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Abstract: Despite more focused attention in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, high online attrition
remains both a concern and a mystery; gaps in our knowledge exist as to why students so often do
not complete online courses. Pre-pandemic, and using a sample of 780 students who dropped out of
fully online courses (or the same course face-to-face) from a large university system in the Northeast
U.S., students were explicitly asked about their specific reasons for course withdrawal. All students
enrolled in a fully online course (or a face-to-face section of the same course) at the City University
of New York (CUNY) in fall 2015 were invited to take the online survey from which this study data
was taken. Results indicate that there were distinct differences in the patterns of reasons given by
online and face-to-face students: although the perceived quality of the instructor/instruction was
deemed important to student persistence in both modalities, it seemed to be of greater importance
face-to-face than online. Furthermore, issues related to time were found to be more prominent
reasons for dropping for online learners than face-to-face learners. Findings from this study shed
new light on the impetus for online attrition, with implications for online policy and course design in
a post-pandemic era.
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1. Introduction

Notwithstanding continued pre-pandemic growth in the adoption of online learning
in higher education for more than a decade [1] and the almost universal move to Emergency
Remote Teaching (EMT) in the U.S. during the height of COVID-19 [2], the impact that
online enrollment may have on college persistence and degree attainment remains unclear.
Research from prior to the onset of the pandemic shows that online courses may provide
increased access to college [3], and there is support that students can learn as much online
as they do face-to-face via comparison of course-level factors (see review in [4]). However,
studies are mixed as to the outcomes for those who choose to enroll online, with some multi-
institutional studies [5-7] finding negative impacts on college persistence. Other multi-
institutional studies [3,8] and a nationally representative study [9] found no differences in
retention or graduation rates between those who engage in online learning and those who
engage in face-to-face learning.

While the impact of voluntary online enrollment on college outcomes such as per-
sistence and degree attainment may be uncertain, what does seem to be supported by
pre-pandemic research is that online courses often have higher dropout rates than face-
to-face courses (see [4,10-12] for reviews). The issue of higher dropout in online courses
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continues to raise the concern that online course enrollment might hinder degree comple-
tion; course withdrawals are considered to be a significant variable in student success [13].
However, online students have different characteristics than face-to-face students, and thus
higher course dropout online, when it exists, may be related to demographic and envi-
ronmental variables that prompt students to enroll online in the first place. For example,
online students are more time-poor, and this has been linked to lower retention and credit
accumulation [14].

While online attrition has been linked by some research to academic non-success
(see [4]), in other cases it may be a reasonable response to a rational cost-benefit analysis;
Diaz [15] theorized that students may choose to drop online courses in order to meet
their immediate personal or long-term academic goals (for example, a student might drop
because they determine that they have insufficient time for the academic work needed
to obtain their desired course grade; as students who choose to take courses online are
more time-poor [4,16], this may happen more often in online courses). Twenty years
after Diaz’s theorizing, we still do not have a complete understanding of what motivates
online students to drop out (and in turn, how best to implement interventions to better
retain them). Given that almost three quarters of higher education administrators noted
online learning as critical to their future strategic plan pre-pandemic [17], and that higher
education online administrators recently sampled across the U.S. predict that by 2025, most
higher education learner experiences will include online learning [18], more knowledge
about why those who voluntarily enroll online may choose to drop out seems critical.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Rise of Online Learning

Pre-pandemic, the number of students studying on-campus in the U.S. dropped by
over one million from 2012-2016; at the same time, enrollments in online learning increased
for fourteen years straight, and almost a third of all post-secondary students enrolled in
at least one online course annually [1,17,19,20]. By the fall of 2020, after the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, 75% of all undergraduate students in the U.S. were enrolled in at
least one online course [21]. Prior to the pandemic, not all students elected to enroll in
online courses, and as we move into a post-pandemic era, students will again be able to
choose whether or not to voluntarily enroll online [4]. Data today suggests that student
interest in online learning is currently higher than it was pre-pandemic, and that higher
education institutions will likely continue to invest more in online programming to meet
student demand [18,22].

2.2. Online Learning and Attrition

Research indicates that many who take online courses (outside of pandemic-induced
necessity) do so because they need the flexibility that these courses offer due to a wide range
of life challenges that make it difficult to attend face-to-face courses [23-30]. However,
what is currently empirically unknown is the specific reason that prompts these same
students to drop out of their online courses; most studies instead focus on the behaviors of
students who persist online [31]. Attrition rates among online learners fluctuate between
40-80% [32], and these rates may be increasing [11,31]. At least twenty-five studies over
almost two decades conducted prior to the pandemic report that online dropout rates
are consistently and significantly higher than dropout rates for face-to face courses, with
online attrition appearing to be 7-20 percentage points higher than the attrition found in
face-to-face courses (see reviews in [4,10]). However, why more students drop out online
in comparison to face-to-face is uncertain [33].

Studies often assume that higher rates of dropout in online courses are the result of
features of the online environment itself [6,7]; however, student self-selection into online
courses makes it difficult to tease apart whether student reasons for dropout are related to
the online medium itself (at least in terms of how it is typically currently implemented),
or other characteristics or environmental factors in the lives of the students who elect
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to take courses online [14,34]. Students who choose to enroll in online courses have
different characteristics than those who enroll only face-to-face: for example, they are more
likely to be older, with work and family responsibilities, and are on average more time
poor [14]. Thus, students who choose to enroll in online courses may have reasons for
dropping that are different on average from students who enroll in face-to-face courses, but
existing research has not directly compared student reasons for dropout in both mediums
side-by-side.

