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Abstract 

DESIGN CHARACTERISTICS OF ONLINE COURSES  

 

THAT IMPROVE STUDENT RETENTION 

Tania Messina 

Under the Supervision of Patricia Bromley, Ph.D. 

 

 Online courses are becoming more and more common. However, many institutions report 

high attrition rates among online students. This paper is focused on using course design for 

improving retention in online courses. A review of the literature on the subject was conducted. 

The findings indicate that three major areas of course design significantly affect retention rates: 

Course structure, collaboration, and learner support.  Course structure should be clear and 

consistent, and provide a mixed balance of authentic assessments that are relevant to the 

students‟ lives. Feedback from instructors and collaboration between students reduce isolation 

and form bonds that keep learners involved in the course. Support for learners, both before and 

during the course, is shown to increase retention rates.  The writer suggests that instructors and 

course designers pay attention to these major areas and student preferences when designing their 

online courses. Specific recommendations on how these course design features can be 

implemented are included. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Online courses are becoming more and more common. According to the Sloan 

Foundation report Class Differences (2011), 75% of institutions reported an increased demand 

for new online courses. Over 5.6 million college students were taking at least one online course 

during the fall 2009 semester (over one in four students). Online enrollment was up 21% from 

2008 to 2009, the largest ever annual increase, compared to a 2% total enrollment growth rate. 

Even though more students are taking online courses and more colleges are offering them, many 

institutions feel the retention rate is significantly lower than traditional courses (Allen, 2011). 

The design of a course has been shown to affect student retention in both online and 

traditional courses. The online course presents special challenges because of the lack of face-to-

face contact and interaction. Designing the online course to address these problems and other 

student preferences may help increase student retention.  

 

Statement of the Problem 
 

 The problem, addressed as a question, is as follows:  

How does an instructor effectively design an online course for maximum retention of students? 

 

Definition of Terms   

Adult Student: One who is 18 year of age or older that attends a school (Merriam-Webster Inc., 

2011). 

Course Design (Instructional Design): Analysis and prescription of optimal instructional 

methods (ERIC: Education Resources Information Center, 2001). 

Online Course: Classes conducted remotely via computer systems, usually on the Internet 

(ERIC: Education Resources Information Center, 2001). 
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Retention: Ability of an educational institution to prevent student attrition and keep students 

enrolled until they graduate or complete a course of study (ERIC: Education Resources 

Information Center, 2001). 

  

Delimitations of Research   

 The references used for the review of literature were collected over a period of 90 days 

using the resources of the Karmann Library at the University of Wisconsin – Platteville.  The 

several search engines provided by EBSCOHOST and Google Scholar were used.  The key 

search terms were: “online teaching,” “online learning,” “improve retention,” “retention,” and 

“course design.” 

 

Method of Approach   

 

 A brief review of the history and causes of retention rates of online courses was 

conducted.  A review of literature relating to improving retention in online courses – especially 

as it relates to course design – was conducted. The findings were summarized and 

recommendations made.
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Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature 

Factors that Affect Retention 

 Greater demand for higher education, especially distance education, has many institutions 

examining the issue of retention (Hughes, 2007). Many institutions report high attrition rates 

among online students, some as high as 50-75% (Fisher, 2005). Many reasons have been given 

for students withdrawing from or failing online courses, including lack of support, poor 

backgrounds, weak skill sets, feelings of isolation, poor technical skills, and external factors.  

