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ABSTRACT

MEGGAN M. LEVITT
INSTITUTIONAL POLICIES AND PRACTICES AND STUDENT SUCCESS
IN ONLINE DEGREE PROGRAMS
Under the direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE JR. Ed. D.

This quantitative correlational study was designed to investigate one 

model for institutional policies and practices (the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education) that can be adopted by an online degree 

program and the model’s relationship to student success as measured by the 

program’s graduation rate. Online degree program graduation rates and the 

programs’ category scores for the implementation of the policies and practices on 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education were 

obtained via an online survey of online degree program administrators. Program 

graduation rates were correlated with the total score for the implementation of all 

the policies and practices as well as each of nine unique category scores 

(Institutional Support, Technology Support, Course Development and 

Instructional Design, Course Structure, Teaching and Learning, Social and 

Student Engagement, Faculty Support, Student Support, Evaluation and 

Assessment) to determine if there was a relationship. The total score for the 

implementation of the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of



Online Education policies and practices was found to be significantly positively 

related to graduation rate. The categories for Course Development and 

Instructional Design, Course Structure, and Evaluation and Assessment were also 

found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate. Multiple regression 

analysis was also conducted and the researcher determined that the model of 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education significantly predicted graduation rate. 

Higher educational leaders can utilize the study to help design organizational 

structures that facilitate online students’ success as well as mitigate the 

undesirable institutional effects of attrition.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The advent of the Internet has introduced a new method for providing a college 

education at a distance (Passerini & Granger, 2000). Post-secondary courses and degree 

programs across the United States are now being enhanced or delivered using the Internet 

and students are unmistakably drawn to them (Allen & Seaman, 2013). In 2012, 86.5% of 

higher education institutions in the United States offered online courses and 62.4% of 

those institutions are now delivering entire programs via the Internet (Allen & Seaman, 

2013). Although 2012 saw a slight decrease in overall enrollment in higher education, 

online enrollment continued to grow with a 9.6% increase (Allen & Seaman, 2013). The 

largest online course enrollment to date was reported in 2012 at 6.7 million students, 

which represents 32% of the entire student population in U.S higher education (Allen & 

Seaman, 2013). Overall students are satisfied with the online learning environment 

(Hart, 2012) and choose online degree programs for reasons including the convenience 

and flexibility that face-to-face instruction is not able to provide (Braun, 2008; Diaz,

2002; Dykman & Davis, 2008; Harrington & Loffredo, 2010; Miiller, 2008; Stewart,

2011). Online instruction has also been found to be as effective as face-to-face 

instruction (Gropper, Schaninger Jr, & Niebuhr, 2011; Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia,

& Jones, 2009). Colleges and universities adopt online programming as a way to 

increase access to education as well as manage growing enrollment and the physical 

constraints of campus-based programming (Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Braun, 2008;

1
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Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Snyder, 2010; Stewart, 2011). Colleges and universities 

also implement online degree programs to enhance their brand image and increase their 

marketability (Manhas, 2012; Williams, 2010). With benefits for both institutions and 

students, enrollment in online education has grown substantially in the past ten years and 

growth is projected to continue (Allen & Seaman, 2011). In a recent survey, 69.1% of 

chief academic leaders indicated that online education is critical to their long-term 

strategy (Allen & Seaman, 2013).

With the growing online student enrollment and the burgeoning strategic 

opportunity, it has become imperative for higher educational leaders to understand what 

contributes to online student success. Previous research has identified certain influences 

on an online student that contribute to the student’s persistence (Lee & Choi, 2011). Lee 

and Choi (2011) categorize these influences into student factors, course or program 

factors, and environmental factors. Student factors include a student’s academic 

background such as grade point average (Dupin-Bryant, 2004) or previous academic 

performance (Liu, Gomez, & Yen, 2009), a student’s relevant experience such as the 

number of previous online courses (Dupin-Bryant, 2004), a student’s skills such as time 

management (Berge, Muilenberg, & Van Haneghan, 2002; Holder, 2007; Stanford- 

Bowers, 2008) or the ability to balance work and family obligations effectively (Bunn, 

2004; Muller, 2008), and a student’s personal qualities such as motivation (Ivankova & 

Stick, 2007), overall satisfaction with online learning (Levy, 2007) or self-efficacy 

(Holder, 2007; Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Course or program factors are influences 

related to course design, instructional delivery or institutional support (Lee & Choi,

2011). Course or program factors that contribute to online student persistence include the
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presence of team-building activities in online courses (Bocchi, Eastman, & Swift, 2004), 

the provision of an online Student Support infrastructure (Oztok & Brett, 2011), and 

faculty interactions with online students (Bocchi et al., 2004). Environmental factors are 

outside influences on an online student’s persistence such as work commitments or level 

of family support (Lee & Choi, 2011).

Although research has identified some course and program factors related to 

student persistence, overall there is little empirical evidence on the influence of 

institutional policies and practices on online student persistence (Lee & Choi, 2011). 

There is also little empirical research that examines online degree programs and student 

outcomes such as graduation rates (Hachey, Conway, Sc Wladis, 2013; Nora & Snyder, 

2008). With recent research indicating that attrition rates continue to be higher in online 

programming compared to traditional programming (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig,

2007; Bowden, 2008; Carr, 2000) and the increased strategic focus o f colleges and 

universities on online degree programs (Allen & Seaman, 2013), the need for greater 

understanding of institutional policies and practices that support online student success 

has become more critical (Boston & Ice, 2011).

Statement of the Problem 

Although online learning has been found to be as effective as face-to-face 

instruction (Diaz, 2002; Means et al., 2009) and many students are satisfied with the 

online learning experience (Diaz, 2002; Hart, 2012), attrition rates for online degree 

programs are higher than face-to-face instruction (Angelino et al., 2007; Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Boston et al., 2010; Carr, 2000; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Rovai, 

2003; Terrell, Snyder, Dringus, & Maddrey, 2012). High attrition rates put students at
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risk of not achieving their educational goals which could limit their life opportunities 

(Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2011) as well as their future income potential 

(Schneider & Yin, 2011). High attrition rates also have undesirable repercussions for 

institutions such as tuition loss, wasted expenditures, accountability concerns, and 

damage to reputation (Moody, 2004).

At a national level, high attrition rates could have an impact on tax revenue as 

well as America’s global competitive advantage (Schneider & Yin, 2011). College 

graduates typically earn more income than those that did not earn a degree and these 

higher wages could lead to larger income tax payments which could then be used to 

alleviate fiscal challenges experienced by the federal or state governments (Schneider & 

Yin, 2011). The Obama administration as well as gubernatorial programs at a state-level 

have placed great emphasis on college completion as a way to compete economically 

with other nations or states (Schneider & Yin, 2011). A highly educated and highly 

skilled workforce is considered key to maintaining the American global competitive 

advantage (Schneider & Yin, 2011).

Given the complexity of individual decisions to withdraw, finding cross- 

institutional patterns can be challenging (Terrell et al., 2012). However, research does 

indicate that institutions can play a vital role in creating an environment conducive to 

student persistence (Tinto, 1987, 2012a; Tinto & Pusser, 2006) and even though online 

students do not typically have face-to-face interactions, institutional policies and 

practices could contribute to online student persistence and potentially help to address the 

problem of attrition (Hills, 2010).
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The research questions and hypotheses that are addressed by the study are:

RQ1: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

for the Administration of Online Education?

Hi: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Hi a : Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. 

RQ2: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support!

Hr. Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support.

H2a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the
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Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support.

RQ3: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Supporfl

H3: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Support.

H3A: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Support.

RQ4: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional 

Design?

H4 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional Design.
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HUa: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional Design.

RQ5: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are that are categorized as Course Structured 

Hs: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Structure.

Hsa: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Structure.

RQ6: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

for the Administration of Online that are categorized as Teaching and 

Learning?

HU: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the
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Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.

H6a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.

RQ7: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement?

H7: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.

H7a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.

RQ8: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Supporf!
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Hg: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Support.

HgA: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Support.

RQ9: Is there a relationship between the implementation of the institutional

policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are categorized as Student 

Supporf!

H9: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Student Support.

H9a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Student Support.

RQ10: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in
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the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessments 

Hio: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

H i o a : Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

RQ11: Can graduation rate be predicted by the implementation o f the nine

categories of institutional policies and practices identified on the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education predict 

graduation rate?

Hi i: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Hu a: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation o f the 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study was the composite persistence 

introduced by Rovai (2003). Rovai (2003) synthesizes the works of Tinto (1987) and
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Bean and Metzner (1985) on student persistence and adds the skills and needs specific to 

online students that have been identified empirically to promote persistence.

Rovai (2003)’s model includes two factors which contribute to online students’ 

decisions to drop out of their program of study that are established prior to undertaking 

the online learning: student characteristics and student skills. Student characteristics 

include age, ethnicity, gender, intellectual development, academic performance and 

academic preparation. Certain student characteristics lead to a higher risk of attrition 

(Rovai, 2003). Aragon and Johnson (2008) found that men completed online courses at a 

lower rate than women. Packham, Jones, Miller, and Brychan (2004) found that students 

over the age of 50 were more likely to withdraw from online courses. Student skills 

include computer literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and writing, 

and computer interaction. Deficiencies in these student skills can also lead to a higher 

risk of attrition (Rovai, 2003). For example, Holder (2007) found that online students 

who scored lower in time and study management skills were less likely to persist in an 

online program.

After a student is admitted to the program of study, Rovai (2003) posits that 

internal and external factors then also contribute to online students’ decisions to persist in 

their program of study. The presence or absence o f these internal or external factors can 

increase or decrease an online student’s likelihood of persistence. Internal factors include 

elements such as high-quality student advising (Ivankova & Stick, 2007) or the presence 

of online learning communities (Liu et al., 2009) can increase an online student’s 

persistence. External factors such as financial aid (Morris, Wu, & Finnegan, 2005) and 

family support (Holder, 2007) also contribute to an online student’s decision to persist.
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The institutional policies and practices to be investigated in this study can be 

explained by Rovai (2003)’s composite persistence model (Figure 1) as internal factors 

that contribute to persistence decisions. The nine specific categories of institutional 

policies and practices (Institutional Support, Technology Support, Course Development 

and Instructional Design, Course Structure, Teaching and Learning, Social and Student 

Engagement, Faculty Support, Student Support, Evaluation and Assessment) can each be 

mapped to internal factors indicated in Rovai (2003)’s Composite Persistence Model 

(Table 1).
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Prior to Admission

Student Characteristics Student SkUts
(Tinto and Bean A Metzner) Computer literacy

Age, Ethnicity ft Gender Information Literacy
Intellectual Development Hate Management
Academic Performance Reading ft Writing
Academic Preparation Computer-based Interaction

A fter Admission

External Factors
(8ml Mttzner) 

Finances 
Hours of Employment 
Family Responsibilities 
Outside Encouragement 
Opportunity to Transfer

Life Crises

Persistence Decision

internal Factors
(Tinto) (Beou f t kietsner)

Academic integration Slaty Hatter
Social Integration Advising
Goal Comnutmeot ADW1IUWIBP

Institutional Commitment Coune A variability
Learning Community P m g n fk

CnncatCPA
Student Needs Utility

Clarity of Programs ■stow.
Self-Esteem SatiifiadtkKii

Identification with School GoillttifQttflt)
Interpersonal Relationships
Accessibility to Services

LM rahtyStyjjat
TeacbfatyAtyfe*

Figure 1. Composite persistence model (Rovai, 2003, p.9).
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Table 1

Variables to be correlated with Graduation Rate by the Research Question Number 
Addressed

Institutional Policy and Practices

Institutional policies and practices 
designed to support online students in 
online degree programs (RQ1)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to technology support (RQ2)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to course development and instructional 
design (RQ3)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to course structure (RQ4)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to teaching and learning (RQ5)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to social and student engagement (RQ6)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to faculty support (RQ7)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to student support (RQ8)

Institutional policies and practices specific 
to evaluation and assessment (RQ9)

Internal Factor to Which the Institutional 
Policy and Practices Can be Mapped

Institutional Commitment, Learning 
Community

Accessibility to Services

Academic Integration, Learning Styles, 
Teaching Styles, Program Fit

Academic Integration, Course Availability

Academic Integration, Learning Styles, 
Teaching Styles,

Absenteeism, Identification with School, 
Interpersonal Relationships, Learning 
Community

Academic Integration, Learning Styles, 
Teaching Styles

Academic Integration, Accessibility to 
Services, Advising, Clarity o f Programs, 
Self-Esteem

Academic Integration, Institutional 
Commitment, Program Fit
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Conceptual Framework 

According to Rovai (2003)’s Composite Persistence Model, if internal factors are 

present, or effectively managed as in the cases of absenteeism and stress, then there is a 

greater likelihood of online student persistence and therefore a greater likelihood of a 

positive outcome such as program completion. Therefore, if institutional policies and 

practices that are directed at supporting the internal factors presented by Rovai (2003) are 

adopted, then online student persistence will be being encouraged and a higher amount of 

successful student outcomes indicated by a greater graduation rate would be expected.

Significance of the Study 

The identification of a model for institutional policies and practices that support 

student persistence in online degree programs will aid higher educational leaders with the 

design of organizational structures that facilitate online students’ success as well as 

mitigate the undesirable institutional effects of attrition (Braxton et al., 2011). As more 

accountability measures such as performance-based funding are being adopted in higher 

education, a reduction in attrition rate may also help institutions secure funding from their 

governing bodies (Kallison & Cohen, 2010). Reducing attrition may also lead to a higher 

national percentage of college graduates and thus increase America’s global 

competiveness as well as federal and state tax revenue because college graduates 

typically have a higher income (Schneider & Yin, 2011).

Procedures

The researcher conducted a quantitative correlational study of the graduation rate 

of an online degree program and the online degree program’s measurement for the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C
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Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. The researcher conducted 

a survey of a self-selected sample of online degree program administrators to obtain 

online degree program graduation rates and measures (scores) for the program’s 

implementation of certain institutional policies and practices. The Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education (Appendix C) (Shelton & Moore, 

2011) was utilized to obtain the measure for the implementation of institutional policies 

and practices. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

includes 70 unique metrics or program quality indicators that each individually represent 

one institutional policy or practice that an online degree program may have implemented. 

Using a Likert-like scale, online degree program administrators select the level at which 

their program meets the quality indicators and determines a corresponding point value. 

The instrument is divided into nine categories of institutional policies and practices. Each 

category of the instrument addresses one of the research questions and provides a 

numerical score for the implementation of policies and practices in that category. A 

correlational approach was employed to analyze the direction and strength of association 

between the online degree program’s measurement (numerical score) on the nine unique 

categories of the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education, 

the program’s total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education, and the program’s graduation rate. Multiple regression analysis was 

also used to determine if the scores for each of the nine categories o f institutional policies 

and practices could predict graduation rate.
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Limitations and Delimitations 

One of the limitations of the study was that the researcher was dependent on self- 

reported data, including the most recently reported graduation rate, provided by online 

program administrators. The correctness of the data is therefore dependent on the 

knowledge of one individual, and the time and effort that person placed on completing 

the survey accurately. The researcher stressed in the solicitation for participation the 

importance of accurately representing the program in the survey and the time that would 

be necessary to complete the survey effectively.

One delimitation of this study was that it addressed only the institutional policies 

and practices identified by the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education as contributing factors to a high-quality online degree program. The 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education was selected 

because it is comprehensive and theoretically grounded in the research literature (Shelton,

2010). However, additional policies and practices may be utilized by online degree 

programs that are not explicitly recognized by the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education.

Another delimitation of the study was its focus on online program degree 

completion rather than online student persistence in individual courses in general. The 

study was therefore focused on successful student outcomes particular to the totally 

online student experience as opposed to face-to-face students who may take one or two 

courses online as a supplement to a more campus-based program of study.



