

defined as gender, age, and race.  Specifically, this study explored if persistence for 

undergraduate online students was affected when there was a performance gap.  A 

performance gap exists between items that are rated highly important but with low levels 

of satisfaction, or rated less important but with high levels of satisfaction.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The researcher examined two questions, which promise to better focus 

institutional resources to retain adult online learners: 

1. What is the relationship between the performance gap and student 

persistence? 
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2. When a performance gap exists, which educational experiences evaluated 

as a part of the PSOL have a significant impact on persistence?   

When a performance gap positively or negatively impacts student persistence, an 

institution can evaluate the items where a gap exists and implement potential strategies to 

address the issues.  When there are specific items that are particularly influential on 

persistence, institutions can prioritize the implementation of appropriate strategies to 

influence persistence positively.  

To address these fundamental research questions, the researcher proposed two 

hypotheses:  

 There is a significant relationship between student persistence and a 

performance gap.  Specifically, students with larger and a greater number of 

performance gaps will have a lower likelihood of persisting.    

 There are specific educational experiences evaluated on the PSOL that 

influence student persistence to a greater degree when a performance gap is 

present. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This study was delimited to adult students enrolled at an American private four-

year institution in an online undergraduate program of study.  It excluded graduate-level 

students because students at the graduate level tend to exhibit different levels of 

motivation toward educational goals (Cao, 2012).  The study also excluded students 

attending traditional courses simultaneously, as the goal was to isolate students who 

would not have regular face-to-face contact with fellow classmates or faculty.   

Community building, social, and academic interactions that are unique to face-to-face 
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interactions do not occur online and could obscure the findings.  Due to these 

delimitations, conclusions from the study only apply to online, adult, undergraduate 

populations.   

The ability to generalize the results of this study also rested on the PSOL as a 

measurement tool.  Specifically, institutions that do not use the PSOL are unable to draw 

conclusions unless a similar scale of satisfaction and importance are utilized; this should 

be noted for potential differences when making comparisons related to satisfaction and 

importance levels.  Despite these delimitations, the findings of this study could be 

compared with other populations that have used an alternative tool to assess student 

satisfaction.  Previous research (Levy, 2007) has provided an understanding of student 

satisfaction as an indicator of attrition, and there are other student satisfaction surveys 

that could be used.   

Limitations 

  One limitation of this study is that the PSOL instrument is a self-report survey 

measuring importance and satisfaction levels at the institution in which the student is 

currently enrolled.  Students, for example, may be reluctant to share honest feedback or 

ratings in fear of identification.  Students in this study were informed that their answers 

remain anonymous; although, a certain anxiety may remain.   

The current study used the PSOL as an instrument to evaluate priorities and levels 

of student satisfaction.  Consequently, as noted above, the results of the study are not 

generalizable to other institutions because the relationship between the performance gap 

and persistence is specific to the institution studied.   
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Students submitting this study’s survey have self-selected to complete the survey.  

This could create results that reflect more positive or more negative feelings of 

satisfaction.   

Another limitation was that limited data from one institution was used in this 

study.  The sample size is statistically sufficient, albeit one institution narrows the scope 

of the type of learner typically attracted to a particular school.  The other related 

limitation is that this is a four-year private institution, which narrowly defines the 

audience to those students willing to invest in a private education and who have the 

financial resources to afford private education.   

Assumptions 

 The following assumptions were made for this study: (a) students willingly 

complete the PSOL without incentive and honestly rate their levels of importance and 

satisfaction; (b) the 26 educational experiences evaluated on the PSOL are critical 

indicators driving student persistence for online undergraduate students.   

Definition of Terms 

 In this section, terms used within this study have been defined for the purposes of 

this research.   

 Adult student: Age 25 or older as defined by Noel-Levitz, the sponsor of the 

PSOL. 

 Asynchronous:  Online instruction when students are not online at the same time.  

This instruction is typically facilitated through media tools such as e-mail and discussion 

boards (Hrastinski, 2008).  
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Attrition rate: Calculated by taking the number of students opting not to persist 

over the total enrolled during the term in which the PSOL was administered.   

Blended learning: The combination of face-to-face and computer-mediated 

instruction (Graham, Woodfield, & Harrison, 2013). 

Decile: The distribution of values of a particular variable that is divided into ten 

equal groups. 

Dropout: When a student does not remain enrolled in consecutive terms or is not 

progressing toward their educational goals.   

Importance level: Measured by the importance rating provided by students on 

the PSOL, ranging from 1 to 7.  A rating of 1 represents ‘not important at all’ while a 

rating of 7 signifies 'very important’.  There is an option to select that the factor does not 

apply.  

Learning management system: The software application used to deliver online 

courses.  The application provides the technology allowing for course content and 

interactions typically found in a classroom to take place online.   

Online student: A student who is enrolled in a program or course taught 

completely online with no on-campus component.  

 Performance gap:  Calculated by subtracting the satisfaction level from the 

importance level found on the PSOL. The larger the performance gap, the greater the 

indication that the institution is not meeting student expectations; a smaller performance 

gap indicates that the institution is doing a relatively good job of meeting student 

expectations. Negative performance gaps indicate the institution is exceeding student 
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expectations; negative gaps are rare and are more likely to be found on items of low 

importance to students (Noel-Levitz, 2013). 

 Persistence: For students in this study completing the PSOL in 2006 and 2008, 

persistence is defined as a student who remains enrolled in consecutive terms or is 

enrolled in more than one term during a 24-month period since the administration of the 

PSOL, making progress toward their educational goals.  For students in this study 

completing the PSOL in 2012, persistence is defined as a student that has remained 

enrolled without a gap of more than one six week academic term since the administration 

of the PSOL making progress toward their education goals.  In other words, persistence 

for 2012 students requires almost continuous enrollment since completing the PSOL. 

Persistence rate: Calculated by taking the number of students opting to persist 

over the total enrolled during the term the PSOL was administered. 

 Student satisfaction level: Measured by the student satisfaction rating provided 

by students on the PSOL, ranging from 1 to 7.  A rating of 1 represents ‘not satisfied at 

all’ while a rating of 7 signifies ‘very satisfied’.  There is an option to select that the 

factor is not available or used.   

Significance of the Study 

Student persistence in higher education is a complex phenomenon due to the vast 

variations in human behavior (Holder, 2007; Woodley, De Lange, & Tanewski, 2001).  

Tinto (1975) and Kember (1995) reviewed models that identified dropout attributes in 

traditional and online environments respectively.  Both models concluded that students 

struggled with balancing social and academic demands.  Research has also been 

conducted to evaluate the satisfaction levels of students with the quality of education, 
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interactions with faculty and fellow classmates, and learning management system 

(Gibson, 2010; Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011; Joo et al., 2001; Morris et al., 

2005; Park & Hee, 2009; Sun et al., 2008).  Gibson (2010) found that the quality of 

teaching, knowledge acquired, and academic experience were most influential on overall 

satisfaction.  Harris et al. (2011) found that the expectations of students, regardless of the 

issue, are most influential on student satisfaction.  Joo et al. (2001), Morris et al. (2005), 

Park and Hee (2009), and Sun et al. (2008) all concluded that the interactions and 

engagement of the student influenced the level of satisfaction.   

There are many factors that contribute to overall student satisfaction.  The factors 

affecting a student’s decision to remain enrolled, as presented by previous researchers 

(Gibson, 2010; Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011; Joo et al., 2001; Morris et al., 

2005; Park & Hee, 2009; Sun et al., 2008), neglected to address the importance or 

priority of those factors.  In other words, satisfaction levels were not evaluated in the 

context of student priorities.  Previous studies have not focused specifically on the 

correlation between levels of importance and satisfaction, and how persistence is 

impacted as a result.  There have not been studies conducted that identify if satisfaction 

levels in important areas have a significant influence on a student’s decision to remain 

enrolled.  This study focused on online, adult, undergraduate students, which is an area 

that has not been explored significantly due to the surge of enrollments only in the past 

decade (Lederman, 2013). 

The research conducted as a part of this study may benefit institutions of higher 

education.  For example, there are financial benefits for institutions that retain more 

online learners, especially for private institutions in which net tuition revenue as a result 
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of enrollment is critical.  According to the College Board (2011), private four-year 

Master’s-level universities had $14,850 average net tuition revenues per student in 2010.   

This study may also help institutions identify if importance and satisfaction levels 

impact decisions to persist.  Specifically, this study focused on the importance of, and 

satisfaction with, academic services, enrollment services, institutional perceptions, 

instructional services, and student services.  When institutions understand the gaps 

between the rated importance and satisfaction of educational experiences, they can 

implement new systems to address the problem by taking proactive measures.  In 

addition, institutions can use the findings of this study to conduct additional research or 

assessments on specific areas that are regarded as very important according to students 

and identified as areas of needed improvement through the rated level of satisfaction in 

the online environment.   

Summary 

Due to the complexity of student persistence in adult online programs, as well as 

the sudden growth in online learning, it is critical for administrators to understand more 

fully why a student chooses to persist or dropout.  A narrow focused effort will not 

significantly increase persistence; instead, a multifaceted approach must be used to 

address challenges from many angles.  This study fills a gap in previous research by 

examining the items that are most important to a student in conjunction with the level of 

satisfaction.  Persistence was evaluated when a performance gap existed.  A major 

objective for higher education administrators involved in online learning is to improve 

completion rates.  This research assists in addressing that challenge.  
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This chapter introduced the rationale for the study through the purpose statement.  

As outlined in the delimitations, the focus of the study is narrow, but can be used as a 

building block for future research.  The hypotheses posit that performance gaps are 

predictive of student persistence and systems can be put in place to address the items of 

most relevance to the student and the institution.   

Chapter Two will provide a literature review of student persistence in higher 

education, theories related to persistence, and student satisfaction.  Chapter Three will 

outline the study’s methodology, describe the survey tool, and describe how the data was 

collected and analyzed.  Chapter Four will present the results of the analysis, as well as 

the answers to the research questions.  Chapter Five will provide a full interpretation of 

the data and make recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if student satisfaction and 

the importance level of various educational experiences influence persistence.  This 

chapter examined previous research related to persistence rates and student satisfaction in 

higher education.  Much has been done to study the reasons for dropout and related 

student satisfaction levels; however, as Tinto (1975) pointed out, most of the early 

research has been descriptive in nature and not focused on modeling the processes that 

students navigate when deciding to withdraw from institutions of higher education.  