2.3. Online Learning and Student Satisfaction

A body of research has investigated the perceptions of students and their “satisfac-
tion” with online learning, although this literature focuses on completers rather than
those who drop out of online courses. Course design/quality has been implicated as a
critical—perhaps the most important—factor influencing completer’s satisfaction with on-
line learning; other factors include the learner’s motivation and time management, and their
comfort with technology [11,12,35-37]. Furthermore, instructor presence (i.e., feedback and
interaction) is often cited as important for students who report being satisfied with online
learning experiences, as well as the quality of peer interaction and whether the course is a
match with individual learning styles [38—42]. This research provides useful knowledge
about what influences the satisfaction of online completers, and may in turn provide some
clues as to why unsatisfied students drop out, as research suggests that online learners
are less likely to drop when they are satisfied with their courses [12,43]. However, it does
not necessarily follow that all of the same factors in the completer satisfaction literature
influence decisions to drop out of online courses, or which factors, if they influence these
decisions, are of the most importance for non-completers.

2.4. Persistent Knowledge Gap—WHhy Do Online Students Drop?

Even though the question this study addresses originated 20 years ago, the reasons
why students drop out of online courses continues to remain under-researched; very few
studies have attempted to give students a voice by actually asking them why they drop.
In a meta-review spanning 1999-2009 [44], only seven empirical studies were identified
that specifically sought students’ reasons for dropping out of online courses. One of
these, [45] found that 10 masters-level students dropped out online due to work-related
reasons, personal issues (i.e., lack of time; family responsibilities), course reasons (course
workload/course difficulty), and technology difficulties. The other six empirical studies
noted in the Lee and Choi review also report some combination of these explanations for
students dropping out, with instructional design issues and time-related issues related to
work and family implicated the most often across the studies. However, all these studies
are decades old, and they had very small and homogenous samples (in terms of the number
of students and only one/few online courses sampled), likely resulting in selection bias [44],
which severely limits their generalizability.

In a larger study, Fetzner [46] reports data from telephone surveys of unsuccessful
online students at a single college (n = 438); she found that when asked to select from
22 statements, the top three reasons for dropping an online course selected by students were:
could not catch up/ falling behind in coursework (19.7%), personal problems (health, job,
childcare) (14.2%), and could not handle combined study plus work/family responsibility
(13.7%). However, Fetzner also noted that the sample was not representative of the college
population, and particularly was under-representative of “Blacks and other ethnicities
and first-time online students” (p. 16). This study also studied online course dropout in
isolation, without a comparison group of students enrolled in face-to-face courses, so it is
unclear the extent to which these reasons for dropout are specific to students enrolled in
online courses specifically, or just courses in any medium.

While scholars have given considerable effort to being able to better predict dropout,
students’ voiced reasons for dropping out remain somewhat ignored by the online literature
as a whole; Xavier and Meneses [31] assert that more qualitative data is needed to probe
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students’ real-life experiences and the multiplicity of factors that may impact their decisions
to drop out. There are significant limitations of scale and potential generalizability in the
few early online studies about why students drop online courses. There is also a scarcity
of larger and more recent studies that focus on students’ voiced reasons for dropping out,
rather than summarizing the characteristics of those who drop or persist. Furthermore, we
know of no studies in any of the literature that utilizes our specific method of comparing
student reasons for dropping out in matched online versus face-to-face courses to directly
compare reported reasons for dropout. However, this is necessary if we are to distinguish
which factors may be specific to online courses (or the students who take them) versus
which factors are pertinent to general course dropout regardless of medium.

3. Conceptual Framework

Currently, there is no empirically validated model for online retention; the few mod-
els available [47-50] have not been widely tested and may exclude important factors [4].
However, there are substantiated models of retention for face-to-face students. Tinto’s
widely cited model [51-53] posits that family background, pre-college schooling, and indi-
vidual student attributes influence student persistence through two “integration” variables:
(1) academic integration (e.g., often measured by G.P.A.); and (2) social integration (e.g.,
interaction with peers/faculty). In a similar vein, Bean and Metzner’s model [54] is widely
cited and specifically examined “non-traditional” adult learners. This model contains three
main input categories: environmental, academic, and background, and these variables then
influence academic and psychological outcomes, which in turn determine a student’s deci-
sion to persist. The emphasis of Bean and Metzner’s model on “non-traditional” students
makes it more likely to be relevant for online students, as the data show that most students
who enroll in online courses have “non-traditional” characteristics [6,7,9,33,55-59].