Definitions of Terms

Attrition. Attrition is “the rate at which students terminate college without 

completing a degree” (Tinto, 2012a, p. 128).

Graduation rate. Graduation rate is the percentage of students that complete a 

postsecondary degree program within 150% of the normal time for completion, 6 years 

for students pursuing a bachelor's degree, 3 years for associate’s degree and graduate 

programs (The Integrated Postsecondary, 2014).

Institutional Policy and Practice. An institutional policy is a regulation or 

guideline with wide-ranging scope (Malik, 2012). Institutional policies include the 

general purposes, values, rules, and overriding goals of an organization (Malik, 2012).

An institutional practice is a prescribed course of action that is required to carry-out the 

standard operating procedures consistently (Gamer, 2009).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Course Development and 

Instructional Design. An institutional policy and practice specific to Course Development 

and Instructional Design is an institutional policy or practice that is focused on the 

process of designing and developing instructional strategies for online courses (Shelton & 

Moore, 2011). Example policies and practices include guidelines for alignment o f 

learning objectives to course and program goals, minimum standards to address multiple 

learning styles and periodic reviews of course content (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Course Structure. An institutional 

policy and practice specific to course structure is an institutional policy or practice that is 

focused on the organization of an online course and its related instructional materials 

(Shelton & Moore, 2011). Examples o f these policies and practices include requirements
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that online courses include a syllabus with learning objectives and requirements clearly 

identified, library resources congruent with the course are provided, instructional 

materials are in widely-used and highly-compatible file formats for accessibility, and 

software tools are provided for student collaboration (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Evaluation and Assessment. An 

institutional policy and practice specific to evaluation and assessment is an institutional 

policy or practice that is focused on program assessment and effectiveness (Shelton & 

Moore, 2011). Example policies and practices include routine faculty assessment, 

evaluations of student support services and overall alignment of learning goals across all 

courses in program (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Faculty Support. An institutional 

policy and practice specific to faculty support is an institutional policy or practice that is 

designed to address faculty needs and faculty professional development (Shelton & 

Moore, 2011). Example policies and practices include technical assistance with 

delivering online instruction, training materials for faculty are provided, clear 

expectations and standards for faculty commitment are established (Shelton & Moore, 

2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Social and Student Engagement. An 

institutional policy and practice specific to social and student engagement is an 

institutional policy or practice that is directed at providing online students opportunities 

for interaction in an online community (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Student Support. An institutional 

policy and practice specific to student support is an institutional policy or practice that is
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directed at supporting the unique needs of the students (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Example policies and practices include pre-program assessments and online student 

readiness evaluations, technical assistance and training is provided to students, student 

support personnel are accessible to students, and academic and financial advising is 

provided (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy and Practice Specific to Teaching and Learning. An 

institutional policy and practice specific to teaching and learning is an institutional policy 

or practice that focused on effective pedagogy while an online course is in progress 

(Shelton & Moore, 2011). Examples of these policies and practices include feedback on 

student assignments is timely and beneficial, student-to-student interaction is facilitated 

and faculty-to-student interaction occurs in a variety of ways (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Institutional Policy or Practice Specific to Technology Support. An institutional 

policy and practice specific to technology support is an institutional policy or practice 

that is focused on the technical support of the online degree program (Shelton & Moore,

2011). Example policies and practices include a documented technology plan with 

security provisions for student data and examinations, measurable standards for systems 

reliability, a centralized decision making and support structure for developing and 

maintaining the technical infrastructure and a course delivery system that is considered 

mission-critical and resources are applied accordingly (Shelton & Moore, 2011).

Online course. If 80% or more of a course is delivered via the Internet it is 

considered an online course (Allen & Seaman, 2013). The online course is the basic 

component for an online degree program.
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Online program. An online program is defined as a course o f study that has a 

majority of online courses (Bejerano, 2008).

Persistence. Persistence occurs when students continuously or intermittently 

attend courses until they are successful in completing an educational goal such as a 

degree program (Tinto, 2012b). An absence of persistence results in a student’s failure to 

complete a program of study (Muller, 2008).

Summary

Students’ interest in online degree programs shows little signs of diminishing 

(Allen & Seaman, 2013). Despite faculty skepticism of the quality of online 

programming (Allen & Seaman, 2012; Gaytan, 2009), institutions continue to invest in 

implementing online programs to meet the growing student enrollment demands and 

expand access to education (Allen & Seaman, 2013). However, higher rates of attrition in 

online learning remains a problem (Carr, 2000). Empirical studies on online student 

characteristics that support persistence has led to a greater understanding o f the student- 

specific factors that can influence student success in online degree programs. However, 

student characteristics are not the only influences on student persistence (Rovai, 2003; 

Tinto & Pusser, 2006). A greater understanding of the institutionally-controlled factors 

that influence online student persistence is needed to help realize online student success. 

This study contributes to the current research on online student persistence by examining 

the effectiveness of one model of institutional policies and practices that support student 

success in online degree programs.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Researchers recognize that the reasons for online degree program attrition are 

complex and that there are no simple solutions (Tyler-Smith, 2006). However, previous 

research has identified certain influences on an online student that contribute to the 

student’s persistence (Lee & Choi, 2011). This chapter reviews the current literature on 

theories of online student persistence and attrition, online student characteristics and 

skills that influence online student persistence, course and program factors that influence 

online student persistence, and the external factors that influence online student 

persistence.

Theoretical Framework 

Three theoretical models of student persistence provide a theoretical foundation 

that explains why students leave online courses and online degree programs: Tinto’s 

(1975, 1987,1993,2012b) Student Integration Model, Bean and Metzner (1985)’s 

Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition and Rovai’s (2003) 

Composite Persistence Model.

Tinto’s (1975, 1987,1993,2012b) Student Integration Model is the most 

influential theory of student retention (McCubbin, 2003). Tinto (1975) defines student 

persistence as continuous program attendance until a student attains an educational goal 

such as the completion of a program or degree. Tinto’s (1975,1987, 1993, 2012b) 

Student Integration Model provides a longitudinal and comprehensive framework for

22
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explaining a student’s decision to leave their college or university. According to Tinto’s 

(1975, 1987, 1993, 2012b), a student is more likely to persist in their educational goals if 

they are academically and socially integrated with the institution they are attending while 

students who are not integrated academically and socially will be more likely to leave the 

program. However, Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993,2012b) Student Integration Model is 

limited in that it is focused on the traditional, undergraduate student experience and does 

not account for the experiences of non-traditional students (McCubbin, 2003).

Building on the work of Tinto (1975) and other behavioral theories, Bean and 

Metzner (1985) developed the Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate 

Student Attrition to guide attrition research on the nontraditional student enrolled in 

college or university. Nontraditional students are over the age of 24, attend college of 

university part-time, and/or do not reside on the physical campus (commuter students) 

(Bean & Metzner, 1985). Bean and Metzner (1985) conclude that the major difference 

between nontraditional undergraduate students and traditional undergraduate students in 

terms of attrition is the influence of the student’s external environment. Nontraditional 

students are “more affected by the external environment than by the social integration 

variables affecting traditional student attrition” (p. 485). Nontraditional students have 

different support structures than traditional students “because their reference group of 

peers, friends, family and employers exist outside the institution” (p.506). Cabrera, 

Castaneda, Nora, and Hengstler (1992) found considerable intersection or overlap 

between the models of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993,2012b) and (Bean & Metzner, 1985).

The intersection Cabrera et al. (1992) found was that social integration, commitment to 

the school, and goal commitment (Tinto, 1975,1987, 1993,2012b) as well as factors
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external to the college of university (Bean & Metzner, 1985) both had positive effects on 

student persistence.

Rovai (2003) synthesizes the works of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993,2012b) and Bean 

and Metzner (1985) into the Composite Persistence Model. Rovai (2003) builds on the 

previous theories by adding the student skills and needs that are specific to online 

students that have been identified empirically to promote persistence. Rovai (2003)’s 

model includes two factors which contribute to online students’ decisions to drop out of 

their program of study that are established prior to undertaking the online learning: 

student characteristics and student skills. Student characteristics include age, ethnicity, 

gender, intellectual development, academic performance and academic preparation. 

Certain student characteristics lead to a higher risk of attrition (Rovai, 2003). Student 

skills include computer literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and 

writing, and computer interaction. Deficiencies in these student skills can lead to a higher 

risk of attrition (Rovai, 2003).

After a student is admitted to the program of study, Rovai (2003) posits that 

certain internal and external factors then also contribute to online students’ decisions to 

persist in their program of study. The internal factors in Rovai (2003)’s model include 

Tinto’s (1975,1987, 1993, 2012b) theoretical elements of academic integration, social 

integration, goal commitment, institutional commitment, and learning community. The 

internal factors in Rovai’s (2003) model also include Bean and Metzner’s (1985) 

academic variables of study habits, advising, absenteeism, course availability, program 

fit, current grade point average, utility, stress, satisfaction, and commitment. Such 

internal factors such as high-quality student advising (Ivankova & Stick, 2007) or the
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presence of online learning communities (Liu et al., 2009) can increase an online 

student’s persistence. External factors such as financial aid (Morris et al., 2005) and 

family support (Holder, 2007) also contribute to an online student’s decision to persist. 

The presence or absence of these internal or external factors can increase or decrease an 

online student’s likelihood of persistence.

Prior to Admission: Student Characteristics and Skills 

In Rovai’s (2003) theoretical model certain online student characteristics and 

skills influence their decision to persist in the program. These student characteristics are 

present prior to admission to the program and include such factors as age, gender, 

ethnicity, intellectual development, academic performance, and academic preparation. 

Student skills are also present prior to admission to the program and include computer 

literacy, information literacy, time management, reading and writing, and computer- 

based interaction (Rovai, 2003). This section of the literature review is dedicated to 

discussing the research on these student characteristics and skills and their influence on 

student persistence and attrition in online education.

Student Demographics: Age, Gender, Ethnicity

The research on student demographics and student success in online courses and 

programs is inconsistent. While some studies find demographic differences among 

students and their online student persistence (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Willging & 

Johnson, 2004), other studies do not find distinctions (Bocchi et al., 2004; Layne, Boston, 

& Ice, 2013; Levy, 2007; Willging & Johnson, 2004).

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a mixed-methods study of online student 

retention at a one community college. Aragon and Johnson (2008) began with performing
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a quantitative analysis of the demographics of 305 students, 189 of which they labeled as 

“completers” or students who finished online courses, and 116 which they labeled as 

“non-completers” or students who did not finish online courses. Aragon and Johnson

(2008) found that there was a significant difference in gender between the two groups of 

students. Female students completed online courses at a higher rate than male students. 

However Aragon and Johnson (2008) postulate that this may be due to the possibility that 

for female students “the convenience of scheduling coursework and its location are more 

important to them than males due to family and other personal responsibilities” (p. 152).

Levy (2007) conducted a quantitative study to determine if an online student’s 

demographics, academic locus of control or satisfaction with the online learning 

experiences were predictors of persistence in online courses. Levy (2007) distributed two 

instruments in one survey to a group of students who had completed their online course 

and to a group of students who did not completed the online course. Twenty-five dropout 

and 108 completer students completed the survey. The respondents were all students in 

one of eighteen online undergraduate and graduate courses at a state university in the 

United States. Levy (2007) found no difference in gender, age, residency status, academic 

major, GPA or hours working per week between non-completers and completers in 

online courses.

Layne et al. (2013) also conducted a quantitative study on student retention in 

online degree programs to identify the demographic characteristics of students who dis- 

enrolled in the program, reenrolled in the program and completed the program over a six 

year period from 2006-2012. The thirteen variables were examined included were:

(1) enrollment age; (2) gender; (3) ethnicity; (4) military/civilian status, program;
(5) GPA; (6) academic program (7) current academic status; (8) transfer credits;
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(9) credits attempted; (10) credits earned; (11) the ratio of credits earned to credits
attempted, and (12) length of disenrollment. (Participants and Procedures, para. 2)

Of the thirteens variables, Layne et al. (2013) found that only two (8) the number of 

transfer credits a student had earned and (11) the ratio of credits earned to credits 

attempted were significant predictors of reenrollment in an online program. Age, gender, 

or ethnicity were not predictors.

Willging and Johnson (2004) investigated why graduate students in an online 

Master’s degree program in Human Resource Education at the University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign elected to withdraw from the program. Willging and Johnson (2004) 

first conducted a quantitative analysis on the demographic profile (age, gender, cohort, 

ethnicity, occupation, location, and GPA) of the 28 students who had left the program 

after starting their first course. Although Willging and Johnson (2004) caution that the 

sample size is too small to generalize, they found some tendencies regarding the online 

degree program attrition rate. Willging and Johnson (2004) found that males were more 

likely to withdraw from the online degree program than females. Willging and Johnson 

(2004) also found that age was not relevant to the program attrition rate and although 

white and black students had the same program attrition rate, the Hispanic, Asian and 

American Indian ethnicities had a higher attrition rate than both white and black students. 

Students who withdrew were also found to have a higher grade point average than those 

who remained in the program (Willging & Johnson, 2004). This was the only significant 

demographic variable that could predict program attrition but it was not a strong predictor 

(Willging & Johnson, 2004). Willging and Johnson (2004) also found that those students 

who were least likely to leave the program had jobs as “directors, managers, and 

coordinators” (p. 116).
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In addition to investigating the student demographics of program dropouts,

Willging and Johnson (2004) also examined data on when the participants left the online

degree program. Willging and Johnson (2004) found that students who left the program

did so after they completed the first few courses and few students left the online degree

program after completing several courses. Willging and Johnson (2004) suggest this is

likely due to a few factors. First, students who persist in the program may be satisfied

with the online learning experience while students who do not persist may be frustrated

with it, and “students who have completed several courses in a program would be less

likely to give up on their pursuit of the degree after making a significant time and effort

investment in the program” (p. 112).

Patterson and McFadden (2009) conducted a quantitative study to investigate how

the mode of instructional delivery (online and campus-based) related to certain

demographic and academic variables affected student attrition. The demographic

variables were age, gender, and ethnicity. The academic variables Patterson and

McFadden (2009) included were:

program delivery mode, undergraduate grade point average, graduate grade point 
average at the time of dropout or completion, admission test scores, and number 
of terms to degree completion or number of courses completed at the time of 
dropout (Abstract, para. 1).

Data from 640 online and campus-based students in a Master’s of Business 

Administration and a Master’s in Communication Sciences and Disorders from the Fall 

o f2002 through the Fall o f2004 were analyzed. Overall, Patterson and McFadden (2009) 

found that online students were significantly more likely to leave the degree program 

than students who were in the campus-based equivalent program. However, none of the 

demographical variables and none of the academic variables were not found to be
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significantly associated with dropout in both of the online programs. Patterson and 

McFadden (2009) also found in both the online and campus-based programs that age had 

a significant effect on dropout.

Academic Preparedness

Research has shown that academic preparedness can predict online student 

persistence (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Packham et al., 2004; 

Patterson & McFadden, 2009). Morris and Finnegan (2009) conducted a quantitative 

analysis of nine student demographic and academic variables prior to beginning a 

program of post-secondary study to investigate which of these pre-entry or admission 

variables may lead to greater online course persistence. Study participants examined in 

this study were online students in a variety of subjects and “were asked to complete 

Rotter’s (1966) internal-external (I-E) locus of control instrument” (p. 58). The 

demographic data on the study participants was obtained from the student information 

system. Morris and Finnegan (2009) found that those students with higher high school 

grade point average and a high SAT in mathematics were more likely to persist in online 

courses.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) also found a significant difference in student’s 

previous academic performance between the “non-completers” and the “completers”. 