Previous research indicates that persistence in higher education is not always 

directly tied to the individual, but may also be a function of institutional characteristics 

(Tinto, 1975).  The challenge is that much of the research that has been conducted 

focused on the student and has not been placed in the context of the institutional 

characteristics or in a prioritized order of importance.  For example, the type of student 

admitted to an institution could have an impact on the overall persistence rates (Tinto, 

1975).  Persistence in college could be a function of the inputs to the system in some 

cases and the preparedness of the institution to manage the needs of those inputs could be 

insufficient.  There unfortunately is not enough research to make generalizable 

conclusions if the institutional type, quality, student composition, and size truly impact 

attrition (Tinto, 1975).  Studies by Davis (1966), Meyer (1970), Nelson (1972), and 

Spady (1970) indicated that there was a correlation between college quality and 

persistence; however, varying individual characteristics drive the overall decision to 

continue, or not to continue, in a program (Bean & Metzer, 1985; Tinto, 1975).   
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Student satisfaction has been studied and linked to persistence (Aitken, 1982; 

Rovai & Wighting, 2005; Thomas, 2000), and because persistence is vital to the financial 

sustainability of institutions, student satisfaction levels help to direct institutional policy 

decisions (College Board, 2012; Drouin, 2008).  Up to this point, research on student 

satisfaction has primarily focused on the factors featured in the five subscales of the 

PSOL, but it has lacked any prioritization of the factors.  This study attempted to fill that 

void by identifying if there was a variance in persistence rates when student satisfaction 

was considered, based on the prioritization of the PSOL factors by importance level.   

The Adult Learner 

 This study focused on adult learners, a population that has been driving 

significant changes in higher education for the past two decades.  As Bok (2003) 

explained, higher education has become more consumer-driven and market-oriented.  

Adult students are one market that higher education institutions have targeted in order to 

remain competitive and financially stable (Bok, 2003).  Pascarella and Terenzini (1998) 

found that, although the market focus was shifting toward catering to the adult learner, 

there was little research dedicated to how the adult learner may have different 

motivations and learning styles.  Donaldson and Townsend (2007) conducted a study of 

selected journals to determine how often adult students were the focus of research.  They 

reviewed seven higher education journals from 1990 to 2003 and found only 1.27% of 

articles were focused on adult undergraduate students (Donaldson & Townsend, 2007).  

Although the number of adult students enrolling in higher education is increasing 

(Lederman, 2013), research has not focused on finding the contributions adult students 

will make to the future of higher education.  
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 Providing programs and services that meet the needs of adult learners continues to 

be a challenge (Deggs, 2011).  The historical structure of higher education contributes to 

the struggle institutions face in serving adult learners due to the complexity of their needs 

(Deggs, 2011; Price & Baker, 2012).  The American higher education system was built 

around meeting the needs of students between the ages of 18 and 21 (Price & Baker, 

2012).  The time has come where the models for recruiting and retaining adult students 

must be modified to meet changing demographics.  Cleveland-Innes (1994) took the 

model that Tinto (1975) created to compare the needs and persistence rates of adult 

learners versus traditional-age students.  Although Cleveland-Innes (1994) found that the 

commitment to education of both groups was congruent, their external and social needs 

were dissimilar.  Price and Baker (2012) concluded that adult students use the classroom 

to engage in friendships, much as traditional-age students use residence and dining halls.  

The curricular experience is the environment where adult students engage both 

academically and socially (Price & Baker, 2012).  These types of findings emphasize the 

need for higher education administrators to examine support systems, degree programs, 

delivery systems, and course offerings that serve adult learners, creating access and 

promoting degree completion (Quinnan, 1997).   

Deggs (2011) determined in his study that the barriers facing adult learners in 

higher education were classified into three categories.  First, adult learners have more 

intrapersonal challenges.  For instance, time and money management are two issues 

commonly noted by adult learners.  Adult learners also have a more challenging time 

handling the balancing act of emotions and the fear of failure (Deggs, 2011).  The second 

barrier noted by Deggs (2011), was career or job-related.  Adult learners need to meet job 
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expectations while balancing schoolwork.  Some workplaces are more supportive of 

employees returning to school than others.  The final barrier noted by Deggs (2011) was 

academic-related.  The degree of familiarity with technology and the ability to understand 

foreign concepts and theories were primary concerns of adult learners.  Simply stated, in 

these respects, adults have very different needs than traditional-age students.   

Adult students have numerous challenges that need to be addressed because they 

have competing priorities.  They often commute and attend classes part-time in the 

evenings or on weekends (Price & Baker, 2012).  Adult students want to be guided and 

offered flexibility.  Without direction and options to navigate through the educational 

system, adult learners struggle to complete their educational pursuits.  Travers (2012) 

noted that adult learners do not want to be treated as if they fit the mold of a traditional-

age student.  They want credit and recognition for the experiences they bring to the 

classroom, a practice commonly known as “credit for prior learning.”   

Online Student Persistence 

Academic and Social Interactions 

Persistence of online students continues to be an issue for institutions of higher 

education.  With the number of online learners growing year after year, persistence is a 

pressing concern.  Allen and Seaman (2013) explained the number of students taking a 

minimum of one online course is roughly 6.7 million, a 9.3% increase compared to the 

previous year.  Thirty-two percent of all enrolled students are taking at least one online 

course (Allen & Seaman, 2013).  Despite the strong desire to enroll in online courses, 

students in online programs continue to dropout at rates higher than those enrolled in 

face-to-face programs (Boston et al., 2009).  Patterson and McFadden (2009) found that 
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students in online programs dropped out at a rate of six to seven times greater than those 

enrolled in courses taught in a traditional format.  Angelino et al. (2007) found attrition 

rates to be 10% to 20% higher for students enrolled in online courses.   

There are several theories that have explained the reasons for lower levels of 

persistence in online environments.  One theory suggests that increased levels of 

academic and social interactions minimize student attrition (Tinto, 1975).  This argument 

has stood the test of time, with supporting evidence in both traditional and online settings 

(Boston et al., 2009; Tinto, 1975).  Researchers found that students who felt like they 

belonged within the online community and who had the attention of faculty, tended to 

continue enrollment in courses (Boston et al., 2009; Lee & Choi, 2011; Morris, et al., 

2005).  Continuation of enrollment being linked to a sense of belonging and faculty 

interaction is not a new finding, but rather a replication of what was found in the 

traditional classroom settings.  The major difference is the strategies an institution will 

use to influence these feelings of belonging and faculty attentiveness for online learners.  

For example, students who have regular contact with faculty and classmates in online 

forums tend to have a sense of belonging.  This finding implies that provoking 

interactions through the design of the coursework can improve student retention (Boston 

et al., 2009).  

Continuing with the idea that increased interaction increases persistence of online 

learners, Lee and Choi (2011) found that support and encouragement are also necessary 

for learners to achieve social integration.  When social integration occurs, students are 

better able to balance studying with work, family, and social commitments.  Lee and 

Choi (2011) conducted a meta-analysis related to the persistence of online learners.  The 
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review included qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies.  Although limited 

in generalizability to any one study, the conclusions across the spectrum of studies were 

consistent with what Tinto (1975) theorized happens in traditional classrooms.  Students’ 

demographic characteristics were not as predictive on persistence as the ability of a 

student to create a sense of community and to connect with classmates and faculty (Lee 

& Choi, 2011).  Students need to feel supported in their studies through interactions with 

faculty and support services, such as library assistance or tutoring.  These support 

systems lead to improved persistence rates.   

Research by Morris et al. (2005) supported the theory that the level of academic 

integration influences attrition.  The researchers conducted a statistical analysis to explore 

the relationships between student participation and persistence.  After assessing the time 

spent online in the learning management system, the number of responses to classmates, 

interactions with faculty, and other academically related interactions online, it was 

concluded that those students opting to continue in the program were more engaged with 

activities and did so with a greater frequency than those who spent less time interacting.  

Students who were engaged with the content and discussions persisted at significantly 

higher rates than students who were less engaged (Morris et al., 2005).   

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement suggests that persistence is a by-

product of student involvement.  The theory focuses on traditional-age students who are 

involved in organizations and activities on the campus (Astin, 1984).  This theory, 

however, could be applied to adult students.  The most prominent types of involvement 

noted in the research to be tied to persistence are academic exchanges, involvement with 

faculty, and interactions with peers (Astin, 1999).  The focus of this theory was on what a 
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student did, not how the student though or felt.  An involved student is one that tends to 

be retained (Astin, 1999).   

 The research reviewed previously in this chapter illustrates that, by making 

academic and social interactions a priority, student persistence in online coursework is 

increased.  Furthermore, academic and social interactions carried out via online methods 

are as critical as those in the traditional classroom setting.  Joo et al. (2011) also 

explained that an online learning environment should integrate learning-centered 

discussions and team-based learning to promote a notable level of social and academic 

presence.  As outlined in the next section, environmental surroundings, support systems, 

and technical preparation must be considered in conjunction with the academic and social 

interactions in order to maximize the number of students persisting (Holder, 2007).  The 

number of factors that come together to influence a student’s decision to continue with 

enrollment is complex and likely not tied to a single variable.    

Impact of Support Systems and Learning Management Systems 

Studies involving the impact of demographic related characteristics on student 

persistence in online programs have produced inconsistent findings (Lee & Choi, 2011; 

Park & Hee, 2009; Ravai, 2003).  Persistence is not affected as much by where the 

student comes from, but more by those people who surround the student at the time of 

enrollment.  Specifically, several studies found that family support and organizational 

support had a significant influence on persistence (Holder, 2007; Lee & Choi, 2011; Park 

& Hee, 2009).  For example, a student with a family who supports his or her educational 

goals emotionally and a work environment that is flexible for the purposes of school will 
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be more likely to persist than a student who has a disinterested family and a job that has 

no appreciation for advanced education (Holder, 2007). 

Holder (2007) surveyed students and by statistical regression found that students 

with higher emotional support, self-efficacy, and time management persisted at higher 

rates.  Having a supportive group of friends or family, coupled with the comfort that the 

student is not in the learning process alone, was statistically significant in predicting 

students’ persistence (Holder, 2007; Parker, 1999).  According to the studies conducted 

by Holder (2007) and Parker (1999), increased student support increases persistence.      

As noted in previous research (Holder, 2007; Joo, Lim, & Kim, 2001; Lee & 

Choi, 2011; Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 2005; Rovai, 2003), Patterson and McFadden 

(2009) found lower levels of persistence for students enrolled in online courses.  In 

Patterson and McFadden’s (2009) research, MBA students enrolled online were six times 

more likely to dropout than campus students.  Similarly, online Communications 

Sciences and Disorders students were seven times more likely to dropout than their on-

campus counterparts.  These results support the theory that the delivery mode or the 

learning management system impacts persistence (Patterson & McFadden, 2009).   