According to McKay (2007, p. 47), there are six categories of studies on retention: 

1. Psychological theories (individual personality traits - persistence) 

2. Societal/environmental theories (social status, race, opportunity) 

3. Economic theories (finances) 

4. Organizational theories (size of institution, teacher/student ratios) 

5. Interactional theories (fit between what a student expects and how well he/she integrates 

into the social and academic environment) 

6. Holistic theories (multi-dimensional) 

As the population of learners continues to age, part-time adult learners (over age 26) now 

represent the majority of online students (Ausburn, 2004). External factors, such as family and 

work responsibilities, can become primary reasons for course withdrawal. While these factors are 

not controllable by institutions, other factors such as course design can be manipulated. Effective 

course design can address many of the reasons for withdrawal or failure. 
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Effective Online Course Design 

Successful online courses require instructors to utilize new teaching methods and tools in 

order for learners to comprehend the material without the benefit of a face-to-face environment 

(Serwatka, 2005). Simply copying materials from a traditional course into an online course will 

not make it successful. In order to retain students, the reasons to stay enrolled must be 

emphasized and obstacles must be minimized (Serwatka, 2005). 

A study of online students conducted by Ausburn (2005) ranked students‟ five most 

important course goals: (1) Allow them to customize their learning, (2) Provide self-directed 

learning opportunities, (3) Provide multiple types of activities and assessments, (4) Facilitate a 

learning community with peer interaction, and (5) Provide instructor feedback and 

communication. For online instructors, being aware of these student preferences and other 

student success factors can help guide course design that will retain online learners. 

A review of the literature indicates that course design in three major areas can affect the 

success of an online student, all of which are interrelated: 

 course structure, 

 opportunities for collaboration, and 

 support for the learner. 

 

Course structure. 

Online courses require clear and consistent structure that is understandable to the student. 

It is much more difficult to clear up confusion from a distance. A successful online course will 

contain clear instructions and course expectations (Vrasidas, 2000). If instructions are clear and 

posted prominently, the students‟ frustration level will be greatly reduced (Serwatka, 2005).  



 

 

5 

 

  Studies conducted by Ausburn (2005) and Swan (2000) measured student satisfaction 

with course site features. Online students were more satisfied when the course contained fewer 

but consistent modules; course announcements and reminders from the instructor; documents 

such as a syllabus and grading procedures; and specific instructions for assignments. All of these 

features offer guidance and clarity to help keep students focused and frustration levels low, and 

thus promote course retention. 

 A successful online course must not only reduce frustration, but also entice the student to 

learn. Most successful courses are based on the fundamental assumption of constructivism in that 

knowledge is constructed, not simply passed from the instructor to the learner (Vrasidas, 2000). 

The online course instructor must develop a balanced mix of activities and assessments that spur 

motivation and allow the learner to effectively construct knowledge (Fisher, 2005). Using 

relevant and authentic assessments such as portfolios, reflection papers, participation in online 

discussions, and collaborative projects can provide that balance and help learners connect their 

learning to real life (Vrasidas, 2000). 

 Research results imply that increasing the relevance of the course can lead to greater 

retention rates. Learners who feel that the course is relevant to their job or life are less likely to 

withdraw from the course (Park, 2009). Using authentic assessments involving real-life 

situations increases the probability that learners will stay invested in a course (Vrasidas, 2000). 

Nonlinearity of online instruction and the ability to control the pace of lessons allows learners to 

exercise more control of their learning, making it more relevant (Tallent-Runnels, Thomas, Lan,  

Cooper, Ahern, Shaw, 2006). When students find relevance in their coursework, they are 

motivated to learn more and participate in the course. “Students will gain a better understanding 
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of the material when they can link what they are learning with what they are doing” (Fisher, 

2005, p. 93).  

Opportunities for collaboration. 

Another reason for low retention rates in online courses is lack of interaction with the 

instructor (Serwatka, 2005). The lack of face-to-face contact compels instructors to initiate 

contact through other means, such as feedback on assessments, discussion boards, and e-mails. A 

study conducted by Swan et al (2000) indicated that the more interaction students believed they 

had with their instructors (whether real or perceived), the more satisfied they were with their 

courses. That study also revealed course satisfaction is related to interaction with other students. 