Students who completed the online course had a higher high school grade point average 

(M= 2.47, SD = 1.72) than those who did not complete the online course (M= 1.66, SD = 

1.56). Even though a significant difference was found Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

explain that the difference was minimal. However, Aragon and Johnson (2008) also 

found no significant differences between placement in developmental courses between
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those students who completed the course and those students who did not complete the 

course.

On the other hand, Holder (2007) conducted a study to investigate whether 

measures of hope, academics, environment, and motivation predict student online 

persistence. The sample consisted of 259 students enrolled in degree-completion 

programs “at the associate’s, bachelor’s, or master’s level in a broad range of areas, such 

as accounting, business administration, information services, criminal justice, nursing, 

management, and education” (p. 249). O f the participants 209 were students who were 

categorized as students who persisted and 50 were students who did not persist in the 

program. Results indicated that only the variable categorized under “Environment” had a 

significant difference between the two groups of students (persisted and did not persist). 

No significant differences were found with academics, motivation, and hope between the 

two groups.

Packham et al. (2004) conducted a qualitative study to investigate the main 

reasons students withdraw from online degree programs. Packham et al. (2004) 

conducted semi-structured interviews with 20 undergraduate students who had withdrawn 

from an online degree program at the University o f Glamorgan in Wales. Packham et al.

(2004) also conducted a focus group of the online course instructors to examine their 

perceptions of why students withdraw from the online degree program. The research 

study revealed eight main reasons that students withdraw from online degree programs 

which included a student’s readiness for the course.



31

Class Status

Research indicates that more experienced students are more likely to persist in 

online education. Levy (2007) found that students that were farther along in their studies 

and had a higher college status (freshman, sophomore, junior, senior) were more likely to 

persist in online education. Levy (2007) also found that the closer the student was to 

graduating the more likely they were to persist in the online course.

Learning Preferences

Research on how learning preference or style may affect student persistence in 

online settings is inconsistent. Some research indicates that a learning preference for 

face-to-face instruction is not inhibitive of online student persistence (Muller, 2008; 

Willging & Johnson, 2004). However, other studies indicate that a preference for face-to- 

face instruction is inhibitive of online student persistence (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; 

Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Mtiller (2008) found that although students had a strong 

preference for face-to-face instruction, the preference was not found to be a substantial 

impediment to student persistence. Willging and Johnson (2004) also found no evidence 

that issues specific to online students (such as technical problems or absence of human 

interaction) were the primary reasons the students left the online degree program.

Ivankova and Stick (2007) found that the majority of the students who persisted 

were comfortable and satisfied with the online learning environment. However, students 

who were more matriculated into the program rated the online learning environment more 

positively. This was supported in the qualitative findings of Ivankova and Stick (2007) 

which indicated that the flexibility and asynchronous nature of the online learning 

environment appealed to the learning style o f the students who persisted, while the lack
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of real-time interaction and focus on written communication methods were factors that 

impeded persistence.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete the online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course.

In analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five themes that emerged and “learning preference” (p. 151) was one of the 

themes. Of the students who did not complete the online course, 9% of the responses 

indicated that “the format did not relate to their learning preferences” (p. 152).

Academic Locus of Control

The ability to feel control over the academic environment is referred to as the 

academic locus of control and research is inconsistent as to whether it facilitates online 

student persistence. Morris and Finnegan (2009) found that students with a high locus of 

control were more likely to persist in an online course. However, Levy (2007) found no 

differences in academic locus of control between students who persisted and students 

who did not persist in online education.

Motivation and Self-Discipline

Research has shown that a student’s self-motivation, self-discipline, self-reliance, 

personal drive and determination contributes considerably to their persistence in online 

education (Bunn, 2004; Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Morris & Finnegan, 

2009; Muller, 2008) while an online student’s self-directness or ability to manage the 

direction of their own learning has not been found to contribute to online education 

persistence (Aragon & Johnson, 2008). Ivankova and Stick (2007) found that a student’s 

self-motivation was a significant contributing factor to student persistence in the



33

program. Students who withdrew from the program were the least motivated, while the 

students who graduated were the most motivated (Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Muller

(2008) found that another strong facilitator of student persistence is personal growth and 

challenge through the attainment of new skills and abilities (Muller, 2008). Heyman 

(2010) posits that students in an online program who do not have self-discipline have an 

increased likelihood of dropping out from an online program versus a traditional program 

because they receive less directives than in a face-to-face environment.

Enrollment Factors

Research has shown that certain enrollment characteristics such as consistency of

enrollment, transferability of previous credit, and the number of courses in which a

student is enrolled are predictive of student persistence in online education (Boston, Ice,

& Gibson, 2011). Boston et al. (2011) conducted a quantitative study o f students in a

fully online undergraduate program at American Public University System for the

purpose of examining multiple variables in relation to retention. Demographic data,

course and program enrollment information and student grades were obtained from the

University systems for 20,569 unique students who were degree-seeking and completed

at least one online course in 2007. Forward method linear regression was used to analyze

the data. The criterion variable was whether or not the student was enrolled or had

graduated at the end o f2009, two years after the students had completed at least one

online course. The predictor variables in the Boston et al. (2011) included:

Degree Program, Program Level (Associates’ or Bachelor’s degree), Cumulative 
GPA, Number of Registrations Taken in 2007, Gender, Race/Ethnicity, Cohort 
Age (age upon program entry), Military / Civilian Classification, Grade Received 
in Last Course, New Student/ Returning Student Status, and Number of Transfer 
Credits Received. (Procedures section, para. 1)
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Boston et al. (2011) found that “No Transfer Credit received by the student was 

the predictor variable with the most predictive significance.” (Results and Discussion 

section, para. 2) and that a significant number of students leave after two courses. Boston 

et al. (2011) speculate that this may be the result of preliminary attempt at post-secondary 

education online may be more exploratory than at a traditional university.

Boston et al. (2011) also found that the number of courses per term the student is 

enrolled in (their consistency of activity) is also a significant factor in student persistence. 

Students who persisted in their enrollment from 2007 to 2009 demonstrated an “average 

of four courses per year needed to earn a bachelor’s degree in seven years” (Results and 

Discussion section, para. 6).

The number of transfer credits that a student has upon entering an online degree 

program can also determine their likelihood to persist in online education (Layne et al., 

2013). Layne et al. (2013) found that students who reenrolled in an online degree 

program had an average of 36.3 transfer credits and those that did not reenroll had an 

average of 11.2 transfer credits. Students who reenrolled had an average ratio o f credits 

earned to credits attempted of .781 while those students that did not reenroll had a ratio of 

.596. The students with higher number of transfer credits were more likely to persist in 

the program (Layne et al., 2013).

After Admission: Internal Factors

In Rovai’s (2003) theoretical model certain internal factors that a college or 

university can control also influence a student’s decision to persist in the program. These 

internal factors occur after admission to the program and include such factors as 

academic and social integration, institutional and goal commitment, the learning
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community, student needs and services, pedagogy, course availability, overall satisfaction 

with the experience (Rovai, 2003), This section of the literature review is dedicated to 

discussing the research on these internal factors and their influence on student persistence 

and attrition in online education.

Time on Task

Online students who spend more time engaged in learning activities (time on task) 

are more likely to persist and be successful in an online education (Morris & Finnegan, 

2009). Morris and Finnegan (2009) analyzed student persistence and achievement in 

online general education undergraduate courses in an effort to identify and recommend 

practices for online teaching and learning. Morris and Finnegan (2009) examined system 

data across three semesters from the learning management software to determine the 

frequency of student interaction with the system and the duration of that interaction 

during online undergraduate general education course. System data from over 400 online 

students, 200 of which successfully completed the online course with a passing and 

transferrable grade was examined. The system data that was included was the tracking 

logs for the content pages visited, the tools that were used, the discussions that were read, 

and the discussions that were replied to and created. Morris and Finnegan (2009) found 

that students who interacted more frequently and for longer durations had a higher rate of 

persistence than those students who interacted less frequently and for shorter time frames. 

The results indicate that online students who spend more time engaged in learning 

activities (time on task) are more likely to persist and be successful in an online course.
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Asynchronous and Flexible Course Format

Research indicates that a student in more likely to persist in an online course that 

employs an asynchronous and flexible course format (Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Morris & 

Finnegan, 2009; Muller, 2008). Morris and Finnegan (2009) distributed a survey of 230 

students who completed an online course and 275 who withdrew from the online course 

to identify predictors for completing an online course. 19% of students who completed 

the online course and 25% of the students who withdrew responded. Morris and Finnegan

(2009) then followed-up with telephone interviews of eight students who withdrew and 

eight students who completed the online course. Morris and Finnegan (2009) found that 

the online course’s asynchronous format and its related flexibility was a significant 

predictor of student online persistence.

Muller (2008) also found in a qualitative case study of 20 women undergraduate 

and graduate students in an online degree-completion program that the convenience and 

flexibility of the asynchronous format with demanding schedules was a facilitating factor 

for online student persistence. Ivankova and Stick (2007) also found that the flexibility 

and asynchronous nature of the online learning environment appealed to the learning 

style of the students who persisted, while the lack of real-time interaction and focus on 

written communication methods were factors that impeded persistence.

Instructional and Course Design

Research reveals some barriers to online student persistence exists within the 

course itself or its instructional design (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Muller, 

2008; Packham et al., 2004). Packham et al. (2004) found that one of the intrinsic factors 

that were barriers to online student retention was the volume and nature of the course
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assessments. Bunn (2004) also found that one of the major barriers that the online 

students reported were coursework issues such as the magnitude of reading and 

assignments. Muller (2008) in a qualitative case study of 20 women undergraduate and 

graduate students in an online degree-completion program also found that one of the 

greatest barriers for student persistence in the online program is the rigor and the 

demands of the coursework such as the volume of assignments.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete the online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course.

In analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five themes that emerged and “course design/communication” (p. 151) was one 

of the themes. Of the students who did not complete the online course, 28% reported 

“issues related to the level of responsiveness of instructors and the quality o f course 

design and delivery” (p. 151).

Faculty Engagement and Interaction

Research indicates that active student and faculty interaction and faculty 

engagement with students is another internal factor that influences student persistence in 

online education (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; 

Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Muller, 2008). Morris and Finnegan (2009) examined faculty 

perspectives on teaching online to gain greater understanding on the faculty’s role in 

student retention in online courses. Morris and Finnegan (2009) conducted semi

structured interviews with 13 faculty who teach online and also analyzed their archived 

online courses. Ten of the participants had taught online for three or more terms and were 

labeled as “experienced” (p.61). The remaining three participants were in their second
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term teaching online and were abled “novice” (p.61). Morris and Finnegan (2009) found 

that the experienced faculty used multiple faculty roles (managerial, pedagogical, social 

and technological) to engage their students and increase their students’ persistence.

Morris and Finnegan (2009) reported that the more experienced instructors “welcomed 

students to the class, encouraged them to share photos and experiences, and 

acknowledged the myriad pressures that might impact their class performance” (p. 61). 

Morris and Finnegan (2009) conclude that when faculty are active and present in the 

online environment the student will be more successful.

Muller (2008) conducted a qualitative case study of 20 women undergraduate and 

graduate students in an online degree-completion program to explore what barriers exist 

for online program persistence and what facilitates online program persistence. The 

study found that one of the greatest barriers for student persistence in the online program 

is poor interaction with faculty due to delayed communication or low quality instruction. 

In the Muller (2008) study facilitating factors were found to be more important to online 

student persistence than the presence of certain obstacles. According to the Muller (2008) 

one of the greatest facilitators of online student persistence was engagement in the course 

through meaningful interaction with the content, instructors and peers. Ivankova and 

Stick (2007) also found that faculty significantly contributed to students’ persistence in 

an online degree program. Specifically, support and encouragement from the faculty 

positively influenced student persistence. Ivankova and Stick (2007) also found that 

Faculty Support and encouragement significantly contributed to student persistence in the 

online degree program. In the Miiller (2008) study facilitating factors were found to be 

more important to online student persistence than the presence of certain obstacles.
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According to the Muller (2008) one of the greatest facilitators of online student 

persistence was engagement in the course through meaningful interaction with the 

content, instructors and peers.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete the online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course.

In analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five themes that emerged and ‘“‘course design/communication” (p. 151) was 

one of the themes. Of the students who did not complete the online course, 28% reported 

“issues related to the level of responsiveness of instructors and the quality of course 

design and delivery” (p. 151).

Peer Interaction

The absence and presence of student-to-student or social interaction has been 

shown to influence online student persistence (Bocchi et al., 2004; Heyman, 2010; Liu et 

al., 2009; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005; Miiller, 2008). Muilenburg and Berge (2005) 

conducted a factor analysis study to investigate the perceived barriers students face to 

online learning. Muilenburg and Berge (2005) collected 1,056 surveys of a diverse group 

of respondents. The perceived barriers or dependent variables that Muilenburg and Berge

(2005) examined included “social interactions, administrative/instructor issues, time and 

support for studies, learner motivation, technical problems, cost and access to the 

Internet, technical skills, and academic skills” (p.38). The five independent variables that 

Muilenburg and Berge (2005) found to have the most effect on these barriers were “(a) 

ability and confidence with online learning technology, (b) effectiveness o f online 

learning, (c) online learning enjoyment, (d) online courses completed, and (e) the
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likelihood of taking a future online course” (p. 38). Muilenburg and Berge (2005) found 

that “the single most important barrier to students learning online was a lack of social 

interaction” (p.35).

Liu et al. (2009) conducted a quantitative predictive study in order to examine the 

role of social presence in online course retention at community colleges. Citing Tu 

(2002a, 2002b), Liu et al. (2009) explains social presence as “the degree of one’s feeling, 

perception and reaction to another intellectual entity in the online environment.” (p. 166). 

More specifically, Liu et al. (2009) measured social presence in the focused areas of 

social context (variables involving the online environment’s characteristics and the 

participants’ perceptions of the environment), online communication (variables related to 

the use of language online), interactivity (the online activities), system privacy (variables 

related to technical reliability), and the feeling o f privacy (confidentiality). Liu et al.

(2009) analyzed 108 survey responses to the Social Presence and Privacy Questionnaire 

(Tu, 2002a, 2002b) and determined that the higher social presence the student had the 

more like the student would be to remain in the online course through completion.

Bocchi et al. (2004) discuss the importance of cohort-based or team learning in 

retaining online students. Specifically, Bocchi et al. (2004) examined the demographic 

profile of four cohorts of online graduate students in a Masters of Business 

Administration program which has maintained an 89% retention rate across four cohorts 

of students. The first and second cohort have a 100% graduation rate (Bocchi et al.,

2004). 24 students from Cohort 2, 35 students from Cohort 3, and 29 students from 

Cohort 4 completed the survey. Bocchi et al. (2004) investigated the students’:

Characteristics such as age, gender, years of business experience, and time spent
traveling; reasons for joining the program; expectations for the program; levels of
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experience in working with online learning media; frequency of serving on 
various types of on-the-job teams; and views on team-based learning and on 
factors contributing to work team success, (p. 247-248)

Although the cohort profiles remained stable between the groups of students,

Bocchi et al. (2004) found that there was no typical online student in the program and

that each cohort was a diverse group o f students. Bocchi et al. (2004) found that the

majority of respondents indicated that the major reasons they selected the online program

were a desire to attend an accredited program, accessibility, convenience and alignment

with professional and personal development plans. Bocchi et al. (2004) attributes the high

retention rate of the online degree program to the cohort-based approach and team-based

approach. However, Bocchi et al. (2004) caution that although team-based learning can

prevent isolation that may lead to attrition it also raises concerns related to a student’s

learning preference or style.