These findings should encourage administrators and instructional designers to 

identify what is missing in the online environment when compared to campus programs.  

The idea of a support system for online learners should also be discussed prior to 

enrollment.  Enhancing the online experience and identifying students without the 

appropriate support systems early on will assist in improving student persistence 

(Hershkovitz & Nachmias, 2011).   
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Student Satisfaction and Persistence 

Student Expectations and Satisfaction 

Expectancy theories of motivation have been in existence for years.  Expectancy 

theory, according to Chen and Fang (2008), is the anticipation of a particular outcome.  It 

is a descriptive theory, not a prescriptive theory.  Descriptive theories attempt to describe 

how a situation will actually unfold, whereas prescriptive theories try to explain how a 

situation should develop (Behling & Starke, 1973).   

Expectancy theory, in the context of the attrition rates of online learners, focuses 

on the degree to which student expectations are met and the impact on the associated 

levels of satisfaction and persistence (Harris et al., 2011).  Students who think that they 

will do well are more likely to be motivated to perform and to persist than those students 

who do not share the same levels of confidence (Pintrich, 2003).  For example, if a 

student is expected to study an hour outside of class for every hour in class, but the work 

required two hours of study outside of class for every hour in class, the student would 

have incongruent expectations with the experience.  Doubt of the ability to succeed starts 

to enter the student’s mind at this point.  This in turn leads to lower levels of satisfaction.  

Students with lower levels of satisfaction tend to discontinue enrollment (Levy, 2007; 

Paechter, Maier, & Macher, 2010).  This is important because research conducted by 

Levy (2007) and Paechter, Maier, and Macher (2010) confirmed that students who are 

not satisfied tend to discontinue enrollment.  What remains unclear is what the tipping 

point is for students and their level of satisfaction.  We do not know if there are certain 

factors of high importance to students that provoke them to dropout at a higher rate when 

dissatisfaction exists.  
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Harris et al. (2001) conducted a study that evaluated the reliability of the Student 

Expectations of Online Learning Survey (SEOLS) as a tool for gauging student 

expectations when enrolling in online courses.  The researchers hypothesized that 

appropriate programming could be developed by administrators to maximize student 

persistence if there was an understanding of student expectations and how those 

expectations in turn impacted a student’s decision to continue enrollment (Harris et al., 

2001).  After analyzing the data from a quantitative study, the researchers concluded that 

if expectations align with the experience, there is a higher likelihood that the student will 

persist.  For example, some students underestimate the technical skills required to take 

online courses.  Novice online learners often underestimate the skills needed to be a 

successful online learner, causing frustration, and in result, dropout (Carr, 2000).  

Interactions with the instructor and their response time is also an area in which Harris et 

al. (2001) found there is an incongruence between the expectations of students and 

reality.  When expectations are met, there is a higher level of student satisfaction; 

therefore, students tend to continue with their enrollment (Harris et al., 2001).  The 

researchers urge institutions to give serious consideration to evaluating student 

expectations as a strategy intended to increase persistence.  

Levy (2007) also tested expectancy theory, but in a slightly different manner.  

Using an instrument to measure student perceptions, Levy’s (2007) study confirmed what 

other research has suggested (Harris et al., 2007).  Specifically, students’ satisfaction is a 

major factor in students’ decision to continue enrollment.  Levy’s (2007) instrument 

measured perceptions regarding students’ academic achievements and the expectation the 

student had regarding expected performance.  For example, if the student expected to 
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perform at an average level and performed no worse than at that level, satisfaction levels 

were higher.  On the other hand, if a student expected to perform at an above average 

level and performed worse than that level, satisfaction levels were low.  A goal of 

administrators in online learning is to improve persistence by providing an education that 

meets or exceeds the expectations of the student.  Levy’s study helped provide empirical 

evidence regarding some of the critical educational experiences that may cause 

frustration that leads to a student’s decision to not persist (Levy, 2007).   

Joo et al. (2011) researched expectations and perceptions when introducing a 

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM).  Incorporating the perceptions of learners on the 

ease and usefulness of the technology, Davis (1989) created the model.  The model 

indicates that when students perceive the technology to be useful and easy to use, they 

will use it more often to achieve their goals.  The researchers found the model to be 

accurate in that when the students find a learning system to be a useful tool and one that 

will enhance learning, the students are willing to adapt to the use of the technology (Joo 

et al., 2011).  The expectation is that the learning management system will be user 

friendly and functional.  For example, if the student struggles with using the learning 

management tool and is unable to interact with faculty through the system, the student 

will have lower levels of satisfaction and in turn, a higher likelihood of not persisting.  

The findings of Joo et al. (2011) align with expectancy theory in that students expect 

interactive learning.  If interaction is cumbersome, Joo et al. (2011) found lower rates of 

persistence.   

Each of the studies conducted by Harris et al. (2001), Joo et al. (2011), and Levy 

(2007) shared a common research question: to understand if students’ expectations and 
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levels of satisfaction with a variety of educational experiences influence persistence.  All 

of the studies used quantitative methods to assess expectations and levels of satisfaction; 

however, each took a slightly different approach.  Regardless, they demonstrate that 

expectancy theory could be applied as a link to student satisfaction and ultimately 

persistence.   

Why Students Choose Not to Persist 

Students enrolled in online programs do not dropout for one specific reason, and 

as such, the theories regarding online student persistence linked to student satisfaction are 

diverse and cover a variety of areas.  Willging and Johnson (2009) conducted research to 

better understand the reasons why students opt not to persist in online learning 

environments.  The researchers found there were many reasons and categorized these into 

four areas: personal reasons, job-related reasons, program-related reasons, and 

technology-related reasons (Willging & Johnson, 2009).  The personal and job-related 

reasons circled back to the theory that personal and work-related support systems are 

linked to attrition.  When students have support systems, satisfaction levels tend to 

increase (Willging & Johnson, 2009).  Online learners need a support system in order to 

manage the demands.  For example, family problems or a change in work schedule can 

cause a student to dropout if the support system does not exist to help the student manage 

through a difficult time.   

Technology is also a critical aspect in a student’s decision to continue in a 

program, according to Willging and Johnson (2009).  Linked to the theory that the mode 

of delivery influences persistence and higher levels of academic and social integration 

increase persistence, the idea that technology influences a student’s likelihood of 
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continuing enrollment aligns with previous research (Harris et al., 2011; Patterson & 

McFadden, 2009; Tinto, 1975).  If, for example, the student has a lack of technical 

orientation to the program or the learning management system is too impersonal, the 

student will not continue to enroll.  The findings of Willging and Johnson (2009) also 

align with those found by Joo et al. (2011) using the TAM model.  The ease of use of the 

learning management system certainly can encourage or discourage the level of 

interactions based on the student’s ability to maneuver within the system.  This is 

important because if students are not engaged, they tend not to continue enrollment 

(Harris et al., 2011; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Tinto, 1975).   

 Discontinuing enrollment in online programs is due, in part, to students’ feelings 

of isolation from other students and a lack of comprehension about how to maximize the 

use of the online tools (Joo et al., 2011).  Students in online programs often do not fully 

embrace the software or the delivery of the content, which may be provided in a manner 

that does not fit the student’s learning style.  Online students often fail to anticipate the 

differences between face-to-face interactions and online interactions (Joo et al., 2011).  

The student expects a similar experience to the one he or she has experienced in the 

traditional classroom and find him- or herself dissatisfied and dropping out.   

Liu, Gomez, and Yen (2009) suggest that a combination of learning approaches 

should be developed to address the level of dissatisfaction that leads to dropout in online 

learning environments.  Liu et al. (2009) attempted to provide solutions to address the 

issue of low persistence levels for online learners.  From research conducted by Liu et al. 

(2009), some of the dissatisfaction with an online environment can be tied to false 

expectations in online learning.  Many online learners are experiencing a different 
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instructional approach for the first time as they enter online programs.  The flexibility 

afforded by online courses is desirable, but the understanding of how an online 

environment is different from a traditional environment does not exist.  The blended 

learning approach was found to be a suitable transitional option for some first-time online 

learners because of the variety of learning options (Liu et al., 2009).  For example, 

collaboration software for asynchronous discussions, self-paced studies, instructor-lead 

synchronous discussion, videos, and practical learning from classmates can provide 

variety to meet the expectations and necessary transition time for many first-time online 

learners.  The blended learning instructional approach offers the student a balance 

between traditional instructional methods and the online approach, providing ample 

opportunity to become familiar with the online environment.  This in turn leads to more 

realistic expectations for fully online environments and improved persistence because 

expectations are in-line with reality (Liu et al., 2009).  

The mode of delivery has an impact on student satisfaction and persistence, just as 

anxiety toward technology can (Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Sun et al., 2008).  Students 

who have a positive outlook on the use of technology will experience higher levels of 

satisfaction and those with anxiety about technology might experience lower levels of 

success (Sun et al., 2008).  The learning that takes place in an online program should 

focus on the content and concepts being taught rather than the comfort with the learning 

management system used to deliver the content.  A negative attitude toward using 

available technology will reduce student interest in the courses and put levels of 

satisfaction at risk.  The comfort level of the student with technology will impact overall 

persistence (Sun et al., 2008).    
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Summary 

There have been many studies conducted to survey the reasons for lower levels of 

online student persistence.  There have also been a variety of studies completed to assess 

the levels of student satisfaction in online programs.  The purpose of the previous 

research has been to address the need to increase student persistence in online higher 

education.  The approaches used in the various studies, although similar in purpose, 

differed in focus.  Researchers have isolated variables and reviewed different types of 

learning environments.  The challenge is that the complexity of student persistence in 

online programs makes any study difficult when it comes to controlling for relevant 

educational experiences.  There seems to be a variety of experiences that are 

interconnected, making it a challenge to address one single issue.  Online student 

persistence and evaluating student satisfaction of online learners are multifaceted 

challenges that must be addressed from many angles.   

Chapter Three will focus on the research design and approach, the sample and 

setting, and the collection of data including the PSOL instrument.   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine if there is a relationship between 

students’ persistence and their perceived levels of satisfaction and the importance level of 

various educational experiences.  Existing research, outlined in Chapter Two, has 

primarily focused on evaluating satisfaction levels, but fails to consider the importance of 

certain educational experiences on that satisfaction (Gibson, 2010; Harris et al., 2011; 

Joo, et al., 2001; Morris, et al., 2005; Park & Hee, 2009; Sun et al., 2008).  These studies 

also do not consistently link student satisfaction levels to persistence.  After a review of 

the literature, the researcher acknowledges other literature may be available on the topic, 

though none were found in this review.  