Rational choice theory [60], which avers that students make educational decisions
based on the costs, benefits, and probability of successful outcomes, may help explain why
some college students choose to drop out of online courses. As it is not possible for students
to consider all potential consequences of course dropout because of limitations in current
knowledge and factors that may play out in the future, we do not assume that students are
perfect rational decision-makers. Instead, we use the concept of bounded rationality [61].
In line with this, Diaz [15] contended that the mere fact of high online drop rates is not
necessarily indicative of academic non-success; it may instead reflect a mature decision
on the part of students who also have different characteristics than face-to-face students.
There is strong evidence that students who choose to enroll in online courses and are more
likely to be: female, older (e.g., over 24 years old), employed and financially independent,
married with children, and with other life responsibilities [3-7,9,58,59]. Moreover, these
student characteristics have been connected to higher rates of time poverty (i.e., not enough
quantity of time and high-quality time to engage in academic studies), which has been
shown to mediate course/college outcomes [14,16,34,62-64].

Therefore, life factors and issues related to time may greatly contribute to student
dropout of online courses. Thus far, the issue of time as a potential dropout factor, while
noted by scholars for decades, has been largely ignored in studies and models of online
attrition [14,16,31]. It may be that student demographic characteristics (i.e., woman, parent,
student of color) that lead to more prevalent environmental factors (higher amount of
work, lack of childcare, other family responsibilities) have served as both the impetus,
and predictive proxies in studies, for the underlying issue of time poverty [14,16]. As
our study focuses on the motivation for drop out (rather than retention), we postulated
an a priori model of online dropout based on Bean and Metzner’s [54] model, the scant
online dropout literature available, related work on online satisfaction and persistence
(i.e., [11,12,35,39-42], and related research on time poverty and online learning [14,16,34,62]
(see Figure 1).
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Student
Characteristics
e Gender

e Race/Ethnicity
e Age

¢ SES

Environmental Factors

o Family Responsibilities and
Available Supports (e.g.,
Adequate Childcare)

o Amount of Weekly Work Hours

o Weekly Discretionary Time
o Quality of Reported Time

e Marital/Co-habitation Status

o Caregiving for Other Family

Members
o Personal/Family Health or
Disabilities
e Economic Resources
Time
e Management
e Poverty
(Lack
Affective Factors of Time)
e Goal Commitment Online
o Self-directed Learning Skills Drop Out
¢ Technology Skills/Self-Efficacy
e Perceived Course Workload/
Difficulty Perceived
Satisfaction

Academic/Social Interaction
Factors
o Course Design & Organization
e Instructor Presence

o Feedback & Support
e Peer Interactions

Figure 1. A priori Model of Online Dropout.

4. Research Objective

The goal of this study was to test and refine the model of online student dropout
posited in Figure 1, by determining the extent students cite these factors, or others, as
playing a role in their decision to drop out of college courses. In particular, by comparing
the responses between those who withdraw from online vs. face-to-face sections of the
same courses, we hoped to elucidate any factors that may be unique (or more pervasive or
significant) for online learners, such that specific interventions may be employed in higher
education to ameliorate these for online dropout in the future. Therefore, in this study,
we asked:

What are the reasons postsecondary students give for dropping out of online courses,
and how do these reasons compare to reasons given by students in comparable face-to-
face classes?

5. Method

The City University of New York (CUNY) system is the third largest university system
in the U.S., and the largest public urban university in the U.S. [65,66]. Data analyzed for this
study were taken from existing survey data. All students at the two- or four-year colleges at
CUNY who were either enrolled in a fully online or face-to-face section of any course that
offered sections in both mediums were invited via email to take an online survey during
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fall 2015. Students were sent multiple email reminders, and the response rate (18%) was
double that of official surveys at the university [67]. This resulted in 22,410 responses, and
sample analysis indicates that this sample is roughly representative of the larger CUNY
population. In this survey data, a total of 780 students dropped out; of these, 702 provided
their reasons for dropping (response rate of 90%).

While definitions of “dropout” vary in the literature [44], we operationalized dropout
(used interchangeably with the term withdrawal in this article) as formally or informally (by
stopping attendance) withdrawing from a course at some point in the semester. Students
who dropped a course were asked about their reasons for leaving in the survey. In this
study, we analyze students’ written responses explaining why they dropped the course.

Courses in this study are classified as fully online if 80% or more of the course is
conducted online. Courses are classified as face-to-face if less than 20% of the course is
conducted online. (Courses that fell in between these two ranges were denoted as hybrid;
these courses were excluded from the study to make the distinction in course medium
distinct and to allow for a clear-cut comparison of the data.). We note that online courses
at CUNY (as well as more generally [68]) prior to the COVID-19 pandemic were mostly
asynchronous; thus, the results of this study are specific to comparisons of asynchronous
vs. face-to-face courses.

The overall goal was to investigate the motivation for students” decisions to withdraw
from their courses. Student responses to the same survey, given to a different sample the
prior year, were analyzed and then used to develop a coding frame which was then applied
in this study; we employed a thematic analysis method adapted from Joffe [69] within
the software QDAMiner 6. To develop the coding frame, pilot study data were analyzed
through a four-part process, including: (1) a general review to familiarize researchers
with the data; (2) open coding to generate all possible raw code units while drawing from
previous dropout research and an inductive reading of the responses, (3) categorization of
similar/related code units under initial themes, and (4) generation of themes by refining
and naming. To ensure rigor during the coding frame development process, the collected
pilot study data were examined by three researchers independently. Three different coding
schemes were initially developed from the pilot data; these were compared for interrater
reliability, and cases with discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus.