Study Habits and Time Management

Good study habits and time management have been shown to be student

characteristics while attending an online course or program that can lead to greater

persistence in online courses (Bunn, 2004; Stanford-Bowers, 2008). A Delphi study

conducted by Stanford-Bowers (2008) examined the perceptions of students, faculty and

administrators on the factors that influence online student persistence in order to

determine which of the factors are most important and if there is any convergence in

agreement on the factors between the three groups. Stanford-Bowers (2008) surveyed 39

students, faculty and administrators from 10 community colleges in the state of Alabama.

All the students and faculty had completed at least one online course. After three rounds

of the Delphi technique, Stanford-Bowers (2008) found sixteen unique factors that
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groups of students, faculty and administrators: computer access/accessibility, clearly- 

stated requirements and time management. The faculty and administrators were more 

closely aligned and had six factors in common: the previous three with the addition of 

self-discipline, responsiveness of the instructor and self-motivation. Stanford-Bowers 

(2008) concludes that accessibility to computers was essential to student persistence and 

that good study habits and time management were also student characteristics that lead to 

persistence in online courses.

A qualitative study conducted by Bunn (2004) examined student persistence 

factors in a library and information science online degree program. Bunn (2004) 

conducted three focus groups with 6, 7 and 5 participants that were students at various 

stages of the program: first-year students, second-year students, third-year students and 

former students of the program. Although Bunn (2004) cautions that the results are not 

generalizable to a wider population due to the explanatory nature of the study, Bunn 

(2004) found that effective balancing of workload was a critical factor in persisting in the 

online degree program.

Muller (2008) conducted a qualitative case study of 20 women undergraduate and 

graduate students in an online degree-completion program to explore what barriers exist 

for online program persistence and what facilitates online program persistence. Muller 

(2008) found that one of the greatest barriers for student persistence in the online 

program was the scheduling necessary to complete coursework. Students who could not 

meet the demands of scheduling fell behind.
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Student Satisfaction

An online student’s level of satisfaction with the academic program or course and 

the online learning environment has been shown to influence their persistence (Ivankova 

& Stick, 2007; Levy, 2007). Levy (2007) found that student satisfaction with the course 

was a major and significant factor in decisions to continue or drop the online course. 

Ivankova and Stick (2007) found that a student’s satisfaction with the program was a 

significant contributor to student persistence. Ivankova and Stick (2007) conducted a 

mixed-methods study of doctoral students in a distributed doctoral program in 

Educational Leadership in Higher Education at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in 

order to discover factors that contribute to students’ persistence in the program. Ivankova 

and Stick (2007) refer to the program as a distributed doctoral program but explain that 

“most of the coursework necessary for the degree is provided through distributed learning 

software, which utilizes the Internet as a connecting link. Most of the program is 

delivered to students via Lotus Notes and Blackboard groupware, which provides 

asynchronous and collaborative learning experiences to participants” (p. 96). Ivankova 

and Stick (2007) analyzed survey results received from 207 respondents that included 

both active and former students, including students who graduated and students who 

dropped out of the program. Ivankova and Stick (2007) then followed-up with a 

qualitative multiple case study of four o f the student respondents to further explore the 

results of the survey. In the quantitative analysis, Ivankova and Stick (2007) found five 

variables that were predictors of students’ persistence in the program. These five 

variables included the program itself, the online learning environment, faculty, student
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support services and a student’s self-motivation. Regarding the students’ satisfaction with

the program itself, Ivankova and Stick (2007) explain:

Most of the participants were satisfied with their academic experience, the 
relevance and usefulness of the program, and how the program met their needs. 
The amount of satisfaction, however, was the greatest among the graduated 
participants and the lowest among the Withdrawn/Inactive group, (p. 122)

Ivankova and Stick (2007) also found that the majority o f the students were comfortable

and satisfied with the online learning environment. However, students who were more

matriculated into the program rated the online learning environment more positively.

Technology

Technology problems such as access to the Internet or problems with the software 

has been shown to be a challenge to online student persistence as well (Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Muller, 2008; Packham et al., 2004). Packham et al. (2004) 

conducted a qualitative study to investigate the main reasons students withdraw from 

online degree programs. Packham et al. (2004) conducted semi-structured interviews with 

20 undergraduate students who had withdrawn from an online degree program at the 

University of Glamorgan in Wales. Packham et al. (2004) also conducted a focus group 

of the online course instructors to examine their perceptions of why students withdraw 

from the online degree program. The research study revealed eight main reasons that 

students withdraw from online degree programs. Packham et al. (2004) classifies the 

reasons as either intrinsic factors or extrinsic factors. Intrinsic factors include withdrawal 

causes that the college or university may have control over or may be able to reduce in 

some capacity (Packham et al., 2004). Packham et al. (2004) found that one of the three 

intrinsic factors that were barriers to retention was technical issues.
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Another relevant finding of the Packham et al. (2004) study was that even though 

70% of the respondents said the university would have not been able to do anything to 

alter their withdrawal decision, 30% of them said that the university could have 

intervened in some way with their primary reason for withdrawal from the online degree 

program. The majority of the respondents who said the university could have intervened 

indicated that technical issues could have been addressed by the university and technical 

support could have been increased (Packham et al., 2004). Packham et al. (2004) further 

suggests that there are key policies and strategies that a college or university can 

implement to aid online learning and counter the effects of these intrinsic and extrinsic 

barriers to online student retention. Some of these key strategies are related to technology 

such as “effective academic and technical support and communication mechanisms;

.. .and a robust [virtual learning environment] which is easy to navigate and builds learner 

confidence” (p.340).

However, research conducted by Willging and Johnson (2004) indicate that 

technology is not a relevant factor in online student persistence. Willging and Johnson 

(2004) conducted an electronic survey of the students who left the online degree program 

to ask them their reasons for leaving the program and identify any patterns. While no 

dominant reason was revealed, Willging and Johnson (2004) categorized the reasons as 

“personal, job-related, and program-related” (p. 114) and “technology-related reasons”

(p. 115). Overall, Willging and Johnson (2004) conclude that the “reasons given by the 

online students for dropping out of the program were not very different from those given 

by dropouts from traditional face-to-face programs.” (p. 116) and that there was no
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evidence that issues specific to online students (such as technical problems or absence of 

human interaction) were the primary reasons the students left the online degree program.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete the online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course.

In analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five major themes that emerged and “Technology/WebCT” (p. 151) was one of 

the themes. Of the students who did not complete the online course, 18% reported issues 

related to computers and accessing the Internet (Aragon & Johnson, 2008)

Student Support and Services

Research indicates that online students need ongoing and sufficient institutional 

support and services in order to continue to persist in an online program (Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Heyman (2010) 

conducted a qualitative study “to examine what a panel of 20 experts would identify as 

priority issues or concerns influencing student retention in fully online undergraduate 

programs in higher education” (Introduction section, para. 3). The panel o f experts were 

all online program administrators with at least three years o f experience. Using the 

Delphi technique, Heyman (2010) identified three common themes that presented as 

priority issues or concerns influencing student retention. One predominant theme was 

student support and connection to the institution. The panelists’ agreed that students need 

ongoing and sufficient institutional support in order to persist in an online program. 

Ivankova and Stick (2007) also found that student support services significantly affected 

a student’s continued enrollment in the program. Students who withdrew from the 

program or were inactive in the program had the least satisfaction with the program’s
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student support services. Bunn (2004) also found barriers to online student persistence 

were directly related to student support and services and included support issues such as 

feelings of isolation, problems with communication, and access to resources.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course. In 

analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five major themes that emerged and “Institutional Issues” (p. 151) was one of 

the themes. Aragon and Johnson (2008) report that of the students who did not complete 

the online course, 11% of the responses and included “advisement, enrollment, class 

cancellation, and drop procedures” (p. 151).

After Admission: External Factors 

In Rovai’s (2003) theoretical model certain external factors that a college or 

university are not able to control also influence a student’s decision to persist in the 

program. These external factors occur after admission to the program and include such 

factors as financial resources and concerns, work and employment constraints, family 

responsibilities, outside encouragement, and life crises (Rovai, 2003). This section o f the 

literature review is dedicated to discussing research on these external factors and their 

influence on student persistence and attrition in online education.

A greater percentage of online students are nontraditional (Rovai, Wighting, & 

Liu, 2005) and therefore may struggle with balancing the multiple demands of 

coursework, family obligations and employment (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Balancing 

these competing priorities and external pressures can impede persistence for an online 

student (Muller, 2008). Muller (2008) conducted a qualitative case study of 20 women
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undergraduate and graduate students in an online degree-completion program to explore 

what barriers exist for online program persistence and what facilitates online program 

persistence. Muller (2008) found that one of the greatest barriers for student persistence 

in the online program were multiple responsibilities. All of the participants were 

employed hill time and the majority of them had children in school or daycare as well as 

partners (Muller, 2008). As a result, the participants struggled with balancing the multiple 

demands of family obligations and their jobs (Muller, 2008).

A study by Packham et al. (2004) revealed extrinsic factors or reasons for 

withdrawal that are outside of the control of the college or university and are much harder 

to surmount (Packham et al., 2004). The extrinsic factors revealed in the Packham et al. 

(2004) study included “the student’s academic profile, their family situation, employment 

and nature of job, and available study time.” (p.340). Bunn (2004) also found that 

external pressures such as family and work obligations were impediments to online 

student persistence.

Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a survey with the students that did not 

complete the online courses to investigate the reasons they did not complete the course.

In analyzing the students’ reasons for non-completion, Aragon and Johnson (2008) 

identified five themes that emerged and “Personal/time constraints” (p. 151) was one of 

the themes. Of the students who did not complete the online course, 34% reported issues 

dealing with scheduling conflicts or personal circumstances that included problems or 

lack of motivation (Aragon & Johnson, 2008).
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Summary

The review of related literature chapter begins with an overview of the Composite 

Persistence Model (Rovai, 2003). Following this overview, the research on online student 

persistence and attrition is categorized and presented in three unique sections that are 

based on the Composite Persistence Model (Rovai, 2003). The first section reviews the 

literature on the student characteristics of online students that they have prior to 

admission and before they begin their online education that may influence their decision 

to persist in online education. The student characteristics included in this literature 

review that may influence online student persistence include demographics such as age, 

gender, ethnicity (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Willging & Johnson, 2004), academic 

preparedness (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Packham et al., 2004; 

Patterson & McFadden, 2009), class status (Levy, 2007), learning preference (Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Ivankova & Stick, 2007), academic locus of control (Morris & Finnegan, 

2009), motivation and self-discipline (Bunn, 2004; Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 

2007; Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Muller, 2008), and enrollment factors (Boston et al.,

2011). However, the research included on student demographics (age, gender, and 

ethnicity), students’ learning preferences, and academic locus of control is inconsistent.

The second section of the literature review examines the literature on internal 

factors that are within the control o f a college or university that can influence an online 

student’s decision to persist in online degree programs (Rovai, 2003). The internal factors 

included in this literature review that may contribute to an online student’s persistence 

decision include the amount of time on task that the student spends in their learning 

activities (Morris & Finnegan, 2009), flexible course formats (Ivankova & Stick, 2007;
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Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Muller, 2008), faculty engagement (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; 

Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Muller, 2008), peer 

engagement (Bocchi et al., 2004; Heyman, 2010; Liu et al., 2009; Muilenburg & Berge, 

2005; Muller, 2008), time management (Bunn, 2004; Stanford-Bowers, 2008), 

technology (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Muller, 2008; Packham et al., 2004) 

and the support services offered to the online students (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 

2004; Heyman, 2010; Ivankova & Stick, 2007).

The last section of the review of related literature reviews the external factors that 

influence online students’ decision to persist in their education. These external factors 

occur after a student has started a program and include influences such as financial 

resources and concerns, work and employment constraints, family responsibilities, 

outside encouragement, and life crises (Rovai, 2003). Balancing these competing 

priorities and external pressures can impede persistence for an online student (Muller, 

2008).



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Although online learning has been found to be as effective as face-to-face 

instruction (Diaz, 2002; Means et al., 2009) and many students are satisfied with the 

online learning experience (Diaz, 2002; Hart, 2012), attrition rates for online degree 

programs are higher than face-to-face instruction (Angelino et al., 2007; Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Boston et al., 2010; Carr, 2000; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Rovai, 

2003; Terrell, Snyder, Dringus, & Maddrey, 2012). High attrition rates put students at 

risk of not achieving their educational goals which could limit their life opportunities 

(Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2011) as well as their future income potential 

(Schneider & Yin, 2011). High attrition rates also have undesirable repercussions for 

institutions such as tuition loss, wasted expenditures, accountability concerns, and 

damage to reputation (Moody, 2004). This study adds to the current research on online 

student persistence by examining the effectiveness of one model of institutional policies 

and practices that have been implemented in support of student success in online degree 

programs.

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the association between online degree 

program graduation rates and the institution’s implementation of the institutional policies 

and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education. The research questions that are addressed by the study are:

51
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RQ1: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

for the Administration of Online Education?

Hi: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. 

H i a :  Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

RQ2: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support?

H2: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support.

H2a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Institutional Support.
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RQ3: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Support?

H3: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Support.

H3a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Technology Support.

RQ4: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional 

Design?

H4 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional Design.

H4a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the
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Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional Design.

RQ5: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are that are categorized as Course Structured 

Hs: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Structure.

H sa: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Structure.

RQ6: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

for the Administration o f Online that are categorized as Teaching and 

Learning?

H6: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.
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H6a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.

RQ7: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement?

H7 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.

H7a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.

RQ8: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Support?

Hg: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the
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Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Support.

Hsa: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Faculty Support.

RQ9: Is there a relationship between the implementation of the institutional

policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are categorized as Student 

Support?

H9 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Student Support.

H9A: Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Student Support.

RQ10: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment?
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Hio: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

H io a :  Graduation rates have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

RQ11: Can graduation rate be predicted by the implementation of the nine

categories o f institutional policies and practices identified on the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education predict 

graduation rate?

H u: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education.

Hua: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education.

Research Design

Each of the research questions required comparing measurements without any 

manipulation or treatment and therefore necessitated a non-experimental, quantitative 

correlational approach to the overall research design (Creswell, 2014). The variables that 

were examined in the study included the online degree program’s measurement



(numerical score) for the implementation of the nine unique categories of policies and 

practices on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

and the online degree program’s graduation rate. Causality cannot be accurately 

determined between the variables because a large number of intervening variables that 

are outside the control of an institution may influence a student’s academic progress and 

consequently an online degree program’s graduation rate (Rovai, 2003). As a result, the 

study employed a correlational design in order to analyze the direction and strength of 

association between the online degree program’s measurement (numerical score) on the 

nine unique categories of the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education, the program’s total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education, and the program’s graduation rate.

Population

The population for the study included all accredited degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions in the United States that offer online degree programs. 

According to Allen and Seaman (2013), this population includes 62.4% of all United 

States degree-granting institutions of higher education and includes both public and 

private colleges and universities, profit and non-profit colleges and universities, as well 

as four-year and two-year colleges and universities.

Sample

A self-selecting sample of online degree programs at accredited degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions in the United States was used for this study. A list of Deans 

and Directors of Online Education was obtained through the Higher Education Directory 

and were solicited to participate in the study. The Higher Education Directory is a
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commercial database of higher education administrators’ contact information 

(Publications, 2014). Additionally, solicitation of participants was posted by Sandra 

Coswatte, Director of Sloan-C Institute to one o f the Sloan Consortium’s organizational 

webpages to encourage participation from their members. The Sloan Consortium (Sloan- 

C) is an established professional organization with over 900 member institutions located 

primarily in the United States (Bourne, Harris, & Mayadas, 2005) that is dedicated to 

“making learning available to anyone, anywhere, anytime” (p. 131).