The goal of this chapter was to explain: (a) the approach and design for this study, 

(b) the setting and sample population, (c) the data collection process and to provide a 

description of the assessment tool, (d) how the data were analyzed in relation to the 

research questions, and (e) the ethical procedures followed to protect those participating 

in the study.   

 Research Approach and Design 
 

As Creswell (2005) describes, and as with many quantitative inquiries, the main 

objective of this study was to determine if there is a relationship between the dependent 

variable and the independent variable.  This study can also be classified as a descriptive 

study, using the survey method, as it is a quantitative study intended to identify patterns 

or trends (Jackson, 2009).  In this descriptive study, participants’ attitudes were measured 

through an online survey instrument.   
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Participants in the study were undergraduate adult students enrolled in an online 

program at a private, non-profit, regionally accredited institution of higher education in 

the Midwest.  All students enrolled in online courses were asked to complete the PSOL.  

The survey was administered typically every other year in the fall session, only during 

the years when the National Survey of Student Engagement instrument was not being 

administered by the University.  University leaders thought that the combination of the 

two survey instruments provided them with the needed data to assess engagement and the 

skills students gained from attending the University.  An email requesting completion of 

the survey was sent to all students enrolled in credit-bearing online courses.  A link was 

provided in the email and students were asked to complete the survey within a given 

period of time.  A numeric password was required to take the survey in order to verify 

student identity, as the PSOL does not collect student social security or student 

identification numbers.   

Once the surveys were completed, the data could be accessed in an aggregate 

manner or at the individual student record level.  For the purposes of this study, the PSOL 

data were linked to persistence data found in the institutional student information system 

at the student record level by matching the first three letters of the first name, the first 

three letters of the last name, and an email address provided by the student when 

completing the PSOL.  Data were linked at the student record level; however, the data 

used in this study were analyzed at the aggregate level.  The linking of the two data sets 

allowed correlation analyses to be completed and the hypotheses to be tested.  This study 

was limited to students older than 24 years of age, therefore the researcher controlled for 

age.  Race and gender were also two demographic variables that were measured. 
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Setting and Sample Population 

The University where this study was conducted is less than 50 years old.  This 

University is young compared to some of its peers, but it is committed to serving online 

students.  A majority of students at the University are enrolled online.  The University 

serves more than 16,000 students annually with a total of nine physical locations in three 

states.  In 2013, the University was ranked in U.S. News and World Report (2013) as one 

of the top 10 Best Online Bachelor’s Programs.  

In order to evaluate student persistence behavior over time, the analyses included 

students who were enrolled in 2006, 2008, or 2012, and who had taken the PSOL.  With 

persistence being the dependent variable, it was critical that the researcher utilized survey 

data over a number of years.  The reason this was critical was due to the fact that 

evaluating persistence over a short period of time provides too limited or narrow of a 

view of the actual persistence and progress toward graduation.  The existence of data as 

early as 2006 allowed the researcher to evaluate the six-year graduation rate, a national 

standard used by the U.S. government.  Utilizing 2008 data also enabled the researcher to 

review four-year graduation rates and to capture a more recent data set with the 2012 

data.   

Data Collection and the PSOL 

The PSOL, found in Appendix A, was the instrument used to collect student 

satisfaction and importance levels, ultimately constituting the performance gap.  The 

PSOL evaluates 26 educational experience indices that are segmented into five subscales 

including academic services, enrollment services, institutional perceptions, instructional 

services, and student services.  Appendix B displays categorization of the educational 
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experiences by subscale.  Table 1 provides the specific description of the five subscales 

(Noel-Levitz, 2013).  Each of the 26 educational experience indices was presented with 

two Likert scales asking the student to evaluate the importance of the educational 

experience and how satisfied the student was with the institution’s performance on that 

educational experience.  The Likert scale ranges from 1 (not important at all/not satisfied 

at all) to 7 (very important/very satisfied), with 4 being neutral in both cases of 

importance and satisfaction.  According to Noel-Levitz (2013), the statistical reliability of 

the PSOL tool is acceptable with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0.77. 

Table 1  

PSOL Subscale Descriptions 

Subscale Description 

Institutional Perceptions Assesses how students perceive the institution. 
 

Academic Services Assesses the services that students utilize to 
achieve their academic goals, including 
advising, course offerings, technical assistance, 
online library resources, and tutoring services. 

Instructional Services Assesses students’ academic experience, the 
instructional materials, faculty/student 
interactions, evaluation procedures, and the 
quality of instruction. 

Enrollment Services Assesses processes and services related to 
enrolling in the online program, including 
financial aid, registration, and payment 
procedures. 

Student Services Assesses the quality of student programs and 
services, including responses to student 
requests, online career services, and the 
bookstore. 
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The PSOL collected 13 standard demographic variables.  The demographic 

information is self-reported information and included gender, age, ethnicity, enrollment 

status, class load, class level, educational goal, employment, marital status, current 

number of hours enrolled online, and previous number of credits earned online.  These 

data assisted in segmenting, testing the existing hypotheses, and exploring areas for 

future research.   

The PSOL survey was electronically distributed via email to students in the fall of 

2006 and 2008, and in January 2012.  The original message was sent during the middle of 

the six-week term with two subsequent reminder messages.  The first reminder was sent 

ten days after the initial message and the second, a week after the first reminder.   

The PSOL was developed by Noel-Levitz and modeled after the Student 

Satisfaction Inventory, which is a survey used to assist institutions in evaluating 

importance and satisfaction levels for traditional, face-to-face learners.  In 2001, the 

PSOL was launched and has since been used by more than 100 institutions (Noel-Levitz, 

2013).  The instrument takes approximately 10-15 minutes for a student to complete 

(Noel-Levitz, 2013); the student is informed about this time commitment prior to entering 

the survey.  Students self-selected to complete the survey.  In 2006, 40% of the 3,794 

students asked to complete the survey completed it.  In 2008, 35% of the potential 4,998 

students completed the survey.  In 2012, 5,314 students were asked to complete the 

survey with 33% of the students submitting.  

After a student submitted the PSOL survey, Noel-Levitz calculated the 

performance gap for each of the 26 educational experiences.  A performance gap was 
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calculated by subtracting the satisfaction rating from the importance rating.  This 

performance gap functioned as the independent variable in this study.   

 The PSOL data were obtained from Noel-Levitz with permission from the “key 

holder” of the PSOL data at the University.  A written request was made and within two 

days the data were provided via SafeMail, the Noel-Levitz proprietary portal.  A separate 

file was obtained from a University official containing persistence data.  These data were 

obtained directly from the University student information system and provided to the 

researcher via email.  Linking the persistence data received directly from the University 

to the PSOL data was done using a matching algorithm.  The algorithm included 

matching the last name and the first three letters of the student first name along with 

email addresses.  The matched records constitute the final research file.  No names or 

identifiable data were left in the file once the link between the two files had been 

completed.   

Analysis and the Research Questions 

In the file from Noel-Levitz containing the PSOL data, a performance gap on each 

of the 26 educational experiences was provided.  The performance gap data was provided 

in a summary report and was appended to individual student records for each of the 26 

educational experiences.  The first step in the analysis was to link the PSOL data to the 

persistence data from the University student information system.  The linking of the 

PSOL data and persistence data were done for all three years of data.  The researcher 

reviewed the data to ensure that there was not any specific demographic representation in 

the data that would skew the analyses.   
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The data were then uploaded into SAS.  The first analysis attempted to identify if 

there was a relationship between the performance gap and student persistence.  A 

correlation was conducted.  The performance gap data were reviewed in their raw format 

(to the nearest .00) and grouped into a number of continuous values based on the 

clustering of the performance gaps ranging from 6 to -6.  The exercise of grouping, or 

binning the data, allowed for a smaller number of data points to be analyzed.  The intent 

was to test if certain intervals of data or clusters were correlated with persistence.  The 

data were also evaluated by reviewing the average performance gap for those persisting 

and those not persisting.  When a relationship was found when conducting these analyses, 

conclusions pertaining to the relationship were formulated.  

When a performance gap existed for any of the 26 educational experiences, a chi-

square test was built to test if any of the educational experiences evaluated as a part of the 

PSOL had a more significant impact on persistence.  A binary outcome of persisting or 

not persisting was used as the dependent variable in the logistical regression model.  The 

26 educational experiences with a performance gap were evaluated independently, in 

conjunction with each other, and as a part of the predetermined PSOL subscales to test if 

there was a link to persistence.  The analysis assisted in determining when a performance 

gap existed and if there were educational experiences that were more or less predictive of 

student persistence.  The performance gap of specific educational experiences analyzed 

independently or in conjunction with each other enabled the researcher to better 

understand student behavior related to the continuation or discontinuation of enrollment.   
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Ethical Considerations 

The PSOL is optional at the University and participants self-selected in 

completing the survey.  The data was carefully stored on the researcher’s hard drive, 

which is password protected.  The data utilized by the researcher when performing the 

analyses were personally unidentifiable and utilized only a personal identifiable data for 

the purposes of linking PSOL and persistence data.  The personally identifiable data were 

deleted after the linking was completed.  Age was described as a range and other 

demographic characteristics were only used to segment the data for analysis.  No personal 

interviews or direct interaction occurred with the students.  The researcher received IRB 

approval to conduct the research.  The IRB approval letter can be found in Appendix C.   

Summary 

 Chapter Three outlined the research design, which attempted to determine if a 

relationship existed between student persistence and student priorities and levels of 

satisfaction.  Details about the sample were provided as was the method used to collect 

the data.  The instrument was discussed in depth along with providing a statistical 

confidence level.  The anticipated analysis described how the research questions will be 

addressed.  Finally, the ethical considerations were defined.   

 In Chapter Four the results of the analyses are provided.  Chapter Five will 

provide conclusions and recommendations.    
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine if student satisfaction and the 

perceived importance level of various educational experiences influence persistence for 

adult undergraduate online students.  As more colleges and universities explore 

opportunities to fully engage in providing online education as a means to grow 

enrollments and to generate revenues from non-traditional sources, increasing student 

persistence is critical.  Institutions have a strong desire to retain online students for a 

variety of reasons, most notably to create a sustainable revenue stream to support ongoing 

expenses while providing educational value.  Research literature continues to reveal, 

however, that students enrolled in an online course are less likely to persist compared to 

those enrolled in a face-to-face course (Holder, 2007; Joo, Lim, & Kim, 2001; Lee & 

Choi, 2011; Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 2005; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Rovai, 2003).   

The findings of the study may assist institutions in making adjustments to address 

issues that have the greatest impact on the students’ experience, thereby potentially 

resulting in higher levels of persistence.  Through PSOL data, institutions can understand 

the priorities and satisfaction levels of students.  Linking that data to persistence enables 

institutions to focus their time, energy, and resources in the proper areas, having the 

greatest impact on persistence.    