The lack of face-to-face contact in online courses can cause students to feel isolated, thus 

increasing the chances of attrition. Increasing interaction with instructors and peers can create a 

sense of „belonging‟ (Hughes, 2007). A study of nursing students who posted online weekly 

journals demonstrated the students felt that sharing their knowledge and experiences, and reading 

journals of other students, improved their learning and encouraged interactivity (Tallent-Runnels, 

et al., 2006). 

A review of the literature indicates interactivity is one of the most important features of 

course design, using features such as chat, e-mail, discussion boards, journals, group activities, 

and learning communities (Ausburn, 2004). Course discussions, and the value instructors place 

on them, are a major contributor to success in online courses. Students feel more successful with 

online discussions because all students have a chance to participate, no one dominates the 

conversation, and students can reflect on their writing prior to submission (Swan, 2001). It is 

interesting to note that synchronous discussions were found to be more beneficial for social 
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interaction, while asynchronous discussions were more useful for topic discussions (Tallent-

Runnels, et al., 2006). 

 The use of learning communities and collaborative assignments also has a positive 

influence on student retention in online courses (Fisher, 2005). As students are involved in 

collaborative assignments, they begin to form social bonds that motivate the learner through a 

sense of accountability to the group to continue to participate (Fisher, 2005). A strong focus on 

interactivity and student participation is important to online course construction (Tallent-

Runnels, et al., 2006). 

  

 Support for the learner. 

 Identifying and providing support to at-risk learners is another way to improve retention. 

At-risk learners were provided with pre-course support and skills development during a retention 

plan conducted at Kent University in 2001. Participating students had a retention rate of 97% in 

their courses (Hughes, 2007). Furthermore, 46% of students surveyed felt they would benefit 

from orientation prior to the start of a course (Nash, 2005). Orientation prior to the course start 

could address those needs by offering tutoring in test-taking, study, or computer skills. 

Online courses, because of their structure, require technical knowledge and ability. 

Students can become frustrated with technical issues and lose motivation, which can lead to 

attrition. Computer training and technical support can alleviate those issues. Computer training is 

positively related to retention (Nash, 2005). One program included an Introduction to Online 

Learning course and tutorials on how to use the technology, which contributed to a 95% 

retention rate (Dietz-Uhler, Fisher, & Han, 2007-2008). More technologically advanced students 



 

 

8 

 

were paired with those needing technological support during an MBA program at Pepperdine 

University, increasing students‟ motivation and interest in the course (Fisher, 2005). 

Some researchers agree that continued support for the learner during the course, 

especially for at-risk students, may have a greater effect on retention than teaching ability. The 

course should provide complete information on all support services available to students, 

including those for disabilities. In the retention plan conducted at Kent University in 2001, 

students received tutoring in areas such as computer skills, writing, time management, and study 

skills. The feedback indicated proactive tutoring, especially for at-risk students, improved 

retention (Hughes, 2007). 

The instructor in the position of tutor can be especially effective, but time demands can 

be prohibitive. Hughes (2007) suggests if an instructor can shift their time from delivering 

content to supporting students, completion of coursework may improve. A tutor can also be 

added to the course to assist students and the instructor. In an online course, a tutor can provide 

guidance to students in the following ways: 

 Creating a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) page 

 Providing Internet search strategies 

 Providing directions for report writing 

 Moderating discussions 

 Providing examples of assignments 

 Providing feedback 

 Facilitating study groups (McKay, 2007) 
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Summary 

As online course enrollment rises, high attrition rates in online courses have become a 

concern for many institutions. For online instructors, being aware of student preferences and 

other student success factors can help guide course design that will retain online learners. Three 

major areas of course design have been shown to positively affect the success online students, 

and thus retention: Course structure, collaboration, and learner support. 

Online students are more successful when the course structure is clear and consistent, 

with few modules.  A balanced mix of activities and assessments keeps students motivated. 

Authentic and relevant activities and assessments, involving real-life situations, increase the 

probability that learners will stay invested in a course. 