The study sample included both private and public colleges and universities as 

well as community colleges. The sample included non-profit institutions that offer online 

degree programs. Although for-profit institutions were invited to participate, all surveys 

submitted by these institutions were incomplete so the sample does not include them. 

Participants

The study participants were program administrators of online degree programs 

that are provided by institutions of higher education. The researcher expected that 

program administrators of online degree programs have the program and institutional 

knowledge that was necessary to complete the survey questions and the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. The researcher also expected that 

program administrators of online degree programs should also be able to accurately 

report the program’s most recent reported graduation rate as a typical function of their 

position.

No incentives were provided to the respondents for participation. However, 

respondents who had not previously completed the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education may have benefited from participation in the study.
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The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education is a program 

evaluation tool and may have provided respondents who had not previously completed it 

with information on the strengths and weaknesses of their program. This new information 

may aid these respondents in identifying opportunities to improve or enhance their online 

program delivery.

Instrumentation

To collect the data necessary to address the research questions, the study used an 

online survey. The survey instrument had preliminary questions written by the researcher 

that were designed to obtain demographic information as well as the program’s most 

recent publically reported graduation rate. The demographic information that was 

collected included: the type of institution (public or private, non-profit or for-profit), the 

type of online degree program (2-year or 4-year), the program’s academic discipline 

(Business, Computer and Information Science, Education, Health Professions and 

Related Sciences, Liberal Arts and Sciences, General Studies, Humanities, Psychology, 

Social Sciences and History, Other), and a numerical range for the program’s student 

enrollment.

The survey instrument also included the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education is a self-administered tool that provides online 

degree program administrators with a measurement (a numerical score) that can be used 

for the evaluation of quality in their online program delivery. The Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education is maintained by The Sloan 

Consortium. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education
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was used to obtain measurements for the level of implementation of the nine categories of 

institutional policies and practices to be addressed in the research questions: Institutional 

Support, Technology Support, Course Development and Instructional Design, Course 

Structure, Teaching and Learning, Social and Student Engagement, Faculty Support, 

Student Support, Evaluation and Assessment.

The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education was 

originally developed in a research study conducted by Shelton (2010) to “measure and 

quantify elements of quality within online education programs in higher education that 

may also support strategic planning and program improvements” (p. 6). The scorecard 

was created using the Delphi method with a panel of 43 experienced experts in online 

education administration (Shelton, 2010). The scorecard includes quality metrics for 

online programs some of which are adapted from the 24 quality standards identified by 

the Institute for Higher Education Policy (Phipps, Merisotis, & Institute for Higher 

Education Policy, 2000). In 2011, The Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C) a well-established 

and reputable professional organization for integrating online education into higher 

education endorsed the scorecard and began making it available to its Institutional 

Members (“Sloan-C Endorses”, 2011).

The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

includes 70 unique metrics or program quality indicators that each individually represent 

one institutional policy or practice that an online degree program may have implemented. 

Each of the 70 quality indicators is worth up to three points creating a total possible point 

value of 210. Using a Likert-like scale, program administrators select the level at which
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their program meets the quality indicators and determines a corresponding point value. 

The four defined levels or options that program administrators may select include:

• 0 points = Not Observed. The administrator does not observe any
indications of the quality standard in place.

• 1 point = Insufficiently Observed. The administrator has found a slight
existence of the quality standard in place. Much improvement is still 
needed in this area.

• 2 points = Moderate Use. The administrator has found there to be 
moderate use of the quality standard. Some improvement is still needed in 
this area.

• 3 points = Meets Criterion Completely. The administrator has found that
the quality standard is being fully implemented and there is no need for 
improvement in this area. (Shelton, 2010, p. 171)

The relationship between an online degree program’s score across all nine categories (the

total score) and the program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address Research

Question 1. The total score across all nine categories was also used in regression analysis

to address Research Question 11.

The 70 quality indicators are classified into nine categories. The first category on 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education is Institutional 

Support and has a total possible point value of 12. The relationship between an online 

degree program’s score in this category and the program’s graduation rate was examined 

in order to address Research Question 2.

The second category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Technology Support. It has a total possible point value o f 18. The 

relationship between an online degree program’s score in Technology Support and the 

program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 3.

The third category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Course Development and Instructional Design. It consists of a total
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possible point value of 36. The relationship between an online degree program’s score in 

this category and the program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address 

Research Question 4.

The fourth category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Course Structure. It consists of a total possible point value of 24.

The relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category and the 

program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 5.

The fifth category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f 

Online Education is Teaching and Learning. It consists o f a total possible point value of 

15. The relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category and the 

program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 6.

The sixth category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Social and Student Engagement. It consists of a total possible point 

value of 3. The relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category 

and the program’s graduation rate .was examined in order to address Research Question 7.

The seventh category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Faculty Support. It consists o f a total possible point value of 18. The 

relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category and the program’s 

graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 8.

The eighth category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Student Support. It consists o f a total possible point value of 51. The 

relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category and the program’s 

graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 9.



64

The ninth category on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education is Evaluation and Assessment. It consists o f a total possible point value 

of 33. The relationship between an online degree program’s score in this category and the 

program’s graduation rate was examined in order to address Research Question 10. 

Permission

Permission to use the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education for this research study was given by Kathleen S. Ives, D.M. Acting Chief 

Executive Officer and Executive Director, The Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C) as well as 

Kaye Shelton, Ph.D. the author of the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration 

of Online Education (Appendix B).

Validity

In quantitative research it is essential for the instruments that are being employed 

to have validity in order to produce meaningful inferences from the scores (Creswell, 

2014). The instrument that was used in this study, the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education, has established face validity, content validity, 

concurrent validity, and construct validity.

According to Neuman (2014), face validity is attained when a community of 

experts agree that the instrument measures the construct it is designed to measure. The 

official endorsement of the Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

by The Sloan Consortium provides face validity for the survey instrument (“Sloan-C 

Endorses”, 2011). The Sloan Consortium (Sloan-C) is an established professional 

organization with over 900 member institutions located primarily in the United States 

(Bourne et al., 2005) that is dedicated to “making learning available to anyone, anywhere,
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anytime” (p. 131). Sloan-C is also recognized as a “major supplier of information about 

online education” and “advancing knowledge about online learning” (Bourne et al., 2005, 

p. 131).

The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education has 

established content validity, concurrent validity and construct validity because it was 

developed using the Delphi technique in a research study conducted by Shelton (2010). 

The Delphi technique is an iterative consensus forming technique in which a group of 

experts receive a sequence of surveys or “rounds” that includes feedback from the 

previous rounds to achieve the most reliable agreement o f opinion among them (Linstone 

& Turoff, 1975). According to Goodman (1987), the Delphi technique utilizes subject 

matter experts who have knowledge and interest in a field and therefore increases the 

content validity. In the research study conducted by Shelton (2010) that led to the 

development o f the Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education, the 

panel of experts were selected based on the following criteria:

1. Five or more years o f experience as an administrator of online program in 
higher education;

2. Identified by the Sloan Consortium as a respected expert in the field of online 
education (having published or presented); and

3. Work at one of the various types of higher education institutions:
a. Community College
b. Public University
c. Private College or University
d. Faith-based College or University
e. For-Profit Institution. (Shelton, 2010, p. 63)

Creswell (2014) states that construct validity “occurs when investigators use 

adequate definitions and measures of variables” (p. 228). The use of the Delphi technique 

in the development of the instrument adds to its construct validity. According to Okoli 

and Pawlowski (2004) a Delphi study in which the respondents’ are asked to validate
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their initial responses ensures the researcher understands the meaning o f the items 

submitted. Shelton (2010) conducted six rounds in the Delphi study in order to produce 

and validate 70 unique quality indicators that can be measured in the Quality Scorecard. 

The use of six successive rounds of the questionnaire also adds to the concurrent validity 

of the scorecard.

Reliability

Quantitative reliability means that the scores obtained from participants are stable 

over time and internally consistent (Creswell, 2014). According to DeVellis (1991) one 

method for increasing the reliability of your instrument is to have a panel of experts 

review the items on the instrument. The items on the survey instrument employed in this 

research study were not only reviewed by experts in the field of online education they 

were also developed by them. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education was initially developed in a scholarly research study through the use of 

the Delphi technique (Shelton, 2010). The Delphi technique is an iterative consensus 

forming technique in which a group of experts receive a sequence of surveys or “rounds” 

that includes feedback from the previous rounds to achieve the most reliable agreement 

of opinion among them (Linstone & Turoff, 1975).

According to Hasson, Keeney, and McKenna (2011), the Delphi technique 

enhances reliability in two distinct ways. First, the Delphi technique removes group bias 

from the decision-making process by securing the anonymity of the expert participants 

(Hasson et al., 2011). The panel do not meet face-to-face and are therefore unable to 

influence each other’s responses. In the Shelton (2010) research study in which the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education was developed,
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the survey was conducted anonymously. The participants were therefore unable to 

influence each other’s responses. Secondly, Hasson et al. (2011) states that as the panel 

size increases the reliability of the composite opinion increases. Although there is no 

prescribed number of respondents for an expert panel in the literature (Hasson et al.,

2011), Brown (1969) states that seven respondents is the minimum and reliability 

increases with larger numbers o f respondents. The research study conducted by Shelton 

(2010) had a total of 26 respondents complete all six rounds of the Delphi study. The 

number of respondents is over three times the minimum number recommended by Brown 

(1969). The anonymity of the group’s responses together with the large number of 

participants in the Shelton (2010) study contributes to the instrument’s overall reliability. 

According to the original author (K. Shelton, personal communication, January 6, 2014), 

no further reliability measures have been conducted on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education.

Data Collection

After Mercer Institutional Review Board approval (Appendix A) was granted, the 

data for the study were collected via an online survey which was deemed an appropriate 

method because online degree program administrators are an Intemet-sawy population 

(Aoki & Elasmar, 2000). The researcher distributed the online survey to 256 online 

degree program administrators. The list o f online program administrators was obtained 

from the Higher Education Directory. The Higher Education Directory is a commercial 

database of higher education contact information (Publications, 2014). Additionally, the 

survey was posted to a Sloan-C organizational webpage to encourage participation from 

their institutional members. The total number of survey responses was 80. Fifty-four
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responses were removed from the final data set because the survey information was 

incomplete. The survey responses that were discarded either did not complete the 

graduation rate field or did not complete any of the items on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. This left a total number of 26 

viable survey responses. Each survey respondent was provided the option to complete 

program information for up to three online degree programs. Therefore the 26 

respondents who completed the survey yielded 62 online degree programs to analyze.

Data Analysis

The survey data were downloaded from Mercer University’s Survey Monkey 

software and imported into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software. Preliminary data screening was conducted in SPSS. All the study variables 

were found to have somewhat normal distributions when plotted. Pearson correlation 

coefficients were used to analyze the data for the direction and strength of association 

between graduation rate and the program’s total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard 

for the Administration of Online Education. Pearson correlation coefficients were also 

utilized to analyze the data for the direction and strength of association between 

graduation rate and the online degree program’s nine category scores of Institutional 

Support, Technology Support, Course Structure, Course Design and Instructional 

Design, Teaching and Learning, Student and Social Engagement, Faculty Support, 

Student Support, and Evaluation and Assessment on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education. The unit of analysis for this study was the online 

degree program. The variables that were correlated are listed with the research question 

number they addressed in Table 2.
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Table 2

Variables to be Correlated with Graduation Rate by the Research Question Number 
Addressed

Research Question Number Variable

RQ1 Total Score on All 70 Scorecard Items

RQ2 Combined Score on Institutional Support Items 1-4

RQ3 Combined Score on Technology Support Items 1-6

RQ4

RQ5

Combined Score on Course Development and 
Instructional Design Items 1-12

Combined Score on Course Structure Items 1-8

RQ6 Combined Score on Teaching and Learning Items 1-5

RQ7
Combined Score on Social and Student Engagement 
Item 1

RQ8 Combined Score on Faculty Support Items 1-6

RQ9 Combined Score on Student Support Items 1-17

RQ10
Combined Score on Evaluation and Assessment Items 
1-11

Multiple regression analyses was also conducted to investigate whether the nine 

category scores for on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education were predictors of graduation rate. The criterion variable was the graduation 

rate and the predictor variables were the category scores for each o f the nine categories of 

policies and practices: the combined score o f Institutional Support Items 1-4, the 

combined score of Technology Support items 1-6, the combined score of Course 

Development and Instructional Design items 1-12, the combined score of Course
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Structure Items 1-8, the combined score of Teaching and Learning Items 1-5, the score of 

Social and Student Engagement item 1, the combined score of Faculty Support items 1-6, 

the combined score of Student Support items 1-17, and the combined score of Evaluation 

and Assessment items 1-11.

Summary

This chapter describes the methodology that was employed for this research 

study. The research questions that guided the study asked if there is a relationship 

between an online degree program’s graduation rate and the program’s level of 

implementation for the nine unique categories of policies and procedures included in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education (Institutional 

Support, Technology Support, Course Development and Instructional Design, Course 

Structure, Teaching and Learning, Social and Student Engagement, Faculty Support, 

Student Support, Evaluation and Assessment). These research questions led to an overall 

study design that was quantitative correlational.

After Mercer University Institutional Review Board approval was obtained, data 

were collected from a sample of online degree program administrators via an online 

survey. The list of online degree program administrators were obtained from the Higher 

Education Directory, a commercial database of contact information for administrators in 

higher education. The survey included demographic questions about the online degree 

program such as enrollment size, academic discipline, institution types, and the 

program’s graduation rate. The survey also included the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education with permission from its authors (Appendix B). 

The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education is a program
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assessment tool that was originally developed by Dr. Kaye Shelton using the Delphi 

technique with experts in online education (Shelton, 2010).

The survey results were imported into Statistical Software for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) for analysis. First, the researcher calculated total and category scores for each of 

the online degree programs on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education. The researcher then analyzed the data by performing correlations 

between graduation rate and each of the nine category scores on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. The researcher also conducted 

multiple regression to examine whether the policies and practices on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education predicted graduation rate. The unit 

of analysis for the study was the online degree program and the variables that were 

examined were the online degree program’s graduation rate, the online degree program’s 

nine category scores for the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education, and the program’s overall total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

Although online learning has been found to be as effective as face-to-face 

instruction (Diaz, 2002; Means et al., 2009) and many students are satisfied with the 

online learning experience (Diaz, 2002; Hart, 2012), attrition rates for online degree 

programs are higher than face-to-face instruction (Angelino et al., 2007; Aragon & 

Johnson, 2008; Boston et al., 2010; Carr, 2000; Patterson & McFadden, 2009; Rovai, 

2003; Terrell, Snyder, Dringus, & Maddrey, 2012). This study adds to the current 

research on online student attrition by examining the effectiveness o f institutional 

policies and practices that have been implemented in support of student success in online 

degree programs. The study investigates the association between online degree program 

graduation rates and one model for institutional policies and practices. The model that 

was investigated is the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education and is comprised of institutional policies and practices for Institutional 

Support, Technology Support, Course Structure, Course Design and Instructional 

Design, Teaching and Learning, Student and Social Engagement, Faculty Support, 

Student Support, and Evaluation and Assessment.

This chapter presents the data analysis and results o f this research study. The 

chapter begins with restating the research questions and hypotheses. Descriptive statistics 

are then provided on the online degree programs that were analyzed. The findings are 

presented with each of the research questions.

72
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The research questions and hypotheses that were investigated by the study are:

RQ1: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education?

H1: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education.

H1 a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education.

RQ2: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as 

Institutional Support!

H2 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online

Education that are categorized as Institutional Support.



H2a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Institutional Support.

RQ3: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Technology Supporfl 

H 3 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Technology Support.

H3A: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Technology Support.

RQ4: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as Course 

Development and Instructional Designl
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H 4: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Development and 

Instructional Design.