In this chapter, the procedures used for data collection are reviewed, followed by 

demographic information of the participants.  The results of the study and each of the 

hypotheses are presented followed by a summary of the findings.   
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Review of the Methodology 

 The PSOL data were collected during the fall of 2006 and 2008, as well as in 

January of 2012.  The PSOL is optional at the University and participants self-selected in 

completing the survey.  The subset of the survey participants used for this analysis had a 

matching student record located within the institutional student information system.  As a 

resulting of the matching process, the participating students in this study were online, 

adult learners, enrolled in an undergraduate program at the University who completed the 

PSOL and had a matching student record in the student information system.  Some of the 

survey participants did not have a matching record in the student information system; 

therefore, persistence data could not be attached to the survey data and the students were 

not included in the study.  

 When completing the survey the participants rated their level of satisfaction and 

importance for 26 educational experiences on a seven-point Likert scale.  At the end of 

the survey, participants were also asked to respond to demographic questions including 

information about gender, age, ethnicity, employment, marital status, and their 

educational goals.  The demographic questions were optional, although most students 

consistently provided an answer to most questions.  A sample of the PSOL instrument is 

included as Appendix A. 

Reliability of PSOL Instrument 

 The PSOL originated from the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI), 

which has shown significant reliability and validity over time.  In a pilot study using 

1,315 students, the scales for the PSOL showed acceptable reliability, with a Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficient of 0.77 (Noel-Levitz, 2013).  
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A prior study on the validity of the SSI demonstrated convergent validity by 

correlating satisfaction scores from the SSI with satisfaction scores from the College 

Student Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSSQ), another statistically reliable satisfaction 

instrument.  The Pearson correlation between these two instruments (r = .71, p  < .001) 

was high enough to indicate that the SSI’s satisfaction scores measure the same 

satisfaction construct as the CSSQ’s scores, and yet the correlation was low enough to 

indicate that there are distinct differences between the two instruments (Noel-Levitz, 

2013).  

Because the PSOL is a comparatively new tool, the measures have not yet been 

assessed independent from the SSI.  It is assumed the PSOL demonstrates significant 

statistical reliability due to the findings related to the SSI, which measures importance 

and satisfaction levels of traditional learners.  

Findings of Descriptive Statistics 

Demographic Information of the Participants  

 Of the 4,992 students completing the PSOL during one of the three years it was 

administered, 2,325 students had a matching record in the student information system.  If 

a student took the PSOL in multiple years, the data gleaned during the first administration 

was included in the study.  Persistence data were appended to each matched student 

record.  There were 44 records that did not rate levels of satisfaction or importance on 

any of the 26 educational experiences.  These 44 records were eliminated.  The data 

analysis in this study was based on the remaining 2,281 records.  Overall 1,711 of the 

students in the study persisted, while 570 did not.  The average persistence rate for the 

participants in this study was 75%.   
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Forty-nine percent of the sample was female, with just slightly over 1.5% of the 

sample not reporting gender.  The participants identified their age by selecting from a 

group of age ranges from as young as 18 and under to 65 and over, with the majority of 

participants in the 25 to 34 and 35 to 44 age ranges.  Students younger than 25 years of 

age were eliminated from the study.  The ethnic distribution was 72.3% Caucasian, 

12.0% African American, 4.0% Hispanic, 2.3% Asian, 0.7% Indian, 1.7% other, and 

7.0% opted not to respond. 

 Most of the participants in the data analysis were employed.  Approximately 86% 

worked full-time, while 5% worked part-time.  Only 1.8% failed to respond concerning 

their employment status.  Most participants were not married (64%).  The educational 

goals for the majority of those completing the survey and having a student record in the 

student information system was to obtain a bachelor’s degree (75.9%); however, 19.6% 

did indicate an educational goal of wanting to obtain a Master’s or other advanced 

degree.  Table 2 displays these data in detail.   
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Table 2  

Demographic Information 

Characteristic Percentage of Sample Population 

Gender 
Male 
Female 
Missing 

 
48.8% 
49.5% 
  1.7% 

Age 
25 to 34 
35 to 44 
45 to 54 
55 to 64 
65 and over 
Unknown/Missing 

 
36.6% 
31.3% 
17.6% 
  2.9% 
    .1% 
11.5% 

Ethnicity/Race 
African-American 
American Indian or Alaskan Native 
Asian or Pacific Islander 
Caucasian/White 
Hispanic 
Other race 
Prefer not to respond or missing 

 
12.0% 
    .7% 
  2.3% 
72.3% 
  4.0% 
  1.8% 
  7.0% 

Employment  
Full-Time 
Part-Time 
Not employed 
No answer or missing 
 

Marital Status 
Single 
Single with children 
Married 
Married with children 
Prefer not to respond 
No answer or missing 
 

Educational Goal 
Associate degree 
Bachelor’s degree 
Master’s degree 
Doctorate or professional degree 
Other 
No answer or missing 

 
86.4% 
  5.0% 
  6.8% 
  1.8% 

 
21.4% 
10.9% 
19.0% 
44.9% 
  2.2% 
  1.7% 
 

    .8% 
75.9% 
16.8% 
  2.8% 
  1.8% 
  2.0% 



PERSISTENCE OF ONLINE ADULT LEARNERS 
	
	
	

40

Findings of PSOL Subscale Data 

 The 26 educational experiences evaluated as a part of the PSOL were divided into 

five subscales related to academic services, enrollment services, institutional perceptions, 

instructional services, and student services.  Findings of each of these subscales were 

individually reviewed to gain a deeper understanding of the participants involved in the 

data analyses.   

Academic services.  

Seven educational experiences related to overall academic services were rated.  

Using the 7-point Likert scale, the mean satisfaction rating for the 26 individual 

educational experiences ranged from 5.20 to 6.24.  The mean satisfaction rating for all 

educational experiences was 5.73.  Using the above stated range and mean satisfaction 

rating, the data indicated a high level of satisfaction with educational experiences 

clustered in the academic services subscale.  Participants were relatively satisfied with 

access to their advisor (M = 5.85, SD = 1.40), believed the program requirements were 

clear (M = 5.83, SD = 1.32), felt there were sufficient offerings (M = 5.90, SD = 1.23), 

had technical assistance (M = 5.86, SD = 1.31), and had access to library resources (M = 

6.08, SD = 1.13).  Participants, however, felt that the advisor did not necessarily assist 

them with their career goals (M = 5.31, SD = 1.58) and that the institution lacked tutoring 

services (M = 5.20, SD = 1.55).  

The importance ratings for the educational experiences in the academic services 

subscale were right around the mean importance rating for all educational experiences (M 

= 6.34).  All of the importance ratings for educational experiences in the academic 

services subscale were at or above the mean except tutoring services being readily 
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available (M = 5.69, SD = 1.47) and the program advisor assisting with career goals (M = 

6.13, SD = 1.16).  Details of all importance and satisfaction levels, as well as the 

associated performance gaps are outlined in Table 3 for all of the subscales. 

Enrollment services.  

Satisfaction rating levels for the enrollment services subscale were scattered with 

those relating to money ranked in the bottom half, whereas registration satisfaction 

ratings averaged toward the top of the list of educational experiences.  Participants rated 

enrollment services about average when it came to level of importance of the 26 

educational experiences (M = 6.36).  The perception that adequate financial aid is 

available ranked number 20 on the list of average levels of importance, timely 

information on financial aid ranked 21st, “registration is convenient” had the eighth 

highest average importance level ranking, and “billing procedures are convenient” ranked 

eleventh.  Overall the educational experiences within the enrollment services subscale 

had the highest performance gaps.  This information is detailed in Table 3. 

Institutional perceptions.  

With the fewest number of educational experiences to evaluate (two), the 

institutional perceptions subscale had a unique dynamic.  The satisfaction level for 

institutional reputation was above average (M = 5.98, SD = 1.09), but the other 

educational experience evaluating the satisfaction with tuition paid being worthwhile was 

below average (M = 5.68, SD = 1.40).  For the importance rating, the exact opposite was 

true.  The importance level for institutional reputation was below average (M = 6.30, SD 

= .97), whereas tuition paid being a worthwhile investment was above average (M = 6.57, 

SD = .78).   
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The flipped high and low satisfaction and importance ratings in the two 

educational experiences in the institutional perceptions subscale generated an interesting 

variance in the performance gaps.  Calculated by subtracting the satisfaction rating from 

the importance rating, the average performance gaps for all 26 educational experiences 

ranged from 1.10 to -0.15.  The larger the performance gaps are, the greater the indication 

that the institution is not meeting student expectations.  The reputation performance gap 

was 0.33, ranking it 23 out of 26.  This result would indicate that the participants were 

satisfied with the reputation, but the average importance rating of 6.30 was below the 

average indicating this was not extremely important.  The tuition paid was viewed as 

important, but students were not pleased with the amount they were being asked to pay, 

resulting in an average gap score of 0.89.  The tuition paid performance gap ranked third 

highest on the list of average performance gaps.  The details of ratings are found in Table 

3. 

Instructional services.  

Eight educational experiences form the instructional services subscale, making it 

the subscale with the most sizeable impact on the overall survey.  Satisfaction levels for 

the educational experiences included in this subscale were all above average with the 

exception of faculty providing timely feedback on student progress (M = 5.67, SD = 1.51) 

and student-to-student collaborations being of value (M = 5.53, SD = 1.35).  Likewise 

there were only two importance levels for educational experiences found in the 

instructional services subscale that were below average.  The student-to-student 

collaborations were not rated as important (M= 5.35, SD = 1.56).  The frequency of 
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interactions between the student and instructor also had an average importance rating that 

fell just below the average (M = 6.32, SD = 0.88). 

The timeliness of faculty feedback, clarity of assignments, quality of online 

instruction, and faculty responsiveness all had a performance gap above .77, indicating a 

high level of importance and lower levels of satisfaction.  Each of these educational 

experiences was in the top ten of average performance gap scores for the 26 educational 

experiences.  “Materials,” “interactions with the faculty are frequent,” and the 

“assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable” had average 

performance gaps in the bottom half of the 26 educational experiences, indicating a lower 

importance and a higher level of satisfaction.  Student-to-student collaborations presented 

the only negative average performance gap.  A negative performance gap indicates the 

students are satisfied, but there is not a high level of importance placed on this 

interaction.  Refer to Table 3 for the breakdown of the specific educational experiences in 

the Instructional services subscale.   

Student services.  