 Interactivity is one of the most important features of course design. Interaction with the 

instructor and with peers has been shown to create a sense of „belonging‟ with online students. 

Students feel more successful with online discussions, and collaborative assignments form social 

bonds that motivate the learner through a sense of accountability to the group. 

Providing support to at-risk learners is another way to improve retention. Pre-course 

orientation and tutoring in test-taking, study skills, and computer skills were shown to positively 

affect student retention rates. Online courses allow instructors to spend more time supporting 

learners because less time is spent during the course delivering content.  
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Chapter Three: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The research shows that course structure, collaboration, and learner support are three 

major areas of course design that have been shown to positively affect the success of online 

students, and thus increase the rate of retention. These three areas are interrelated, and the 

recommendations in this paper should be used together in designing an online course to achieve 

the maximum success with student retention. 

Adult students prefer their online course to have clear and consistent course structure.  A 

simple, understandable structure with as few modules as possible is preferred. Modules should 

be consistent in appearance and functionality. Students should not be frustrated trying to sift their 

way through an online course trying to find their next reading assignment or project. For those 

students with few computer skills, technological frustration could be enough to compel them to 

drop the course.  

According to studies, students prefer to customize their learning, and a balanced mix of 

assignments and assessments will keep them motivated, and may also appeal to differing 

learning styles. Authentic assessments such as portfolios, journals, self-reflection, case studies, 

and similar real-life activities should be used to enable students to connect their learning to their 

lives. This connection gives meaning to their learning, and they understand the material better.  

Researchers agree that interactivity is one of the most important features of course 

design. The lack of face-to-face contact in online courses should compel instructors to initiate 

contact through other means, such as feedback on assessments, discussion boards, and e-mails. 

Prompt, frequent feedback from the instructor will help guide students and keep them on track.   
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Course discussions are a major contributor to success in online courses and should be 

used in every course. They provide a source of interaction between learners, which is highly 

valued. Using open ended questions can promote more critical thinking and deeper discussions. 

Online courses should promote collaboration on at least some portion of the assessments. 

Group assignments allow students to work closely together and form bonds, thus strengthening 

the attachments to each other and the course. At-risk students feel more accountable when 

participating in a group structure. 

According to the research, a large percentage of students want support and are more 

likely to stay in a course when they receive it. Pre-courses, such as an introduction to the 

technology, should be developed as part of the overall online program at an institution. Online 

tutoring should be available throughout the course for students who are struggling. 

Online courses allow an instructor to release time they would normally spend on content 

delivery and use it for student support. As mentioned earlier, frequent feedback from instructors 

can help students stay on track. In addition, instructors should identify any at-risk students and 

provide feedback and support. For example, an instructor could contact a student who failed to 

submit an assignment and discuss the complications with the assignment. 

Hybrid courses have been shown to be the most successful because they combine the best 

features of face-to-face and online courses. If possible, instructors should schedule at least one 

face-to-face encounter to allow students to interact and form a community (this may be 

achievable through Voice over Internet products). This will only strengthen the learning 

community that continues throughout the online portion of the course.  

Poor retention has many causes, and a solution for one course may not be the best 

solution for another. But research has shown that these are steps an instructor or course 
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designer can take to increase the chances that students will remain motivated, interested, and thus 

enrolled in a course. 

 

 Areas for Future Research 

 There is no generic standard format for a successful online course. Instructors must 

evaluate many factors in order to create an effective course. Course design that matches the 

needs and the learning styles of the learners with the content has been shown to promote student 

success in online courses (Tallent-Runnels, et al., 2006). Further research on evaluation of 

learning styles and incorporating them into the design of a course would be beneficial. 

 Hybrid, or blended, courses have been recognized as perhaps an even more effective 

method of teaching, combining face-to-face rapport building with online self-study (Ausburn, 

2004). Determining the effectiveness and feasibility of hybrid courses (vs. online courses) in 

improving retention is an area that deserves future study and discussion. 
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