The coding frame developed from the pilot study was then used to conduct a thematic
analysis on the responses generated in this study. For this study’s data analysis, each
student response was coded by two coders. After the first round of coding, inter-rater
reliability, as measured by Krippendorf’s alpha (measuring the presence/absence of each
code for each student) was 0.71 for individual sub-codes and 0.85 for larger theme categories.
After this round, coders went through a round of norming; many cases of disagreements
involved subtle distinctions (e.g., one coder may have selected “teaching style did not fit
student learning style” while another may have coded “quality of instructor”); to resolve
this, codes in the coding frame were more carefully defined to distinguish them from
one another. After the second round of coding, inter-rater agreement as measured by
Krippendorf’s alpha was 0.98 for individual codes and 0.99 for larger code categories (See
Figure 2).

General trends were explored for all codes in the coding frame, including those that
were cited by only a small number of students. However, when calculating and comparing
the percentages of students in each instructional medium who selected particular codes,
the findings reported here were limited to only those themes that were indicated by at least
20 students.
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Initial Code Available research literature/related research literature; available theories of face-to-face and
Sources online retention; qualitative pilot data (raw data)

Initial Code Search of initial codes from pilot data (inductive); development of further codes from pilot
Development data (deductive); intercoder review and norming; achievement of code/theme saturation

Coding Frame Codes/themes labelled, defined, exclusions qualified, examples from pilot data identified;

Development inter-rater reliability performed and additional norming/refinement; coding frame finalized
Coding Frame Initial application of coding frame to raw data from this study; inter-rater reliability; additional
Application norming/refinement of coding frame; 2" round of coding and inter-rater reliability conducted

Interpretation of Thematic Analysis conducted, conclusions and recommendation provided
based on study findings

Figure 2. Process of thematic analysis code frame creation and application in this study.

6. Results and Discussion
6.1. General Findings

For both types of students (online and face-to-face), three main themes for dropping
a course were indicated in the data. Course characteristics were the most named reasons
for withdrawal across modalities; the most cited sub-codes were the quality of the instruc-
tion/instructor in the course and course workload /difficulty. Issues related to a lack of time
was the next most given motivation for dropping a course provided by both sets of students
(specifically, they noted paid work; family commitments; personal time commitments; and
other academic demands on time). Finally, the third most cited reason for dropping out of
online or face-to-face courses was course performance (i.e., grade at the time of drop).

Web and Cotton [70], who recently researched why students contemplate dropping
out generally (nonspecific to course medium), similarly found instructor interactions
and workload as significant motivating factors, although unlike in our results, they note
financial concerns as the main reason. Financial concerns, not found in this study as a major
consideration, have also been found to be a consideration for online course dropout and the
main reason for college attrition more generally [71,72]. Although not as high as the other
reasons given, a notable proportion of students in both modalities cited course performance
as a reason for dropping out at almost identical rates, suggesting that protecting overall
G.P.A. may be equally motivating in prompting dropout for both online and face-to-face
students. We note that recent research by Akos and James [13] indicates that while course
withdrawal may allow students to protect their GPAs at that specific point in time, it may
also result in academic disengagement and increased later general college dropout.

While the three main themes for course withdrawal were similar in order across course
modality, a deeper look at the data shows that there were some distinct differences in the
patterns between modality for students’ decision to withdraw from their courses (See
Table 1). Results indicated that online students were significantly more likely to cite course
characteristics as their motivation for dropping out in comparison to face-to-face students.
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We note that course characteristics as the main reason for dropping an online course is
consistent with some past online research on student satisfaction [11,12,35-37]. In addition,
online students were much more likely to indicate lack of time as their reason for dropping
out in comparison to face-to face students; this is in line with early studies reviewed by
Lee and Choi [44]. In contrast, face-to-face students indicated financial issues, not needing
the particular course anymore, or a feeling of not fitting in/belonging at higher rates in
comparison to online students as their reasons for leaving.

Table 1. Reasons for course withdrawal by course medium—general trends.

Fully Online Face-to-Face F-Test P
course characteristics 65.3% 49.7% 7.2 0.007
lack of time 44.9% 36.7% 3.16 0.076
money /resources 1.0% 4.9% 2.69 0.101
no longer need this particular class for degree 1.0% 3.2% 1.26 0.262
fit/belonging 1.0% 2.6% 0.73 0.392
class performance 21.4% 22.0% 0.07 0.798

Percentages indicate proportion of students who gave responses that were coded at least once with a given code.

Since online and face-to-face students cited both course characteristics and lack of time
at very different rates, we further analyzed these themes by exploring the specific response
patterns. To visualize the differences in patterns of reasons given by students enrolled
in online versus face-to-face courses, graphs were generated (See Figures 3 and 4). The
figures show the commonalities between modalities (e.g., quality of instruction/instructor
is by far the most noted dropout motivation across both types of students). The figures
also highlight differences between student types (e.g., factors related to time and course
workload are much more cited issues motivating course withdrawal for online students in
comparison to face-to-face students). Subsequent investigations were conducted to delve
deeper into these differences observed between student types.
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Figure 3. Graph of face-to-face vs. online course dropout motivation.