With five educational experiences included in the student services subscale, 

satisfaction levels were overall average.  Importance ratings were overall high, which 

indicated a high level of importance is placed on student services for the adult 

undergraduate online learners included in this study.  As indicated by the above average 

performance gaps displayed in Table 3, the “institution responds quickly,” “channels are 

available for providing timely responses to complaints,” and “know who to contact for 

questions about programs and services,” are educational experiences students view as 

important, but could be improved based on the satisfaction levels.  “Online career 
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services are accessible” had an average performance gap that fell directly in the middle of 

the 26 educational experiences and the bookstore service fell second from the bottom on 

the list of average performance gaps.  Detailed information of this data is outlined in 

Table 3. 

Table 3 

PSOL Subscale Educational Experience Data 

Subscale Importance Satisfaction    Gap        

Educational Experience M SD M SD M SD 

Institutional Perceptions         

The institution has a good reputation 6.30 0.97  5.98 1.09  0.33 1.17 

Tuition paid is a worthwhile 
investment 

6.57 0.78  5.68 1.40  0.89 1.45 

         

Academic Services         

My program advisor is accessible by 
telephone and e-mail 

6.36 0.93  5.85 1.40  0.52 1.45 

My program advisor helps me work 
toward career goals 

6.13 1.16  5.31 1.58  0.87 1.71 

Program requirements are clear and 
reasonable 

6.57 0.70  5.83 1.32  0.74 1.38 

There are sufficient offerings within 
my program of study 

6.50 0.80  5.90 1.23  0.60 1.27 

Appropriate technical assistance is 
readily available 

6.34 0.95  5.86 1.31  0.49 1.29 

Adequate online library resources 
are provided 

6.36 0.94  6.08 1.13  0.31 1.15 

Tutoring services are readily 
available for online courses 

5.69 1.47  5.20 1.55  0.65 1.69 

         

Instructional Service         

Instructional materials are 
appropriate for program content 

6.54 0.72  5.97 1.17  0.56 1.23 

Faculty provide timely feedback 
about student progress 

6.57 0.70  5.67 1.51  0.90 1.60 
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Subscale Importance Satisfaction    Gap        

Educational Experience M SD M SD M SD 

Student-to-student collaborations 
are valuable to me 

5.35 1.56  5.53 1.35  -0.15 1.42 

Student assignments are clearly 
defined in the syllabus 

6.61 0.70  5.84 1.39  0.77 1.44 

The frequency of student and 
instructor interactions is adequate 

6.32 0.88  5.74 1.39  0.58 1.50 

Assessment and evaluation 
procedures are clear and reasonable 

6.38 0.88  5.82 1.27  0.56 1.30 

The quality of online instruction is 
excellent 

6.65 0.65  5.85 1.42  0.80 1.44 

Faculty are responsive to student 
needs 

6.59 0.68  5.82 1.40  0.77 1.40 

         

Enrollment Services         

Adequate financial aid is available 6.25 1.33  5.53 1.59  0.82 1.78 

I receive timely information on the 
availability of financial aid 

6.23 1.24  5.23 1.76  1.10 1.95 

Registration for online courses is 
convenient 

6.53 0.81  6.07 1.27  0.47 1.27 

Billing and payment procedures are 
convenient for me 

6.45 0.87  5.82 1.43  0.62 1.46 

         

Student Services         

This institution responds quickly 
when I request information 

6.52 0.78  5.67 1.54  0.85 1.62 

Channels are available for providing 
timely responses to student 

6.17 1.05  5.31 1.58  0.87 1.67 

Online career services are available 5.96 1.30  5.57 1.39  0.51 1.43 

I am aware of whom to contact for 
questions about programs and 
services 

6.39 0.88  5.67 1.47  0.73 1.45 

The bookstore provides timely 
service to students 

6.40 0.97  6.24 1.11  0.21 1.09 
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Subscale Relationship to Persistence  

 Although the primary interest was in the impact of performance gaps on 

persistence for individual educational experiences, the relationship between persistence 

and the survey subscales was measured.  Performance gaps were summed across all items 

within a subscale, and independent t-tests were used to measure the difference in average 

sum of performance gaps.  Table 4 shows a significant difference between those who 

persisted and those who did not persist for each of the subscales. In each subscale, 

participants who did not persist experienced a greater performance gap than those who 

did persist. 

Table 4 

Sum of Performance Gaps for PSOL Subscales 

PSOL Subscale Sum of Performance 
Gaps for Persisting 
Students 

Sum of Performance 
Gaps for Students 
Not Persisting  

p-value for t-
test Between 
Means 

Academic Services 3.36 4.31 < 0.001 
Enrollment Services 2.39 2.95 0.01 
Institutional 
Perceptions 

1.14 1.34 0.05 

Instructional Services 4.46 5.35 0.02 
Student Services 2.52 3.05 0.02 
 

Results 

Results for Research Question One 

What is the relationship between the performance gap and student persistence?  

For each student, the number of positive performance gaps, defined as educational 

experiences where importance was higher than satisfaction, was calculated.  Table 5 

shows the contingency table for the number of performance gaps compared to 
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persistence.  

Table 5 

Relationship Between Number of Performance Gaps and Persistence 

Number of Positive 
Performance Gaps 

Students Students 
Persisting 

Students Not 
Persisting 

Persistence 
Rate 

0 271 211 60 77.9% 
1 115   89 26 77.4% 
2 129 102 27 79.1% 
3 120 100 20 83.3% 
4 118 88 30 74.6% 
5 118 86 32 72.9% 
6 93 64 29 68.8% 
7 95 67 28 70.5% 
8 90 72 18 80.0% 
9  125 87 38 69.6% 
10 93 81 12 87.1% 
11 97 80 17 82.5% 
12  113 88 25 77.9% 
13  111 71 40 64.0% 
14 87 72 15 82.8% 
15 86 61 25 70.9% 
16 60 45 15 75.0% 
17 57 42 15 73.7% 
18 61 36 25 59.0% 
19 49 34 15 69.4% 
20 44 32 12 72.7% 
21 30 21   9 70.0% 
22 31 22   9 71.0% 
23 29 18 11 62.1% 
24 21 15   6 71.4% 
25 21 16   5 76.2% 
26 17 11   6 64.7% 
	

After reviewing the results of the contingency table, a chi-square test was 

performed to test the relationship between the number of positive performance gaps 

present for each student and persistence.  The number of positive performance gaps and 

the persistence produce 2(1) = 48.60, p = .05.  This finding is an indication that a 
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significant relationship exists between the two.  Table 5 shows that the nature of the 

relationship is that persistence goes down as students have more positive gaps.  

Additionally, there was a significant relationship between persistence and the 

mean number of performance gaps.  The mean number of performance gaps for students 

who persist was M = 8.73, SD = 6.76, while the mean number of performance gaps for 

students not persisting was M = 9.69, SD = 6.76. t(2279) = 2.91, p  < .001.  The result is 

significant and shows that students who persisted had fewer positive performance gaps 

than students who did not persist. 

 As an alternate way to measure the relationship between performance gaps and 

persistence, all positive and negative performance gaps were summed.  It should be noted 

that this exercise was focused on the overall gap rather than gaps associated with specific 

educational experiences.  The calculation of the overall performance gap is the sum of all 

importance ratings minus all satisfaction ratings for each student across all educational 

experiences. Table 6 and Figure 1 display the sum of gaps by decile.  The trend is not as 

noticeable as shown in Table 5, but the data do display a noticeable downward direction 

as the sum of performance gaps increases.  A t-test showed that persisting students had a 

significantly lower sum of performance gaps than non-persisting students.  The mean 

sum of all performance gaps for those students who persist was M =13.83, SD = 20.00.  

For those students who did not persist, the mean sum of all performance gaps was M = 

16.94, SD = 21.34. t(2279) = 3.17, p  < .001.   
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Table 6 

Distribution of Sum Gaps by Decile  

Sum of All 
Performance Gaps 

Average 
Performance 
Gap 

Total 
Students 

Students 
Persisting 

Persistence 
Rate 

-78 to -5 -11.4 214 164 76.6% 
-4 to -1 -2.2 178 136 76.4% 
0 to 1 0.3 269 215 79.9% 
2 to 5 3.5 264 199 75.4% 
6 to 9 7.5 199 145 72.9% 
10 to 15  12.5 265 211 79.6% 
16 to 20  17.9 200 163 81.5% 
21 to 27  23.8 230 165 71.7% 
28 to 41  33.1 237 159 67.1% 
42 to 125  59.9 225 154 68.4% 
 

Displayed in Figure 1 are the persistence rates for students distributed by the sum 

of the performance gaps for the 26 educational experiences.  The higher sum total of 

performance gaps, the lower the persistence rate. 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of sum total gaps by decile.   

A final analysis was conducted to test the relationship between the sum total of 

performance gaps and persistence.  Those students with a sum total of performance gaps 
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of 24 or more persist at a rate of 67.91%, whereas those with a sum total of performance 

gaps of 23 or less persist at a rate of 77.50%.  Chi-Square Automatic Interaction 

Detection (CHAID) optimally segmented the sum total of performance gaps per student 

into two groups.  Specifically, CHAID segmented the sum total of performance gaps per 

student at 23 or less and 24 or more.  Statistically this revealed, 2(1) = 21.5, p < .001. 

Table 7 

Distribution of sum gaps determined using CHAID.   

Sum Total of 
Performance Gaps 
Per Student 

Total Number 
of Students 

Number of 
Students Persisting 

Persistence Rate  

23 or less 1689 1309 77.50 
24 or more 592   402 67.91 
 
Results for Research Question Two 

When a performance gap exists, which educational experiences evaluated as a part of the 

PSOL have a significant impact on persistence?   

A chi-square test was used to determine the educational experiences that have the 

greatest impact on persistence when a performance gap is present.  This test was selected 

due to the nature of the PSOL survey, which uses a Likert scale.  In order to have a 

sufficient number of records in all cells of the chi-square test, the performance gaps for 

each of the 26 educational experiences were segmented into .2 or less, -1, 0, 1, 2, 3, and 4 

or more.  This resulted in chi-square tests with six degrees of freedom. 

Table 8 outlines the results of the chi-square test for each of the 26 educational 

experiences, when a performance gap was present.  This test was used as a means to 

identify which individual educational experiences are most strongly associated with 
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persistence.  There were six educational experiences with a p-value that classified them 

as significant at the .05 level.  These educational experiences included: 

 My program advisor is accessible by telephone and e-mail. 

 Instructional materials are appropriate for program content. 

 Adequate financial aid is available. 

 I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 

 Assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable. 

 Tutoring services are readily available. 