H4a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Development and 

Instructional Design.

RQ5: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are that are categorized as 

Course Structure?

Hs: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Structure.

H5a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online

Education that are categorized as Course Structure.
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RQ6: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online that are categorized as Teaching and 

Leamingl

ffc: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.

H6a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Teaching and Learning.

RQ7: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as Social 

and Student Engagement?

H 7 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online

Education that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.



77

H7a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Social and Student Engagement.

RQ8: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as Faculty 

Support?

Hs: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Faculty Support.

H8a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Faculty Support.

RQ9: Is there a relationship between the implementation of the

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard that are categorized as Student Supporfl

H 9: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified
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in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Student Support.

H9a: Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Student Support.

RQ10: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation 

rates and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Evaluation and Assessment

Hto: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

H i o a : Graduation rates have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified 

in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment.

RQ11: Can graduation rate be predicted by the implementation of the nine 

categories o f institutional policies and practices identified on the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education predict graduation rate?



Hi i: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Hi i a: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Respondents

Respondents were asked to complete an online survey which collected the most 

recent graduation rate for the online degree program and was used to calculate numerical 

scores for the implementation level of the institutional policies and practices identified in 

the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. The survey 

was sent directly via email to 256 online degree program administrators obtained from 

the Higher Education Directory who were listed as online education Deans and Directors. 

The Higher Education Directory is a commercial database o f higher education contact 

information (Publications, 2014). Additionally, the survey was posted to one of The 

Sloan Consortium organizational webpages to further solicit participation from their 

members and the online education community at large. Consequently, an exact number 

for the total number of online degree program administrators that were solicited cannot 

be determined. The total number of survey responses received was 80. Fifty-four of these 

responses were removed from the final data set because the respondents either did not 

enter the graduation rate or did not complete the majority of the items on the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. Removing the incomplete 

surveys left 26 viable survey responses for the analysis. Since each respondent had the
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opportunity to complete information for up to three online degree programs, the 26 

respondents who completed the survey resulted in 62 online degree programs for the 

analysis.

In order to screen the respondents to ensure they were online degree program 

administrators, the researcher collected the respondents’ job titles. The job titles for the 

individual respondents were collected in an open-ended survey question. The job titles 

included twelve directors of online education, ten deans of online education, three vice 

provosts of online education, and one professor.

The following sections present the demographic information for the purpose of 

describing the sample. First, demographic information that was collected on the 

institutions hosting the online degree programs is presented. This information is followed 

by the presentation of demographic information that was also collected on the individual 

online degree programs.

Institutional Demographic Information

The demographic information in this section presents the demographic 

information about the institutions hosting the online degree programs that was collected. 

Respondents reported on the type of institution (Table 3) and the institutional control of 

the institutions (Table 4) that hosts their online degree programs. The 4-year institutional 

type accounted for 55% (N=34) of the responding online degree programs and the 2-year 

institutional type accounted for 45% (JV=28) of the responding online degree programs. 

Public institutions accounted for 69% (JV=43) o f the responding online degree programs 

and private, non-profit accounted for the remaining 30% (N=19). No institutions with the 

for-profit institutional control type completed the entirety of the survey.
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Table 3

Institutional Types o f the Responding Online Degree Programs (N—62)

Institutional Type Frequency Percentage

2-year 28 45.2

4-year 34 54.8

Total 62 100.0

Table 4

Institutional Control Types o f the Responding Online Degree Programs (N=62)

Institutional Control Type Frequency Percentage

Public 43 69.4

Private, non-profit 19 30.6

Total 62 100.0

Online Degree Program Demographic Information 

The demographic information in this section outlines the online degree program 

information that was collected on the individual online degree programs for die purposes 

of describing the sample. Respondents first reported on the academic discipline of (Table 

5) of the online degree program that they administer. The highest frequency of academic 

discipline was the Business category which accounted for 30% (iV =19)  of the responding
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online degree programs. The Liberal Arts and Sciences, General Studies, Humanities 

category was the next most frequent and accounted for 21% (13).

Table 5

Frequency o f Academic Discipline fo r  the Online Degree Programs (N=62)

Academic Discipline Frequency Percentage

Business 19 30.6

Computer and Information Sciences 3 4.8

Education 7 11.3

Health Professions and Related Sciences 6 9.7

Liberal Arts and Sciences, General Studies, 
Humanities

13 21.0

Psychology 2 3.2

Social Sciences and History 5 8.1

Other 7 11.3

Total 62 100.0

Respondents also reported on the number of students enrolled in the online degree 

programs that they administer (Table 6). The highest frequency category was the 0-500 

student enrollment range which accounted for 71% (A^=44) of the cases. The lowest
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frequency categories for enrollment were 1,001-1,500 Students, 1,501-2,000 Students, 

and the 4,501-5,000 Students ranges and were each at 1.6% (A^=l).

Table 6

Percentages o f  Student Enrollment Ranges (N—62)

Enrollment Range Frequency Percentage

0-500 Students 44 71.0

501-1,000 Students 6 9.7

1,001-1,500 Students 1 1.6

1,501-2,000 Students 1 1.6

2,001-2,500 Students 4 6.5

2,501-3,000 Students 3 4.8

4,501-5,000 Students 1 1.6

More than 5,000 Students 2 3.2

Total 62 100.0

Lastly, respondents reported on the graduation rate range of the online degree 

programs (Table 7) that they administer. The highest frequency of graduation rate was the 

21-25% range which accounted for 12.9% (Af=8) of the responses. The lowest frequencies
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of graduation rate were the 26-30%, 56-60%, 61%-65%, 71-75% ranges which each 

accounted for 1.6% (N= 1) of the responses.
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Table 7

Frequencies o f Graduation Rate Ranges (N—62)

Graduation Rate Range Percentage Frequency Percentage

0-5 3 4.8

6-10 2 3.2

21-25 8 12.9

26-30 1 1.6

31-35 4 6.5

36-40 4 6.5

41-45 4 6.5

46-50 3 4.8

51-55 5 8.1

56-60 1 1.6

61-65 1 1.6

66-70 5 8.1

71-75 1 1.6

81-85 3 4.8

86-90 6 9.7

91-95 5 8.1

96-100 6 9.7

Total 62 100.0



86

Findings

This section presents the statistical analyses used to answer each of the research 

questions concerning graduation rates and the implementation of institutional policies and 

practices for online degree programs. Preliminary data screening was conducted. All the 

study variables were found to have somewhat normal distributions. Each research 

question is restated with their hypothesis and is followed by the applicable findings. 

Research Question 1

RQ1: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f  the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecardfor the Administration o f  Online Education?

Hi: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

revealed a statistically significant positive relationship between the online degree 

program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices 

identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education, 

r(56) = .349, p  <.001. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis (Hi). The results o f the 

correlation indicate that 12% (r2 = 0.12, r(56) = .349, p  <.001) of the variance in 

graduation rate can be explained by the implementation of the institutional policies and
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practices identified by the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education.

Research Question 2

RQ2: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f  the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard fo r  the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Institutional Support?

Hh: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Institutional Support.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Institutional Support. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient revealed no relationship between the online degree program graduation rate 

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are characterized as 

Institutional Support, r(60) = . 187. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis 

(H2A).

Research Question 3

RQ3: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C
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Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Technology Support?

H 3 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Technology Support.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Technology Support. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient revealed no relationship between the online degree program graduation rate 

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are characterized as 

Technology Support, r(60) = .095. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis 

(H a).

Research Question 4

RQ4: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecardfor the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Course Development and Instructional Design?

H* Graduation rates do not have a significant association with die 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C
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Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Course Development and Instructional Design.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Development and Instructional Design. The 

Pearson correlation coefficient revealed a statistically significant positive relationship 

between the online degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education that are categorized as Course Development and 

Instructional Design, r(61) = .498, p  <.001. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis 

(HU). The results of the correlation indicate that 25% (r2 = 0.25, r(61) = .498,p  <.001) of 

the variance in graduation rate can be explained by the implementation of the institutional 

policies and practices identified categorized as Course Development and Instructional 

Design on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. 

Research Question 5

RQ1: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Course Structure?

H5: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C
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Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as

Course Structure.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education that are categorized as Course Structure. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

revealed a statistically significant positive relationship between the online degree 

program graduation rate and the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices 

identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are categorized as Course Structure, r(59) = .417, p  <.001. The researcher rejected 

the null hypothesis (Hs). The results of the correlation indicate that 17% (r2 = 0.17, r(59) 

= .417,p  <.001) of the variance in graduation rate can be explained by the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified categorized as Course 

Structure on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. 

Research Question 6

RQ6: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f  the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard fo r  the Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as 

Teaching and Learning?

H6.' Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Teaching and Learning.
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A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Teaching and Learning. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient revealed no relationship between the online degree program graduation rate 

and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are characterized as 

Teaching and Learning, r(60) = . 164. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis 

(H6).

Research Question 7

RQ7: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as 

Social and Student Engagement?

H7 : Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Social and Student Engagement.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Social and Student Engagement. The Pearson 

correlation coefficient revealed no relationship between the online degree program
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graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and practices 

identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education 

that are characterized as Social and Student Engagement, r{60) = .229. The researcher 

failed to reject the null hypothesis (H7).

Research Question 8

RQ8: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecardfor the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Faculty Support?

H8: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Faculty Support.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Faculty Support. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

revealed no relationship between the online degree program graduation rate and the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are characterized as 

Faculty Support, r{51) = .162. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis (Hs).
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Research Question 9

RQ9: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates and 

the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f  Online Education that are categorized as 

Student Support?

H9: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Student Support.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are characterized as Student Support. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

revealed no relationship between the online degree program graduation rate and the 

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are characterized as 

Student Support, r(57) = . 125. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis (H9). 

Research Question 10

RQ10: Is there a relationship between online degree program graduation rates 

and the implementation o f the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan- 

C Quality Scorecardfor the Administration o f Online Education that are categorized as 

Evaluation and Assessment?
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H io: Graduation rates do not have a significant association with the

implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education that are categorized as 

Evaluation and Assessment.

A Pearson correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient revealed a statistically significant positive relationship between the online 

degree program graduation rate and the implementation of the institutional policies and 

practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education that are categorized as Evaluation and Assessment, r(62) = .256, p  <.05. The 

researcher rejected the null hypothesis (Hio). The results of the correlation indicate that 

7% (r2 = 0.07, r(62) = .256, p  <.05) of the variance in graduation rate can be explained by 

the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified categorized as 

Evaluation and Assessment on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education.

A summary table (Table 8) depicts the relationships between graduation rate and 

the nine category scores as well as the relationships between graduation rate and the total 

score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

comprehensively (Research Questions 1-10).
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Table 8

Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Research Questions 1-10

Variable Graduation
Rate

Total Score on Sloan-C Scorecard .349**

Category Score for Institutional Support .187

Category Score for Course Development and .498**
Instructional Design •

Category Score for Technology Support .095

Category Score for Course Structure .417**

Category Score for Teaching and Learning .164

Category Score for Social and Student Engagement .229

Category Score for Faculty Support .162

Total Score on Sloan-C Scorecard .349**

Note: Correlations marked with an asterisk (*) were significant at p  < .05 and correlations 
marked with an asterisk (*) were significant at p <  .001

Research Question 11

RQ11: Can graduation rate be predicted by the implementation o f  the nine 

categories o f institutional policies and practices identified on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration o f  Online Education predict graduation rate?

Hu: Graduation rates cannot be predicted by the implementation of the

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the
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Administration of Online Education. Hi ia stated that graduation rates cannot be 

predicted by the implementation of the institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education.

Multiple regression analysis was used to investigate the relationship between the 

online degree program graduation rate and the nine category scores of the institutional 

policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration 

of Online Education for the Administration of Online Education. The number o f 

observations (N=62) collected was too low to yield results that would not be 

overestimated (Warner, 2013). Therefore the principal components regression method 

was chosen because it reduces the effective number of predictors. The criterion variable 

was the graduation rate and the nine category scores as potential predictors were 

analyzed. The correlations among the predictors were calculated by factor analysis 

(Table 9).
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Table 9

Correlation among the Predictor Variables

Category 
Score for:

Predictor
Number 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Institutional
Support 1 1.00 .69 .67 .58 .67 .46 .63 .70 .71

Technology
Support

Course
Development

2 .69 1.00 .60 .55 .61 .58 .67 .61 .73

and
Instructional
Design

3 .67 .60 1.00 .91 .74 .45 .70 .81 .84

Course
Structure 4 .58 .55 .91 1.00 .68 .34 .55 .77 .74

Teaching and 
Learning
Social and

5 .67 .61 .74 .68 1.00 .63 .80 .81 .82

Student
Engagement 6 .46 .58 .45 .34 .63 1.00 .63 .47 .55

Faculty
Support 7 .63 .67 .70 .55 .80 .63 1.00 .81 .83

Student
Support 8 .70 .61 .81 .77 .81 .47 .81 1.00 .90

Evaluation
and
Assessment

9 .71 .73 .84 .74 .82 .55

OO .90 1.00

The analysis supports the conclusion that the nine predictors measured only one 

latent dimension in common. The means and standard deviations of the nine predictor 

variables differed considerably. The predictor variables were transformed to z scores
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prior to computing their average. The means and standard deviations of z scores o f the 

nine predictor variables are presented in Table 10.

Table 10

Means and Standard Deviations o f the Z Scores fo r  the Predictors

Variable Mean Std. Deviation N

Category Score for Institutional 
Support 9.24 2.15 62

Category Score for Technology 
Support 16.39 2.30 62

Category Score for Course 
Development and Instructional Design 28.89 7.20 61

Category Score for Course Structure 20.76 3.18 59

Category Score for Teaching and 
Learning 12.10 2.61 62

Category Score for Social and Student 
Engagement 2.26 0.75 62

Category Score for Faculty Support 15.19 3.16 59

Category Score for Student Support 41.39 8.10 62

Category Score for Evaluation and 
Assessment

25.06 7.40 62

The internal consistency reliability of the average of the z score transformations of 

the predictors was .95 which strongly supports utilizing on the standardized average of 

the predictors to predict graduation rate. The average of the z-scored predictors was 

utilized as the only predictor. When the data were plotted, one extreme outlier was
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revealed. After the outlier was removed, the data plot was redrawn (Figure 2). The 

PRESS R2 = .107, F(l,59) = 7.092. The estimated population multiple correlation is .33 

which is statistically significant (p=.01). These results indicate that approximately 10% of 

the variance in graduation rate was predicted by the implementation of the policies and 

practices on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. 

Graduation rate tended to increase as more institutional policies and practices were 

implemented across all the categories. The researcher rejected the null hypothesis (Hu).

f=11.44*2 54'

AVG.ZPREOICTORS

Figure 2: Principal components regression
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Summary

This chapter presents the results of the research study. After restatement o f the 

research questions, the chapter presents the descriptive information on the respondents. 

The respondents included twenty-six institutions that accounted for 62 online degree 

programs. The demographics of the online degree programs are presented and include 

the frequencies for the institutional types for the online degree program’s host 

institutions, the funding control types for each of the online degree programs’ host 

institutions, the academic disciplines of the program and the graduation rate ranges for 

the online degree programs that responded to the survey. After the descriptive 

information is presented, the findings of each research question are presented. For each of 

the research questions, the null hypothesis is stated. For Research Questions 1-10, the 

correlation results are presented after the null hypothesis. For Research Question 11, the 

results of the multiple regression are presented after the null hypothesis. Summary tables 

for all the correlations and the regression analysis are also provided.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter includes a discussion and interpretation of the Endings in the context 

of past research and theory and implications for the results o f the study. The major 

Endings of the current study are highlighted. Recommendations for future research are 

also presented.