6.2. Course Characteristics

Table 2 presents the detailed pattern of course characteristic sub-codes that were cited
by students in online versus face-to-face courses. While quality of instruction/instructor
was the most commonly cited reason students in both types of courses withdrew, face-to-
face students cited this at significantly higher rates than online students. Moreover, online
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students cited course workload and course difficulty as the next most prominent course
characteristic reasons for dropping out, and at significantly higher rates than face-to-face
students. Significant differences in the proportion of responses between student type was
also observed for four other sub-codes: instructional modality did not fit learning style;
quality of instructional materials; understanding of instructor expectations; and quality of
peer interactions, with online students citing all of these at significantly higher rates.
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Figure 4. Graph of face-to-face vs. online course dropout reasons related to course characteristics.

Table 2. Reasons for course withdrawal by course modality—course characteristic sub-codes.

Online Face-to-Face Z-Score P
course workload 35.1% 9.6% 7.01 0.000
instructional modality did not fit learning style 17.6% 2.2% 6.99 0.000
quality of instructional materials 8.8% 1.2% 4.76 0.000
quality of peer interaction 5.9% 0.7% 4.09 0.000
quality of instruction/instructor 41.9% 62.1% —3.59 0.000
difficulty understanding instructor expectations 7.8% 3.0% 2.37 0.024
course difficulty 31.2% 21.6% 2.12 0.042
instructor teaching style did not fit learning style 6.8% 11.2% —1.32 0.093
did not like course content 3.9% 7.0% -1.17 0.121

Percentages indicate proportion of students who gave responses that were coded at least once with a given code.

6.2.1. Quality of Instruction/Instructor

Most student responses were identified as issues of instructor/instruction quality,
regardless of modality. The majority of the comments on what a lack of quality entailed
found in the data were related to either a lack of organization or unresponsiveness of
instructors (including unwillingness to answer questions):

The professor I had was very unorganized and was not clear with the content.

The professor was not very helpful, to be very honest. Furthermore, his teaching style was very
unorganized and thus, I had a hard time following along.

The professor did not respond to emails, and the style of teaching was not clear to me.

I did not get any feedback from my professor when I asked for help.
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This finding is consistent with recent research by Glazier and Harris [73], who also
found that having instructors who are engaged and available matter to students regardless
of instructional modality.

While comments on a lack of instruction/instructor quality were the most cited reason
for course withdrawal across modalities, there were specific trends in student responses
related to instructor/ instruction quality that were only found in the descriptions of face-to-
face students. These trends may help explain why face-to-face students cited this specific
reason at significantly higher rates than online students (55.9% vs. 33.7%). A closer look at
face-to-face student comments suggests that this difference is likely due to the quality of
face-to-face interactions and oral lectures. Many face-to-face students denoted professors as
rude or disrespectful, and furthermore, many cited class lectures that were off-topic or that
were poorly explained. In conjunction, common among the responses were descriptions
of how face-to-face instructors would not answer questions or became angered when
questions were asked:

e The professor I took did not do a good job in lectures and he was extremely rude and did not
care about the students at all.
The professor did not know how to properly teach the class, as well as not staying on task.
The material was not taught well and the professor ridiculed the student for asking
any questions.

o The instructor was not explaining the work, and whenever the class had a question, the
instructor would yell at the class. The instructor was no help at all!

This may point to a need for professional development of face-to-face instructors
who rely on in-the-moment oral lectures to convey course materials, as past research
identifies key elements (chief among these organization and clarity) of a highly effective
in-person lecture [74]. However, there are other possible interpretations, such as instructor
self-selection: some instructors have reported teaching practices becoming more prepared
after working with instructional designers and devoting time and effort to development
of online courses [75]. Further still, the ability to record and edit lectures for online
viewing (compared to the spontaneous nature of face-to-face lecturing) or other means of
multi-media may have alleviated this issue for online students; some research suggests
higher student satisfaction (although not necessarily less dropout) with access to recorded
lectures [76]. Future research is needed to assess this in relation to course withdrawal
between student types.

While similar lecture descriptors were not present in online student responses, there
were other similarities: specific online student comments regarding instructor/instructor
quality tended to refer to a lack of instructor communication/responsiveness as a driving
motivation for course withdrawal, which was also a common theme among face-to-face
students. This is consistent with Glazier and Harris [73], who note that a lack of instructor
engagement may hurt online students’ satisfaction more than it hurts face-to-face students’
satisfaction. It further supports a plethora of online social presence research (e.g., see
review in [11]) noting the critical importance of high amounts of contact and timely and
high-quality feedback from instructors in facilitating academic understanding, as well as a
sense of belonging in the online environment.

Thus, we saw that a lack of instructor engagement and responsiveness appeared to be
a critical reason for student dropout in both mediums, but that dissatisfaction with lectures
was a recurrent theme in face-to-face courses but not online. This may suggest that online
asynchronous courses frequently use different types of instruction, rather than relying
primarily on lectures, or that lectures, when used in online asynchronous courses, may
tend to be more well organized due to the fact that it has to be prepared and recorded in
advance. This could be a productive area to explore further in future research.