Table 8  

Chi-square Test Results for Size of Performance Gap 

Educational Experience 
Chi-
Square p 

This institution has a good reputation.   3.22 0.781 
My program advisor is accessible by telephone and e-mail. 14.27 0.027 
Instructional materials are appropriate for program content. 13.11 0.041 
Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 10.46 0.107 
My program advisor helps me work toward career goals.   7.94 0.243 
Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment. 12.58 0.050 
Student-to-student collaborations provide valuable experiences.   4.19 0.650 
Adequate financial aid is available. 14.84 0.022 
This institution responds quickly when I request information. 11.34 0.078 
Student assignments are clearly defined in the syllabus. 10.07 0.122 
There are sufficient offerings within my program of study. 11.00 0.088 
The frequency of student and instructor interactions is adequate.   8.17 0.226 
I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 14.26 0.027 
Channels are available for providing timely responses to student 
complaints.   7.09 0.312 
Appropriate technical assistance is available.   1.25 0.974 
Assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable. 16.05 0.013 
Registration processes are convenient.   8.09 0.232 
Online career services are available.   2.51 0.867 
The quality of online instruction is excellent.   9.88 0.130 
   
Educational Experience Chi- p 
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Square 
Adequate online library resources are provided. 10.12 0.120 
I am aware of whom to contact for questions about programs and 
services. 11.81 0.066 
Billing and payment procedures are convenient for me.   8.94 0.177 
Tutoring services are readily available. 12.95 0.044 
Faculty are responsive to student needs.   8.73 0.189 
The bookstore provides timely service to students.   5.00 0.544 

 

The detailed results of the chi-square test are displayed in Figure 2.  Figure 2 is used 

to assist in visualizing the distribution of persistence rates sorted by the performance gap 

and the 26 educational experiences.  Figure 2 displays higher persistence rates in green, 

while lower persistence rates are in red.  Yellow and orange indicate a persistence rate 

closer to the average.  The higher persistence rates tended to be found in those cells with 

a lower performance gap, whereas lower persistence was found in cells with higher 

performance gaps.  There were a few inconsistencies where lower persistence was found 

when performance gaps were lower, but this may be simply an indication that there is not 

a strong relationship between persistence and performance gap for that particular 

educational experience.   
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Figure 2. Persistence rates for each educational experience by size of performance gap. 
 
 A second chi-square test was completed using the same methodology as above, 

except using a different representation of performance gap.  Students that ranked 

importance above four, indicating some level of importance and satisfaction below four, 

indicating some level of dissatisfaction, were classified as having a ‘meaningful’ gap for 

any one educational experience.  This resulted in series of chi-square tests with one 

degree of freedom.  The results of these tests, as outlined in Table 8, found eight 

significant educational experiences with a p-value that classified them as significant at 

the .05 level.  These educational experiences included: 

 My program advisor is accessible by telephone and e-mail. 

 Instructional materials are appropriate for program content. 

 Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 
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 My program advisor helps me work toward career goals. 

 Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment. 

 I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 

 I am aware of whom to contact for questions about programs and services. 

 Tutoring services are readily available. 

Table 9 

Chi-square Test Results for Presence of ‘Meaningful’ Gap 

Educational Experience Chi-Square p 
This institution has a good reputation. 2.95 0.09 
My program advisor is accessible by telephone and e-mail. 5.37 0.02 
Instructional materials are appropriate for program content. 4.74 0.03 
Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 6.43 0.01 
My program advisor helps me work toward career goals. 4.98 0.03 
Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment. 6.94 0.01 
Program requirements are clear and reasonable. 3.73 0.05 
Student-to-student collaborations provide valuable experiences. 0.39 0.53 
Adequate financial aid is available. 5.68 0.02 
This institution responds quickly when I request information. 3.16 0.08 
Student assignments are clearly defined in the syllabus. 0.00 0.96 
There are sufficient offerings within my program of study. 1.73 0.19 
The frequency of student and instructor interactions is adequate. 0.84 0.36 
I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 8.63 0.01 
Channels are available for providing timely responses to student 
complaints. 0.92 0.34 
Appropriate technical assistance is available. 0.63 0.43 
Assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable. 0.36 0.55 
Registration processes are convenient. 0.51 0.48 
Online career services are available. 0.15 0.70 
The quality of online instruction is excellent. 1.71 0.19 
Adequate online library resources are provided. 0.53 0.47 
I am aware of whom to contact for questions about programs and 
services. 4.96 0.03 
Billing and payment procedures are convenient for me. 1.64 0.20 
Tutoring services are readily available. 4.66 0.03 
Faculty are responsive to student needs. 0.30 0.58 
The bookstore provides timely service to students. 0.10 0.75 
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The detailed results of this particular chi-square test, including the heat chart, are 

broken out in Figure 3.  Figure 3 displays higher persistence rates in green, while lower 

persistence rates are in red.  Yellow and orange indicate a persistence rate closer to the 

average.  Similar to the test that included six degrees of freedom, Figure 3 displays 

evidence of a strong relationship between a performance gap being present and 

persistence.  There are two educational experiences that indicate the relationship may not 

exist between a significant performance gap and persistence.  It is not surprising that 

these two educational experiences were not significant.  

 
Figure 3. Persistence rates for each educational experience by presence of ‘meaningful’ 
gap, color-coded with higher persistence rates in green and lower persistence rates in red.  
Yellow and orange indicate a persistence rate closer to the average.    
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Further Investigative Analyses 

 Relationships between persistence and other appended variables found within the 

data set provided from the student information system to perform the matching process 

were investigated.  The additional variables analyzed included number of terms 

completed at the University prior to the PSOL assessment, the number of transfer credits 

the student enrolled with at the University, and military status.   

 When analyzing the data on the number of terms completed at the University 

prior to the PSOL assessment, there was a relationship.  Specifically, if the student had 

completed at least one or more terms at the University prior to taking the PSOL, the 

student persisted at, or above, the average persistence rate.  As displayed in Table 10, the 

student who had enrolled in four terms or more had a persistence rate nearly 9% higher 

than the average persistence rate of 75%.  The mean number of prior terms for students 

who persisted was M = 2.70, SD = 2.51.  For students who did not persist, the mean 

number of prior terms was M = 1.91, SD = 2.30. t(2279) = 6.60, p < .05. 

Table 10 

Distribution of Prior Terms enrolled at the University  

Number of Terms 
Enrolled Prior to 
PSOL 

Total Number 
of Students 

Number of Students 
Persisting 

Persistence Rate  

4 or more   694 580 83.6% 
1 to 3 1055 802 76.0% 
0   532 329 61.8% 
 

The number of hours transferred also showed to be related to persistence.  

Dividing the total number of students into four equal groups of approximately 570, it was 
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determined that students who transferred in 83 or more hours of credit had an 89% 

persistence rate.  The more hours a student transferred in to the University, the more 

likely the student was to persist.  As displayed in Table 10, those transferring in 60 or 

more hours persisted just below the overall average rate of 75%.  The mean number of 

transfer credit hours for students who persisted was M = 91.19, SD = 42.10.  For students 

who did not persist, the mean number of transfer credit hours was M = 48.76, SD = 44.06. 

t(2279) = 20.60, p < .05. 

Table 11 

Distribution of the Number of Hours Transferred in to the University 

Number of Hours 
Transferred into the 
University 

Total 
Number of 
Students 

Number of 
Students 
Persisting 

Persistence Rate  

106 or greater 570 515 90.35% 
83 to 105 570 508 89.12% 
60 to 82 570 424 74.39% 
59 or less 571 264 46.23% 
 

 Any association with the military, current or previous was not statistically 

significant 2(1) = 1.62, p = .20.  Using a simple definition of military involvement as 

past or present, it was determined that students with military experience tended to persist 

at a rate of about 2% above the average persistence rate of 75%.  This information is 

displayed in Table 12.    
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Table 12 

Distribution of Students with Military Experience  

Military 
Experience  

Total Number 
of Students 

Number of Students 
Persisting 

Persistence Rate  

Yes 508   392 77.17% 
No 1773 1319 74.39% 

 

Summary 

The results showed that there is a relationship between the performance gap and 

student persistence.  Thus, the hypothesis that students with larger and a greater number 

of performance gaps would have a lower likelihood of persisting was supported.  In 

addition, the hypothesis stating that there are specific educational experiences evaluated 

on the PSOL that influence student persistence to a greater degree when a performance 

gap was present was also supported.   

Further investigative analysis of student demographic attributes also revealed a 

relationship with persistence.  The number of terms a student had been enrolled and the 

number of transfer hours showed to have a relationship with persistence at the University.  

The more terms a student had been enrolled and the more transfer credits a student 

brought with them to the University, the more likely they were to persist.  There is a trend 

indicating the student was more likely to persist if the student had any military 

experience.  A p = .20, however, does not suggested there is no relationship between 

military status and persistence.     
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine if student satisfaction and 

the importance level of various educational experiences influenced persistence for adult 

undergraduate online students.  The research explored the following questions: 

1. What is the relationship between the performance gap and student 

persistence? 

2. When a performance gap exists, which educational experiences evaluated as a 

part of the PSOL have a significant impact on persistence?   

In this chapter, the findings and data analyses are reviewed.  Based on this 

information, conclusions and recommendations are provided.  A summary of the 

findings, limitations, recommendations, and implications for further research are 

outlined.   

Summary of the Study 

As more colleges and universities outline strategic initiatives to move educational 

offerings online, high dropout rates continue to plague the adult online learner (Lee & 

Choi, 2011).  As Moody (2004) noted, online courses have grown in popularity, but due 

to the high dropout rates, it can be concluded that online learning has fallen short in 

meeting student expectations.  In order to continue to grow enrollments and to generate 

revenue to support the needs of higher education, institutions will need to better 

understand and to learn to accommodate the needs of new student populations and 

delivery formats (Bean & Metzner, 1985).   
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This study originated based on the previous research started by Levy (2004), in 

which it was determined that students taking courses online who dropped had far lower 

levels of satisfaction compared to satisfaction levels of adult students who persisted in 

completing online courses.  Based on statistics reported by Angelino et al. (2007), student 

persistence rates for online courses were 10% to 20% lower than classes taught in a face-

to-face setting.  It is clear that further research is required and that actions need to be 

taken to address the persistence and lower levels of student satisfaction levels.   

In theory, much of student satisfaction is driven by expectancy.  This is why the 

PSOL instrument was selected as the tool to assess student satisfaction in this study.  By 

using the PSOL, not only can conclusions be drawn based upon satisfaction levels, but 

also the level of importance assigned by a student.  Researchers acknowledge 

expectations are driven by items that are important to consumers (Behling & Starke, 

1973).  Enrollment leaders in higher education, who intend to grow adult enrollments and 

deliver the education online, will need to make transformative changes to adapt to the 

needs of this population.   