Summary of the Study 

Attrition in online education continues to be a problem in postsecondary 

education programming (Angelino et al., 2007; Bowden, 2008; Carr, 2000). Research 

indicates that online education attrition rates can be 10-20% higher than traditional 

programs (Carr, 2000). High attrition rates put students at risk of not achieving their 

educational goals which could limit their life opportunities (Braxton et al., 2011) as well 

as their fiiture income potential (Schneider & Yin, 2011). High attrition rates also have 

undesirable repercussions for institutions such as tuition loss, wasted expenditures, 

accountability concerns, and damage to reputation (Moody, 2004). However, research 

does indicate that institutions can play a vital role in creating an environment conducive 

to student persistence (Tinto, 1987,2012a; Tinto & Pusser, 2006) and even though online 

students do not typically have face-to-face interactions, institutional policies and 

practices could contribute to online student persistence and potentially help to address the 

problem of attrition (Hills, 2010). This study was designed to investigate one such model 

for institutional policies and practices that can be applied to an online degree program

101
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and the model’s relationship to student success as measured by the online degree 

program’s graduation rate

The model for the institutional policies and practices that was used for this study 

was the policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education for the Administration o f Online Education 

Programs. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education 

consists of 70 individual quality indicators which are classified into nine categories: 

Institutional Support, Technology Support, Course Development and Instructional 

Design Course Structure, Teaching and Learning, Social and Student Engagement, 

Faculty Support, Student Support and Evaluation and Assessment. See Appendix C for a 

complete list of each policy and practice in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education. The Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education was designed to be completed by online program 

administrators to assist with assessing the quality of their online program and identifying 

opportunities for improvement. For each of the 70 indicators, the online program 

administrator selects the level of implementation their online degree program has 

achieved for that indicator. The selection range for the level of implementation includes 

four choices: not observed, insufficient, moderate use, or meets criterion completely.

After completing the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education, a score for each of the nine categories can be calculated as well as a total 

score across all categories. The total score can then be benchmarked to established 

standards for an online education program. According to the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard 

for the Administration of Online Education a perfect score is 210 points, an “exemplary”
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score fall in the range of 189-209 total points, an “acceptable” score falls in the range of 

168-188 points, a “marginal” score falls in the range of 147-167 points, an “inadequate” 

score falls in the range of 126-146 points, and “unacceptable” score falls in the range of 

0-125 points.

The first research question asked if there was a relationship between the total 

score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education and 

the program’s graduation rate. Additionally, each of the nine categories of policies and 

practices served as the basis for one research question for this study. Those nine research 

questions asked if there was a relationship between score on the category and the 

program’s graduation rate. The final research question asked if the graduation rate could 

be predicted by the implementation of the policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education. The research question 

guided the study to an overall quantitative correlational approach.

After receiving Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board approval, an 

online survey was conducted of online degree program administrators. The survey 

instrument utilized the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education as well as questions written by the researcher to obtain a total score for a 

program’s implementation of the policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education, the scores for each of the nine 

categories included on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education, and the online degree program’s most recent graduation rate. Online program 

administrators were contacted via email using contact information obtained from the 

Higher Education Directory and via a professional association webpage. The survey was
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distributed on May 3,2014 and data were collected through May 17, 2014. Information 

on 62 online degree programs were collected for analysis.

The online degree program’s total score and each o f the nine category scores were 

calculated and correlated with online degree program’s graduation rate. Pearson 

correlations were used to determine the strength of relationship between the online degree 

program’s total score and its graduation rate, the online degree program’s score on 

Institutional Support and its graduation rate; the online degree program’s score on 

Technology Support and its graduation rate; the online degree program’s score on Course 

Development and Instructional Design and its graduation rate; the online degree 

program’s score on Course Structure and its graduation rate; the online degree program’s 

score on Teaching and Learning and its graduation rate; the online degree program’s 

score on Social and Student Engagement and its graduation rate; the online degree 

program’s score on Faculty Support and its graduation rate; the online degree program’s 

score on Student Support and its graduation rate; and the online degree program’s score 

on Evaluation and Assessment and its graduation rate. Multiple regression was then used 

to analyze whether graduation rate could be predicted from the implementation of all the 

policies and practices in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education.

Major Findings

The major findings of the research study include the three categories of 

institutional policies and practices that were found to be significantly related to student 

success and the results of the overall regression model. The total score of an online 

degree program on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online
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Education was found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate, r(56) = .349, 

p  <.001. As the total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education increased the online degree program’s graduation rate increased. The 

strength of the correlation was found to be weak to moderate. The results support the 

conclusion that the implementation of institutional policies and practices identified in the 

Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education are positively 

related to student success.

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online Education as Course Development 

and Instructional Design was also found to be significantly positively related to 

graduation rate, r(61) = .498,/? <.001. As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education for the category of Course Development and 

Instructional Design increased the online degree program’s graduation rate increased.

The correlation strength was found to be moderate.

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education as Course Structure was 

also found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate, r(59) = .417, p  <.001. 

As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education for the category of Course Structure increased the online degree program’s 

graduation rate increased. The correlation strength was found to be moderate.

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education as Evaluation and

Assessment was also found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate, r(62)
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= .256, p  <.05. As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education for the category of Evaluation and Assessment increased the online 

degree program’s graduation rate increased.

The other six category scores on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education (.Institutional Support, Technology Support,

Teaching and Learning, Social and Student Engagement, Faculty Support, and Student 

Support) were not found to be related to the online degree program’s graduation rate.

This research study also found that the overall regression model that included all nine 

category scores from the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education was statistically significant, PRESS R2 =.107,/? <.01. Online degree program 

graduation rates could be predicted from the implementation of the nine categories of 

policies and practices on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education, with approximately 10% of the variance in graduation rate accounted for by 

the regression model.

Discussion of Findings 

As stated in the previous section, the results of the Pearson correlations among the 

nine category scores for institutional policies and practices revealed statistically 

significant positive relationships existed between the total score on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education and the program’s graduation rate; 

the category score for Course Development and Instructional Design and the program’s 

graduation rate; the category score for the Course Structure and the program’s graduation 

rate; and the category score for the Evaluation and Assessment and the program’s 

graduation rate. The results of the multiple regression analysis indicate that an online



107

degree program’s graduation rate can be predicted by its implementation of the model of 

institutional policies and practices in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education. A more detailed explanation of these results is 

provided in the following section.

Institutional Policies and Practices

The total score of an online degree program on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education was found to be significantly positively related to 

graduation rate, r(56) = .349, p  <.001. As the total score on the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education increased the online degree 

program’s graduation rate increased. Although the strength of the correlation was found 

to be weak to moderate, the results support the conclusion that the implementation of 

institutional policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education are positively related to student success.

This research study also found that the overall regression model that included all 

nine category scores from the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education was statistically significant, PRESS R2 =107,/? <.01. Online degree 

program graduation rates could be predicted from the implementation of the nine 

categories of policies and practices on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education, with approximately 10% of the variance in 

graduation rate accounted for by the regression model.

These results correlate with and further develop the current research and 

theoretical literature that concludes that institutions play a vital role in creating an 

environment conducive to student persistence (Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1987, 2012a; Tinto &
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Pusser, 2006). These findings also contributes to the research specific to online students 

that indicates that online student persistence is influenced by course or program factors 

(Bocchi et al., 2004; Clay, Rowland, & Packard, 2009; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Lee & 

Choi, 2011; Morris & Finnegan, 2009; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005) and finds that even 

though online students do not typically have face-to-face interactions, institutional 

policies and practices contribute to online student persistence (Hills, 2010).

Course Development and Instructional Design Policies and Practices

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education as Course Development 

and Instructional Design was also found to be significantly positively related to 

graduation rate, /-(61) = .498,/? <.001. As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for 

the Administration of Online Education for the category of Course Development and 

Instructional Design increased the online degree program’s graduation rate increased.

The correlation strength was found to be moderate. This category included twelve unique 

policies and practices for Course Development and Instructional Design that Shelton and 

Moore (2011) list in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education as:

11. Guidelines regarding minimum standards are used for course development, 
design, and delivery of online instruction (such as course syllabus elements, 
course materials, assessment strategies, faculty feedback).

12. Technology is used as a tool to achieve learning outcomes in delivering course 
content.

13. Instructional materials, course syllabus, and learning outcomes are reviewed 
periodically to ensure they meet program standards.

14. Courses are designed so that students develop the necessary knowledge and skills 
to meet learning objectives at the course and program level. These may include 
engagement via analysis, synthesis and evaluation.

15. Learning objectives describe outcomes that are measurable.
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16. Selected assessments measure the course learning objectives and are appropriate 
for an online learning environment.

17. Student-centered instruction is considered during the course-development process.
18. There is consistency in course development for student retention and quality.
19. Course design promotes both faculty and student engagement.
20. Current and emerging technologies are evaluated and recommended for online 

teaching and learning.
21. Instructional design is provided for creation of effective pedagogy for both 

synchronous and asynchronous class sessions.
22. Curriculum development is a core responsibility for faculty (i.e., faculty should be 

involved in either the development or the decision making for the online 
curriculum choices), (p. 21)

These results support the conclusion that the implementation of institutional 

policies and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration 

of Online Education for the category of Course Development and Instructional Design 

are positively related to online student success. This conclusion supports and contributes 

to the current literature that indicates that online student persistence is influenced by 

course or program factors related to course design, instructional delivery or institutional 

support (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Lee & Choi, 2011; Muller, 2008; 

Packham et al., 2004).

Course Structure Policies and Practices

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education as Course Structure was 

also found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate, r(59) = .417,/? <.001. 

As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online 

Education for the category of Course Structure increased the online degree program’s 

graduation rate increased. The correlation strength was found to be moderate. This 

category included eight unique policies and practices for Course Structure that Shelton
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and Moore (2011) list in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration o f Online 

Education as:

23. The online course site or other web site includes a syllabus outlining course 
objectives, learning outcomes, evaluation methods, textbook information, and 
other related course information, making course requirements transparent at time 
of registration. The institution ensures that all online education students, 
regardless of where they are located, have access to library/learning resources that 
are adequate to support the courses they are taking (SACS statement).

24. Expectations for student assignment completion, grade policy, and faculty 
response are clearly provided in the course syllabus.

25. Links or explanations of technical support are available in the course (i.e., each 
course provides suggested solutions to potential technical issues and/or links for 
technical assistance).

26. Instructional materials are easily accessible and easy to use for the student.
27. The course adequately addresses the needs of students with disabilities via 

alternative instructional strategies and/or referral to special institutional resources.
28. Opportunities/tools are provided to encourage student-student collaboration (i.e., 

web conferencing, instant messaging, etc.) if appropriate.
29. Documents attached to modules are in a format that is easily accessed with 

multiple operating systems and productivity software (PDF, for example), (p. 36)

These results support the conclusion that these institutional policies and practices

identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education

for the category of Course Structure are positively related to online student success. This

conclusion also supports and contributes to the current literature that indicates that online

student persistence is influenced by course or program factors related to course design

and instructional delivery (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Bunn, 2004; Lee & Choi, 2011;

Muller, 2008; Packham et al., 2004).

In particular, these findings support Packham et al. (2004)’s assertion that there

are key policies and strategies that a college or university can implement to facilitate

online student persistence. These key strategies include “courses that ensure suitability,

competence and commitment; effective academic and technical support and

communication mechanisms; flexible Course Structure and assessment and a robust
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[virtual learning environment] which is easy to navigate and builds learner confidence” 

(p.340).

Evaluation and Assessment Policies and Practices

The category of institutional policies and practices identified by the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education as Evaluation and 

Assessment was also found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate, r(62)

= .256, p  <.05. As the score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of 

Online Education for the category of Evaluation and Assessment increased the online 

degree program’s graduation rate increased. The correlation strength was found to be 

weak. This category included eleven unique policies and practices for Evaluation and 

Assessment that Shelton and Moore (2011) list in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education as:

60. The program is assessed through an evaluation process that applies specific 
established standards.

61. A variety of data (academic and administrative information) are used to regularly 
and frequently evaluate program effectiveness and to guide changes toward 
continual improvement.

62. Intended learning outcomes at the course and program level are reviewed 
regularly to ensure clarity, utility, and appropriateness.

63. A process is in place for the assessment o f support services for faculty and 
students.

64. Course and program retention is assessed.
65. Recruitment and retention are examined and reviewed.
66. Program demonstrates compliance and review of accessibility standards (Section 

508, etc.)
67. Course evaluations are examined in relation to faculty performance evaluations.
68. Faculty performance is regularly assessed.
69. Alignment of learning outcomes from course to course exists.
70. Course evaluations collect student feedback on quality of content and 

effectiveness of instruction, (p. 82)

The results support the conclusion that the implementation of institutional policies 

and practices identified in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration of
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Online Education for the category o f Evaluation and Assessment are positively related to 

online student success. This finding supports and contributes to the current literature that 

indicates that online student persistence is influenced by course and program quality 

(Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Miiller, 2008).

Conclusions

This study addressed eleven research questions related to institutional policies and 

practices for online degree programs. Pearson correlation coefficients for the nine 

category scores for institutional policies and practices revealed statistically significant 

positive relationships existed between the total score on the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard 

for the Administration of Online Education and the program’s graduation rate; the 

category score for Course Development and Instructional Design and the program’s 

graduation rate; the category score for the Course Structure and the program’s graduation 

rate; and the category score for the Evaluation and Assessment and the program’s 

graduation rate. Additionally, the results of the multiple regression analysis indicated that 

an online degree program’s graduation rate can be predicted by its implementation of the 

model of institutional policies and practices in the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the 

Administration of Online Education.

The analysis failed to reveal any significant differences for the category score for 

Technology Support and the program’s graduation rate; the category score for 

Institutional Support and the program’s graduation rate; the category score for Teaching 

and Learning and the program’s graduation rate; the category score for Social and 

Student Engagement and the program’s graduation rate; the category score for Faculty
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Support and the program’s graduation rate; and the category score for the Student 

Support and the program’s graduation rate.

Implications

This study was conducted to contribute to the body of literature on institutional 

policies and practices that contribute to online student success. Identifying institutional 

policies and practices that support student persistence in online degree programs will aid 

higher education leaders with the design of organizational structures that facilitate online 

students’ success as well as mitigate the undesirable institutional effects of attrition 

(Braxton et al., 2011; Willging & Johnson, 2004). As more accountability measures such 

as performance-based funding are being adopted in higher education, a reduction in 

attrition rate may also help institutions secure funding from their governing bodies 

(Kallison & Cohen, 2010). Reducing attrition may also lead to a higher national 

percentage of college graduates and thus increase America’s global competiveness as 

well as federal and state tax revenue because college graduates typically have a higher 

income (Schneider & Yin, 2011).

Recommendations for Future Research 

This section provides recommendations for future research on institutional 

policies and practices that promote student success in online degree programs.

1. A second version of the Sloan-C Quality Scorecard for the Administration 

of Online Education has been released since the data collection was 

conducted for this study. The second version of the Sloan-C Quality 

Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education increased the 

number of quality indicators to “a total of 75 quality indicators for a



114

maximum score of 225 points”, “clarified ambiguous language and 

removed overlapping indicators”, and “replaced quality indicators that 

were overlapping with new indicators”. It is therefore recommended that 

the research study could be repeated with the new version of the Sloan-C 

Quality Scorecard for the Administration of Online Education to 

determine of the same conclusion can be drawn.

2. Future researchers should consider examining more closely the categories 

of policies and practices that were found to be significantly positively 

related to student success. Each of these categories had more than eight 

unique policies and practices in them and it may be possible that a small 

number of the unique policies and practices accounts for the majority of 

the high score in that particular category. Revealing the individual policies 

that are most impactful would be helpful in concentrating an institution’s 

effort and resources on the policies and practices in these categories that 

were found to be more effective for online student success.