6.2.2. Course Workload and Course Difficulty

While course difficulty was the second most cited reason for dropping for face-to-face
students, course workload was the second most cited reason given by online students.
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More critically, the data showed that online students were significantly more likely in
comparison to face-to-face students to cite course difficulty (28.1 and 19.4%) and course
workload (31.6% vs. 8.6%) as a reason for dropping their courses:

o Workload for an online class was too much. And the times for the due dates were not helpful.
Lack of time.

o [ found the class hard to keep up with. The readings were intense and in heavy amounts. The
assignments were every week and it was just too much.

o The course was really time consuming. . . Everyday there was something new and if you were
lost in one chapter you will not be able to pass.

e The workload required for this course was overwhelming. Aside from assigned reading assign-
ments that equated to a face-to-face course class time, the homework and assignments required
a great amount of additional time.

This confirms previous research [45] that indicates that online students will drop their
courses if the course workload is perceived to be too hard. However, what is interesting
about online students’ comments on course difficulty and course workload is that when
looking closely at their specific statements, these often tended to be related to students’
time, in addition to, or even in some cases instead of, the actual quality of the course
design. This may support Pierrakeas et al. [77] and Leeds et al. [78], who note that a
miscalculation/under-estimation of the time required for completing the online workload
influenced students’” decisions to withdraw. Alternatively, it may be that some instructors
who teach online courses design their online courses in such a way that they are actually
more difficult or have a higher workload than their face-to-face sections; for example, to
counter stigma often associated with online courses [79,80]. To our knowledge, there are
no studies available that have investigated this possibility. It is also possible that students
enrolled in online courses perceive their courses to be more difficult or the workload to be
higher precisely because they suffer from more time poverty on average than comparable
face-to-face students [16]. More research is needed to better understand what contributes
to student perceptions of course workload and difficulty online.

6.2.3. Instructional Modality and Learning Style

Only 2% of face-to-face students identified that a poor fit between instructional modal-
ity and their learning style was a reason for their course withdrawal, in comparison to 15.8%
of online students who provided this reason; this difference in motivation for dropping the
course is significant:

I felt I was not understanding the material as fully as I would have in a classroom.
I could not follow the online class, the material is complicated. I think the course should be
face-to-face.

o [t was very challenging for me, and I feel as though I will have to take the course in a
classroom setting.

o [ found myself distracted and overwhelmed and even more isolated. .. ] WOULD NEVER
TAKE ANOTHER ONLINE CLASS.

The students who gave these kinds of responses may reflect a genuine lack of fit
between their own learning style and the asynchronous online course design (the typical on-
line course design at CUNY prior to the pandemic); learners may have specific preferences
or predispositions to perceive and process information in a particular way/combination of
ways, and this may not always match the ways that online instructors present content [81].
Alternatively, the fit issue may be less about the medium and more about course difficulty.
At a closer look, many of the online student responses seemed to relate to the difficulty
of the content/subject of the class; findings from Jaggars [82] suggest that students prefer
to take “easy” subjects online and “hard” or “important” subjects face-to-face. Thus, re-
sponses related to the online medium not fitting student learning styles may be related to
the earlier identified issue of a connection between perceived course difficulty and online
course dropout.
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6.2.4. Quality of Online Materials and Instructor Expectations

There were significant differences in reporting quality of instructional materials and
a lack of understanding of instructor expectations as the reasons for course withdrawal.
Specifically, online students were much more likely to say that they had dropped the course
because of the quality of instructional materials (7.9% vs. 1.1%) and because they could not
understand the instructor’s expectations (7% vs. 2.9%):

e My professor was not clear enough on her syllabus. . . what the class will be like and what
would be expected from us.
Questions were not formatted properly and it was hard to understand what she was asking for.
Found it difficult to understand the professor’s announcements.
The instructor decided to use another website for the assignments and I was all over the place.

This is consistent with Glazier and Harris [73], who note that online students expressed
greater concern about course organization and quality of assignments in comparison to
face-to-face students. It also supports previous research reporting vague expectations
and problems with online course materials, and that findability /quality of instructional
materials are critically important (see review in [11]). Additionally, some recent research
suggests that online students care deeply about the quality and quantity of online materials,
whereas instructors may not focus on this, assuming whatever is provided is sufficient [72].
It is unclear the extent to which online materials were actually more poorly crafted than
face-to-face ones. In an online asynchronous course, it may be that all interactions with the
professor are perceived to be a type of “course material”, and this may be one reason why
this category occurred more often with online students. Furthermore, the clarity of written
instructions may be more important in asynchronous online courses in comparison to face-
to-face courses, as this may be seen as a form of instructor presence in this modality [73].

6.2.5. Quality of Peer Interactions

We note that the low rates of citation of quality of peer interactions as a motivation for
course withdrawal is surprising, as social integration with peers has been deemed a critical
retention factor in previous research across modalities (see reviews in [11,72]). Furthermore,
the quality of peer interactions has been found to be a major reason that online students
contemplate dropping out [70]. Even though this reason was cited at lower rates than other
motivations for course withdrawal, the data does show that online students in comparison
to face-to-face students were significantly more likely to cite the quality of peer interactions
(5.3% vs. 0.6%) as the reason for dropping their courses:

o T was forced to do group work. My group members did not want to do anything and when I
emailed the professor about it, he told me to deal with it. I dropped because I was not putting
my grade in the hands of lazy classmates. . .

o ...theissue that a “classmate” was literally copying my post on the discussion board and I
was not getting credit for it. . ..