This study attempted to gather information to be used by enrollment professionals 

in higher education who seek to improve persistence for adult online learners.  

Participants in the study were undergraduate adult students enrolled in an online program 

at a private, non-profit, regionally-accredited institution of higher education in the 

Midwest.  Data were collected from students who took the PSOL in the fall of 2006 or 

2008 or in January of 2012.  The results of the survey were matched with the persistence 

data of students found in the student information system.   
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A performance gap for 26 educational experiences found on the PSOL was 

calculated.  Several analyses were conducted to identify if there was a relationship 

between performance gap and persistence.  The study also assessed if there were specific 

educational experiences that had a more significant impact on persistence.   

Summary of the Findings 

A quantitative analysis showed that there was a significant relationship between 

performance gap and persistence.  There were also specific educational experiences that 

had a more significant impact on persistence when a performance gap was present.   

The first part of Chapter Four assessed the relationship between persistence and 

performance gap.  For each student, the number of positive performance gaps, defined as 

educational experiences where importance was higher than satisfaction, was calculated.  

Based on the findings, persistence rates decreased as the number of positive performance 

gaps increased.  The result was significant and showed that students who persisted had 

fewer positive performance gaps than students who did not persist.  This finding suggests 

that an institution needs to work individually with students who have higher numbers of 

positive performance gaps in order to improve persistence.   

	 A second analysis was conducted to measure the relationship between 

performance gaps and persistence by analyzing the sum of all positive and negative 

performance gaps.  Although not as profound as the raw number of performance gaps, a 

t-test showed that persisting students had a significantly lower sum than non-persisting 

students.  This finding is again an indication that students with a higher sum total of 

performance gaps may tend not to persist when compared to students with a lower sum 

total of performance gaps.   
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When a performance gap was present, a series of analyses were conducted to 

identify if there were specific educational experiences that had a more significant impact 

on persistence.  The first chi-square test, using six degrees of freedom, produced a result 

that indicated six significant educational experiences.  These educational experiences 

focused on interaction with the advisor, course materials, financial aid, tutoring, and the 

assessment of performance.  When a similar chi-square test was conducted using only 

one degree of freedom, eight educational experiences surfaced as having a more 

significant relationship with persistence.  These included interactions with the advisor, 

faculty feedback, course materials, financial aid, tutoring and a point of contact for 

questions.  Similar educational experiences had a relationship, regardless of the degree of 

freedom used, but it was clear in the one degree of freedom that faculty interactions had a 

more significant relationship with persistence.   

Implications for Action  

  The literature demonstrates that there is a need for higher education to take a 

serious look at how instruction is delivered and those who enroll in courses.  Times are 

changing.  Many academic leaders are starting to recognize the changing face of the 

entering students (Allen & Seaman, 2013).  According to a recent report distributed by 

Sloan Consortium (2013), 7.1 million students enrolled in higher education are taking at 

least one online course and this growth rate continues to outpace that of overall 

enrollment growth.  The same report states that 41% of chief academic officers admitted 

that retaining students in online programs is more challenging than for those in face-to-

face courses.  Although a lot can be learned from traditional interventions to assist 
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students in persisting, comparing the retention of students in online programs to those in 

face-to-face programs is not simple or easy.  

 Students who choose to enroll in online courses tend to do so because they may 

not be able to attend college otherwise.  Face-to-face teaching platforms are not 

conducive to the schedules or learning styles of these students.  Research suggests that 

students enrolled in online programs often do not persist due to conflicting obligations 

with work or family commitments (College Board, 2012).  The make-up of the student 

body confounds the ability to directly compare the persistence rates of students enrolled 

in online programs to that of students enrolled in face-to-face programs (Allen & 

Seaman, 2014).  For this reason, additional research must be conducted to develop 

intervention strategies to support online learners.  Palloff and Pratt (2007) explained the 

importance of integrating services to support online learners.  The authors suggested it is 

critical for universities to create educational environments that respond to the demands of 

students and the world in which they live and work.  It is not just the students’ 

responsibility to thrive in an educational setting.  It is up to those in higher education to 

create sustainable environments where students have the ability to be educated and to 

persist.   

 One recommendation for universities is to ensure that students enrolled in online 

programs have access to the same type of faculty interactions that are made available to 

those students enrolled in on-campus programs.  As Joo et al. (2001), Morris et al. 

(2005), Park and Hee (2009), and Sun et al. (2008) concluded, interactions and 

engagement of students influenced satisfaction levels, and moreover, engagement was a 

critical influence for the likelihood to persist.  Beyond just the act of engaging students, 
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there is also a need to ensure that students are aware of how to engage faculty and how to 

obtain evaluations of their progress.  As outlined in this study, students value interactions 

with faculty members and want clear information about what is expected.  In a face-to-

face program the interaction and clarification can be gained while in class.  In an online 

environment, however, faculty members must be willing to adapt to the needs of students 

and to meet them where they are and when they are online.  When students had higher 

performance gaps in the instructional services subscale of educational experiences, 

persistence was lower.  When faculty are hired to teach in online programs, they must 

fundamentally understand the commitment they are making to engage with students and 

to provide clear instruction about expectations, as well as evaluation criteria.   

 A second recommendation for universities with high numbers of online learners is 

to clearly outline the costs associated with enrolling.  Although participants in the study 

rated items in the instructional services subscale as the most important, financial aid and 

billing were the areas ranked with the lowest levels of satisfaction and a mid-level of 

importance.  This finding my not be surprising because financial stress is always a 

challenge.  As Chen and Fang (2008) explained, however, with expectancy theory, if 

students know what is expected and are not surprised by the required investment, they 

will tend to persist at higher rates.  There is a need for clear and concise information 

about the financial commitment to avoid unexpected expenditures.  

 The timely delivery of information is another recommendation for universities 

that provide online educational programs for adults.  It was evident that participants in 

the study value timely information.  The need for timely delivery of information can be 

applied to the timely delivery of academic progress information, financial information, or 
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basic information about course material.  Because adult online learners are fitting school 

into their life, they need to have information when they request it.  This need for timely 

information is a shift in how institutions have served and met the needs of traditional high 

school graduates.  Adult online students set a certain amount of time aside from their 

schedules to attend school and often cannot afford to have delays in receiving important 

information.  Persistence rates for students who are dissatisfied with the timeliness of 

information being provided are much lower.   

 After conducting further analysis on the data set used as a part of this study, it is 

recommended that universities consider investing in resources that support students who 

have a longer time-to-degree-completion.  The number of credits necessary to complete a 

degree can become overwhelming and present new obstacles.  Interacting with these 

students early and often will create more engaged learners who embrace the changes in 

lifestyle required to complete an online program as an adult (College Board, 2012).  

Likewise, it is important to be more involved with learners in the early part of their 

educational careers at the University.  Contacting and interacting with students who have 

fewer than four terms completed will begin to remove potential barriers and increase the 

likelihood for program persistence. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Persistence research within higher education has focused primarily on the 

traditional age student who is educated in a face-to-face setting.  Little has been done up 

to this point to understand the differences in the adult learner when compared to the 

traditional age student as it relates to student persistence.  Furthermore, there is much to 

be understood about the online learning environment and student persistence.   
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 The purpose of this study was to gain a fundamental understanding of what was 

important to the adult online learner and if levels of student satisfaction on important 

educational experiences influenced persistence rates.  The research indicated that there 

was a significant correlation between persistence and the performance gap generated as a 

function of importance and satisfaction levels.  The results are limited to one university, 

so additional research should be conducted to test if the same findings can be replicated.   

 The findings and the associated further investigative analyses may be cause to 

consider how other demographic and student behavior variables impact persistence rates 

in addition to the performance gaps.  A regression modeling exercise to identify the 

relationship between persistence and several demographic or behavioral variables could 

help understand what influences persistence.  Regression modeling could also assist in 

understanding what could be done to better predict persistence.  If universities could 

better understand what is ultimately impacting persistence, the ability to identify and 

intervene with students who have a lower likelihood to persist could be transformative in 

higher education.  The first step, and maybe the most challenging, is to convince 

universities to collect information about the personal lives of students.  The other 

challenge could be to convince students to share some of the most predictive personal 

information.   

Summary 

 Adult learners come from diverse walks of life and explore educational 

opportunities at different times for myriad of reasons.  The complexity in reasons for 

attending makes it a challenge to develop educational environments that fit the needs of 
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such a diverse group of learners.  It is not impossible, but requires the commitment of 

many to adapt and engage with the students entering virtual classrooms.   

 As the number of adult online learners grows, and the emphasis on degree 

completion increases (College Board, 2012), systems need to be put in place to support 

students.  Persistence in college is critical to further the nation’s agenda to have a more 

educated society.  The more flexible the educational offerings, the more able adult 

learners will be able to access advanced education.   

Research needs to continue to evaluate where the biggest return can be achieved 

due to the limited resources universities have to invest.  With millions of Americans out 

of work or underemployed (College Board, 2012), many are seeking advanced education.  

Higher education will need to transform current practices to better serve the needs of the 

changing face and delivery methods.  Educational experiences can have a significant 

impact on persistence.  Understanding the importance and satisfaction levels related to 

the educational experiences can direct the intervention strategies of a university and 

ultimately improve persistence and effect graduation rates.   
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Appendix A 
	

Priorities for Online Learner Survey 
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Appendix B 
	

Priorities Survey for Online Learners Educational Experience Within Subscales 

 
Subscale: Institutional Perceptions 

1. This institution has a good reputation. 
6. Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment. 

 
Subscale: Academic Services  

2. My program advisor is accessible by telephone and e-mail. 
5. My program advisor helps me work toward career goals. 
7. Program requirements are clear and reasonable. 
12. There are sufficient offerings within my program of study. 
16. Appropriate technical assistance is available. 
21. Adequate online library resources are provided. 
24. Tutoring services are readily available. 

 
Subscale:  Instructional Services  

3. Instructional materials are appropriate for program content. 
4. Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 
8. Student-to-student collaborations provide valuable experiences. 
11. Student assignments are clearly defined in the syllabus. 
13. The frequency of student and instructor interactions is adequate. 
17. Assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable. 
20. The quality of online instruction is excellent. 
25. Faculty are responsive to student needs. 

 
Subscale: Enrollment Services 

9. Adequate financial aid is available. 
14. I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 
18. Registration for online courses is convenient. 
23. Billing and payment procedures are convenient for me. 

  
Subscale: Student Services 

10. This institution responds quickly when I request information. 
15. Channels are available for providing timely responses to student complaints.  
19. Online career services are available. 
22. I am aware of whom to contact for questions about programs and services.   
26. The bookstore provides timely service to students. 
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