3. Future researchers should continue to examine other models of 

institutional policies and practices that promote student success in online 

degree programs. This study examined only one model of policies and 

practices and there may be additional models that can also be positively 

correlated with graduation rates. Identifying multiple models for 

institutional policies and practices that promote student success in online 

degree programs may provide more opportunity for tailoring policies and
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practices more closely to the particular needs and resources of the 

institutions who host them.

4. As online education continues to grow globally, future researchers are also 

encouraged to consider applying the same model of institutional policies 

and practices to online degree programs hosted outside of the United 

States to determine if  similar conclusions can be drawn for a global 

audience.

Summary

This chapter presents the discussion, conclusions, and implications of the study. 

The first section provides an overall summary of the quantitative correlational design of 

the study including its research questions, the variables that were examined, the data 

collection, data analysis methods, and the results. Online degree program graduation rates 

and nine unique category scores for the implementation of certain policies and practices 

were obtained via an online survey of online degree program administrators. Program 

graduation rates were correlated with the total score for the implementation of the 

policies and practices. Program graduation rates were also correlated with each one of 

nine unique category scores to determine if there was a relationship between them. The 

total score for the implementation o f the policies and practices was found to be 

significantly positively related to graduation rate. The categories for Course Development 

and Instructional Design, Course Structure, and Evaluation and Assessment were also 

found to be significantly positively related to graduation rate. Multiple regression 

analysis was also conducted and determined that the model of institutional policies and 

practices identified in this study significantly predicted graduation rate.



After these major findings of the study are presented, the chapter continues with a 

discussion of the findings in relation to the current research literature. The findings are 

confirmed to be consistent with the current research and the study’s theoretical 

framework that posit that institutional policies and practices can play a vital role on 

student success in online degree programs. After the discussion of the findings and 

conclusions are presented, implications for higher educational leaders that are 

considering implementing policies and practices in support of their online programming 

are offered. The chapter concludes with four recommendations for future research in 

institutional policies and practices that promote student success in online degree 

programs.
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Mercer University 
Tift College of Education 
3001 Mercer University Dr.
Atlanta, GA 30341

RE: Institutional Policies and  P rac tic es  and  S tu d e n t S u c c e s s  in O nline D egree 
P rog ram s (H1404144)

Dear Ms. Levitt:

Your application entitled: Institutional Policies and Practices and Student Success in Online 
Degree Programs (H1404144) was reviewed by this Institutional Review Board for Human 
Subjects Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 2 1 CFR 56.110(b) and 45 CFR 
46.110(b) (for expedited review) and was approved under Category 7 per63FR 60364.

Your application was approved for one year of study on 09-Apr-2014, The protocol expires 09- 
Apr-2015.

If the study continues beyond one year, it must be re-evalu^ted by the IRB Committee.

Item(s) A pproved:
New Application

Please complete the survey for the IRB and thd Office of Research Compliance. To access the 
survey, click on the following link: http://https://www.survevmonkev.com/s/K7CTT8R

/
Respectfully,
Ava Chambliss-Richardson, M.Ed,, CIP, CIM
Associate Director of Human Research Protection Programs (HRPP)
Member
Intuitional Review Board
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 
Phone (478) 301-4101 
Fax (478) 301-2319 
ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu

http://https://www.survevmonkev.com/s/K7CTT8R
mailto:ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu
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Kaye Shelton <kayeshelton@gmail.com> Mon, Dec 16, 2013 at 5:19 PM 
To: Meggan Levitt <megganlevitt@gmail.com>

Also Meggan, here is a pdf of the document.

Kaye Shelton 
kayeshelton@gmail.com

Kaye Shelton <kayeshelton@gmail.com> Mon, Dec 16, 2013 at 5:12 PM 
To: Meggan Levitt <megganlevitt@gmail.com>
Cc: Kathleen Ives <kives@sloanconsortium.org>

Meggan,

Your study looks great. The Sloan Consortium and myself are excited to see the results. 
However, just know we can’t give you a list of schools that use the scorecard. I can give 
you 2 because they have their stuff out on the web. However, you can put a call out in the 
Sloan C listserv to see who is using it and who would be interested in your study.

I do have one suggestion. At one point you say the scofecard and institutional policies, in 
another place it appears more like you want the whole scorecard. I would not segregate it 
to just the Institutional Support category. I would use all or more than just that one for 
use. /
Just my two cents as a doc professor!

Kaye Shelton 
kayeshelton@gmail.com

On Dec 8, 2013, at 1:05 PM, Meggan Levitt <megganlevitt@gmail.com> wrote:

Dr. Shelton,
Attached is a description of my proposed study. My proposed use of the Scorecard is in 
the Procedures paragraph. Please let me know if you need any clarifications or would like 
anything added. Thank you for your help.

Meggan

On Sat, Nov 30, 2013 at 10:17 PM, Kaye Shelton <kayeshelton@gmail.com> wrote: 
Yes, please send me a description.
Kaye Shelton 
kayeshelton@gmail.com

mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:megganlevitt@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:megganlevitt@gmail.com
mailto:kives@sloanconsortium.org
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:megganlevitt@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
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On Nov 30,2013, at 8:24 PM, Meggan Levitt <megganlevitt@gmail.com> wrote:

Ok, thank you. I can provide a description of my proposed study if you think it will be 
helpful. Also, I am a member of Sloan-C through my employer, Georgia Tech, if  that's 
helpful.

Meggan

On Nov 30,2013, at 5:28 PM, Kaye Shelton <kayeshelton@gmail.com> wrote:

Meggan,

let me see if we are giving permission for studies with it. I am working with Sloan C on it 
so I need to confer with them. . /

Kaye Shelton 
kayeshelton@gmail.com

On Nov 30,2013, at 12:33 PM, Meggan Levitt <megganlevitt@gmail.com> wrote:

Dr. Shelton,
I am a doctoral student at Mercer University in Atlanta and I am preparing to start my 
dissertation. My topic is online degree programs and graduation rates. I hope to use the 
Sloan-C Quality Scorecard as part of the research design for my study and investigate the 
association between the implementation of the polices and procedures on the Scorecard 
and a program's graduation rate. I was hoping you might be able to spare some time to 
discuss your development of the scorecard and its potential use in my proposed study. I 
would greatly appreciate it.

Thank You, /
Meggan

Meggan Levitt
Ph.D. Candidate
Mercer University-Atlanta
Educational Leadership Program
Phone: 404-423-5870
Email: meggan.levitt@live.mercer.edu

mailto:megganlevitt@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:kayeshelton@gmail.com
mailto:megganlevitt@gmail.com
mailto:meggan.levitt@live.mercer.edu
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QUALITY S C O R E C A R D  F O R  T HE ADMI NI STRATI ON O F  ONL I NE  E D U C A T I O N  P R O G R A M S  Re. 10 2011

Because the quality scorecard was developed for the administration o f online education programs, the word 
“distance’’ has been replaced with the word “online. ” Note: The order of quality indicators within each 
category does not signify rank of importance. They are provided in random order.

W?m

[ 1. The institution has a governance structure to enable effective and 
comprehensive decision making related to online learning. 1 2

12. Policies and guidelines are in place to authenticate that students enrolled 
in online courses and receiving college credit are indeed those completing 
the course work. 1 2

13. Policy for intellectual property of course materials exists. (If policy exists, 1 
pt.; If policy specifically addresses online course materials, 2 pts.; If policy 
specifically addresses online course materials and is publicly visible online, 0 
3 p ts .)

|4. The institution has defined the strategic value of online learning to its
enterprise and to its stakeholders. ®

1 2

1 2

A documented technology plan that includes electronic security measures 
(e.g., password protection, encryption, secure online or proctored exams, 
etc.) is in place and operational to ensure quality standards, adherence to 
FERPA, and the integrity and validity of information. ***

1 2

12. The technology delivery systems are highly reliable and operable with 
measurable standards being utilized such as  system downtime tracking or 
task benchmarking. ***

13. A centralized system provides support for building and maintaining the 
online education infrastructure. ***

The course delivery technology is considered a mission critical enterprise 
system and supported as such.

The institution maintains system backup for data availability.

1 2

1 2

Faculty, staff, and students are supported in the development and use of 
new technologies and skills.

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 1



QUALITY S C O R E C A R D  F O R  THE  ADMI NI STRATI ON O F  ONL I NE  EDUCATI ON P R O G R A M S  Rev .
10/2011

[T Guidelines regarding minimum standards are used for course
development, design, and delivery of online instruction (such as  course 
syllabus elements, course materials, assessment strategies, faculty 
feedback). ***

12. Technology is used as a tool to achieve learning outcomes in delivering 
course content. ***

13. Instructional materials, course syllabus, and learning outcomes are 
reviewed periodically to ensure they meet program standards. **‘

14. Courses are designed so that students develop the necessary knowledge
and skills to meet learning objectives at the course and program level.
These may include engagement via analysis, synthesis and evaluation.***

Learning objectives describe outcomes that are measurable.

Selected assessments measure the course learning objectives and are 
appropriate for an online learning environment.
Student-centered instruction is considered during the course-development 
process.
There is consistency in course development for student retention and 
quality.
Course design promotes both faculty and student engagement.

110. Current and emerging technologies are evaluated and recommended for 
online teaching and learning.

111. Instructional design is provided for creation of effective pedagogy for both 
synchronous and asynchronous class sessions.

112. Curriculum development is a core responsibility for faculty (i.e., faculty 
should be involved in either the development or the decision making for 
the online curriculum choices).

2 3

The online course site or other web site includes a syllabus outlining 
course objectives, learning outcomes, evaluation methods, textbook 
information, and other related course information, making course 
requirements transparent at time of registration. ***

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 2



QUALITY S C O R E C A R D  F OR  THE ADMI NI S TRATI ON OF  ONLI NE E D U C A T I O N  P R O G R A M S

(WtPi
2. The institution ensures that all online education students, regardless of 

where they are located, have access to library/learning resources that are 
adequate to support the courses they are taking (SACS statement)

3. Expectations for student assignment completion, grade policy, and faculty 
response are dearly provided in the course syllabus. ***

4. Links or explanations of technical support are available in the course (i.e., 
each course provides suggested solutions to potential technical issues 
and/or links for technical assistance).

5. Instructional materials are easily accessible and easy to use for the 
student.

6. The course adequately addresses the needs of students with disabilities 
via alternative instructional strategies and/or referral to special institutional 
resources.

7. Opportunities/tools are provided to encourage student-student 
collaboration (i.e, web conferencing, instant messaging, etc) if appropriate

Documents attached to modules are in a format that is easily accessed 
with multiple operating systems and productivity software (PDF, for 
example).

1. Student-to-Student interaction and Faculty-to-Student interaction are 
essential characteristics and are facilitated through a variety of ways.

2. Feedback on student assignments and questions is constructive and 
provided in a timely manner. ***

3. Students learn appropriate methods for effective research, including 
assessment of the validity of resources and the ability to master resources 
in an online environment. ***

4. Students are provided access to library professionals and resources that 
help them to deal with the overwhelming amount of online resources.

5. Instructors use specific strategies to create a presence in the course.

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 3



QUALITY S C O R E C A R D  F O R  THE ADMI NI S TRATI ON OF ONLI NE E D U C A T I O N  P R O G R A M S

? - *  V- C  '

Students should be provided a way to interact with other students in an 
online community.

11. Technical assistance specifically for online course development and online 
teaching is provided for faculty. ***

12. Instructors are prepared to teach online education courses and the 
institution ensures faculty receive training, assistance, and support at all 
times during the development and delivery of courses. ***

13. Faculty receive training and materials related to Fair Use, plagiarism, and 
other relevant legal and ethical concepts. ***

14. Faculty are provided on-going professional development related to online 
teaching and learning.

15. Clear standards are established for faculty engagement and expectations 
around online teaching.

16. Faculty workshops are provided to make them aware of emerging 
technologies and the selection and use of these tools.

1 2

1 2

11. Before starting an online program, students are advised about the program 
to determine if they possess the self-motivation and commitment to leam 
online. ***

12. Before starting an online program, students are advised about the program 
to determine if they have access to the minimal technology required by the 
course design. ***

13. Students receive (or have access to) information about programs, 
including admission requirements, tuition and fees, books and supplies, 
technical and proctoring requirements, and student support services prior 
to admission and course registration. ***

14. Students are provided with access to training and information they will 
need to secure required materials through electronic databases, 
interlibrary loans, government archives, new services and other sources.

1 2

1 2

1 2

1 2

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 4



QUALITY S C O R E C A R D  F O R  THE ADMI NI S TRATI ON O F  ONLI NE E D U C A T I O N  P R O G R A M S

5. Throughout the duration of the course/program, students have access to 
appropriate technical assistance and technical support staff. *** 0 2 3

6. Student support personnel are available to address student questions, 
problems, bug reporting, and complaints. *** 0 2 3

7. Students have access to effective academic, personal, and career 
counseling. 0 2 3

8. Minimum technology requirements for skills and equipment are established 
and made available to students. 0 2 3

9. Student support services are provided for outside the classroom such as 
academic advising, financial assistance, peer support, etc. 0 2 3

10. Policy and process is in place to support ADA requirements.
0 2 3

11. Students are provided relevant easy access to required course materials in 
print and/or digital format, such as ISBN numbers for textbooks, book 
suppliers, and delivery modes. 0 2 3

12. Program demonstrates a student-centered focus rather than trying to fit 
service to the online education student in on-campus student services. 0 2 3

13. Efforts are made to engage students with the program and institution.
0 2 3

14. Students are instructed in the appropriate ways of communicating with 
faculty and students. 0 1 2 3

15. The institution provides guidance to both students and faculty in the use of 
all forms of technologies used for course delivery. 0 1 2 3

16. Tutoring is available as a learning resource.
0 1 2 3

17. Students are instructed in the appropriate ways of enlisting help from the 
program. 0 1 2 3

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 5
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1. The program is assessed through an evaluation process that applies 
specific established standards. *** 0 2 3

2. A variety of data (academic and administrative information) are used to 
regularly and frequently evaluate program effectiveness and to guide 
changes toward continual improvement. *** 0 2 3

3. Intended learning outcomes at the course and program level are reviewed 
regularly to ensure clarity, utility, and appropriateness. *** 0 2 3

4. A process is in place for the assessment of support services for faculty and 
students. 0 2 3

5. Course and program retention is assessed. 0 2 3

6. Recruitment and retention are examined and reviewed.
0 2 3

7. Program demonstrates compliance and review of accessibility standards 
(Section 508, etc.) 0 2 3

8. Course evaluations are examined in relation to faculty performance 
evaluations. 0 2 3

9. Faculty performance is regularly assessed. 0 2 3

10. Alignment of learning outcomes from course to course exists.
0 2 3

11. Course evaluations collect student feedback on quality of content and 
effectiveness of instruction. 0 2 3

Perfect Score = 210

*** Adapted from Institute for Higher Education Policy's Quality on the Line: Benchmarks for Success in Internet-based Distance Education 
(2000).

© 2013 Sloan Consortium 6
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number 501336700.
Once you receive your invoice for this order, you may pay your 
invoice by credit card. Please follow instructions provided at that 
time.

Hake Payment To:
Copyright Clearance Center 
Dept 001 
P.O. Box 843006  
Boston, HA 02284-3006

For suggestions or comments regarding this order, contact 
RightsLink Customer Support:custom ercare@copvriaht.com or +1- 
877-622-5543 (toll free in the US) or + 1-978-646-2777.

Gratis licenses (referencing $0 in the Total field) are free. Please 
retain this printable license for your reference. No payment is 
required.

mailto:customercare@copvriaht.com