The data seems to corroborate previous research that suggests that online students
are not in favor of group assignments without instructor support [83], and that instructor
facilitation is critical to structuring meaningful peer-peer interactions (see review in [84]).
Furthermore, our findings support the idea that online students may find instructor-student
interactions more important than student-student interactions [85]. There is an entire body
of research about building learning communities online through online collaboration and
discussion (see reviews in [72,78,84]). However, this as a protective factor against student
withdrawal may depend greatly on instructor facilitation in the online environment; this
bears further investigation.

6.3. Issues of Time/Time Poverty

In addition to course characteristics, issues related to time were also highly preva-
lent as reasons for dropping out online and face-to-face, with almost half of all online
students citing this, and over one-third of all face-to-face students giving this as a reason
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for dropping out; the difference in these propositions online vs. face-to-face was signif-
icant. Time constraints are an oft-reported reason for enrolling online in the first place
(e.g., [23,25,27-29]). We have posited that the same time constraints that make some stu-
dents more likely to take online courses may be the same reasons that make them drop
out [14,16,34]. Results from this study suggest some support for this notion, as issues
related to time were found to be more prominent reasons for dropping for online students
than for face-to-face students (45% vs. 37%).

To tease apart specific responses related to time, Table 3 presents a detailed breakdown
of the cause of the time limitations that were cited by students enrolled in each course
medium. The largest proportion of time-related-reasons for course withdrawal in order
of prevalence fell into the following sub-codes: personal time commitments, work, family,
and other academic demands; this order of prevalence was consistent across student
type. However, a deeper look at patterns between online and face-to-face students reveals
significant differences (see Figure 5). Specifically, online students in comparison to face-
to-face students were significantly more likely to cite work, family, and other academic
demands (which may be a proxy for generally having too little time available for college) as
their reason for dropping out, and were also more likely to indicate higher rates of personal
time commitments and a general lack of time as their reason for leaving.

Table 3. Reasons for course withdrawal by course modality—detailed sub-codes related to time.

Fully Online Face-To-Face Z-Score 4
work 29.2% 18.6% 2.47 0.019
other academic demands 21.4% 13.3% 2.13 0.041
family 23.4% 15.9% 1.86 0.070
personal time commitments 34.1% 25.9% 1.71 0.093
commute 0.0% 1.3% -1.18 0.120
time quality 2.9% 5.0% —0.92 0.179
general lack of time 12.7% 9.6% 0.98 0.246

Percentages indicate proportion of students who gave responses that were coded at least once with a given code.
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Figure 5. Graph of face-to-face vs. online course dropout reasons related to time.
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6.3.1. Personal Time Commitments

Both students in online and face-to-face courses cited personal time commitments as
the most prominent reason for dropping out. This supports earlier research (e.g., [86]),
where students have identified personal reasons as their motivation for course withdrawal.
We note in this study, students tended to explicitly and specifically name that their personal
issue was a drain on their time/increased their time poverty; time poverty in this context
has been defined as insufficient time to devote to college work/maintain academic well-
being [14,16,34]. Furthermore, online students were more likely to report personal time
commitments as a reason for dropping their courses (although these differences were not as
significant as for other time-related sub-codes). When taking a deeper look at many of the
online student responses, the data showed that online students tended much more often
than face-to-face students to state that their experienced personal time issues were related
to their mental health /health:

o My anxiety kicked up again really strongly and I just could not handle anything involving
class or work.
I was unable to finish the course due to my chronic medical issues.
Sudden health complications that required medical testing.

It is important to note that our data was collected pre-pandemic, yet online student
comments indicated a pattern of time limitations specifically due to personal health issues
as their reason for dropping out. Pre-pandemic, student health has been linked to the
ability to succeed in college; however, very little research is available [87]. Findings from
this study do support some early research (e.g., [77]) specifically connecting online dropout
to health and disability issues. More recently [87], we found that health-related events that
occurred prior to the onset of the pandemic had a substantially and significantly larger
correlation with course outcomes than those that occurred after the onset of the pandemic;
we connect this to a lack of body capital, which “encompasses all the resources that ‘live
in the body’: physical, mental, and psychological” [87]. Online student comments in this
study support this line of reasoning and point to the need for future research on possible
connections between student health, disability, and online course withdrawal.

6.3.2. Work

Both online and face-to-face students cited needing to work/work interfering with
their time to study as the second most prevalent reason for dropping their courses; again,
this confirms previous course withdrawal research [86]. However, work was mentioned
significantly more for online students than for face-to face students as the motivation for
withdrawal (26% vs. 17%):

My job was also placing a lot of demands on my time, which made it difficult.

Could not balance the class with my hectic work schedule.

The workload was more than expected, and I was unable to keep up as I had full time work.
Because of my work schedule, I was unable to dedicate the time needed to do the necessary
readings and turn in my assignment in a timely fashion.

Work as a reason for course withdrawal may be connected to online enrollment in
the first place; research suggests that online students are more likely to be non-traditional
students who work and have family responsibilities. [3,5-7,9,14,16,58,59]. Findings from
this study are consistent with other research (see review in [44,72]) that ties online course
withdrawal to the time demands placed on students by their employment.

6.3.3. Other Academic Demands, Family Issues, and General Lack of Time

Students in online courses were also significantly more likely than those in face-to-face
courses to indicate other academic demands (19% vs. 12%) as their reason for withdrawing
from courses. However, we note that a deeper look at many of the online student responses
suggests a general lack of time for all of their courses, often due to intersections of other
family and work responsibilities. This corresponded to online students being more likely
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(although not significantly so) to indicate family issues (21.1% vs. 14.3%) and a general lack
of time (11.4% vs. 8.6%) in connection to other academic demands as their motivation for
course withdrawal:

I no longer had time to sit and complete all the assignments.
Unable to balance work, school, and personal issues.
I was unable to handle the course load of that one particular class because of all the other
courses I was taking in fall.

o [ believe I took too many classes and focused more on the face-to-face class than I did with the
online class.

Overall, the data from this study related to time issues suggests any flexibility that the
online medium offers may often not be enough to mitigate a student’s time constraints. Our
findings substantiate findings in earlier studies, noting that holding multiple life responsi-
bilities and time management/time poverty are an issue for online students (see reviews
in [11,44,72]). Furthermore, it corroborates our more resent research, which suggests that
both time quality and total discretionary time has a significant direct effect on college
persistence, and that time poverty may be a mediating variable in explaining course and
college outcomes for students who enroll in at least one class online [14,16,34,64].

7. Implications

Our findings strongly indicate that more professional development in online peda-
gogy will likely be needed, both perhaps for those who taught online pre-pandemic, and
especially those new to the modality who plan to continue online, to help ameliorate online
course dropout. The ERT that took place during the pandemic has been found in many
cases to not be based on the best pedagogical practices in online learning [88,89]. So, even
though instructors may have gained experience teaching online due to the pandemic, many
high quality course designs and instructional practices have not been put into practice
during COVID-19. Research shows that effective online pedagogy can be significantly
different from teaching face-to-face, and furthermore, that there is no single approach to
training faculty who decide to teach online [90,91]. However, several established mod-
els for high quality instruction design in the online environment (e.g., Quality Matters
“www.qualitymatters.org accessed on 1 September 2023”); Community of Inquiry [92] exist
for use by institutions. We also note that Travers [93] reported a need for data collection on
student performance and retention from programs where online instructors receive peda-
gogical and instructional design training versus those with only technology training. This
study’s findings highlight the critical role that course characteristics play in online students’
decisions to withdraw, and support the need for this type of research moving forward.

At the same time, face-to-face students cited instructional quality as the most common
reason for dropping, and at significantly higher rates than online students. The specific
descriptions from students revealed that this was often related to the quality of in-person
lectures, or the responsiveness of instructions. Thus, this study also points to a critical need
for increased professional development for face-to-face instructions.

That time issues were shown to be a more critical factor for online students is notable.
This is in line with recent research that suggests time poverty may play a critical role in
influencing course/college completion [14,16,34]. In this study, personal time commitments
were cited at higher rates for online students in comparison to face-to-face students; the
nature of these commitments supports other research [77,87], tending to concentrate on
personal health/mental health issues. This suggests that future research should investigate
the extent to which issues of health and disability may be a major understudied factor
impacting online student course withdrawal, and that institutions may wish to carefully
consider additional services to meet the health/mental health needs of students even
outside of COVID-19.

Furthermore, online students also significantly cited work and other academic
demands—connected to family issues and a general lack of time for studies—as the mo-
tivation for their withdrawal at higher rates than face-to-face students. The findings in
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this study of time issues as a critical factor motivating online student course withdrawal
strongly indicates the need for greater financial aid support (e.g., to reduce employment
load) and other social support services (e.g., childcare) for online students, to free up their
time so they can complete their online courses. Some attempts have been made to develop
combined measures of time poverty and income poverty (e.g., [94]); results from this study
indicate that institutions that hope to reduce online course withdrawal in the future may
do well to devote resources to development and research on interventions addressing the
combined effects of lack of income and time on online course persistence.

8. Conclusions

Course withdrawal has substantial negative impacts on students in terms of lost effort
and money, and research strongly indicates that it may impact not only their academic
momentum but also may lead to overall college attrition [13,95]. As institutions re-calibrate
to new norms post-pandemic, online courses will likely play a greater role in the higher
education landscape than pre-COVID-19 [18]; a broader array of students have experienced
online learning, which has heightened student interest in this modality [96]. Because
dropout rates have historically been higher in online than face-to-face courses (see reviews
in [4,10]), an understanding of what may specifically motivate students to drop is important
for institutions to consider as they implement policies and practices post-pandemic.

Reasons for dropout found in this study point to some malleable factors motivating
online course withdrawal and specific interventions post-secondary institutions could
adopt. This study strongly indicates that course instructors play a core role in course
withdrawal; quality of the instructor/instruction was the most cited motivation for students
dropping their courses across both modalities. Students across mediums indicated lack of
responsiveness and course organization as specific forms of lack of instructor/instruction
quality; this is consistent with previous research (e.g., [70]). However, a deeper look at the
data from this study indicates some distinct patterns of motivation for dropping courses
for online students in comparison to face-to-face students. In addition to students in
both mediums generally citing poor organization and lack of responsiveness, our data
indicated that online students in comparison to face-to-face students cited the quality of
instructional materials, a lack of understanding of instructor expectations, and the quality
of peer interactions as their reasons for dropping out at significantly higher rates than
face-to-face students. All of these relate to aspects of online course design, and support
previous research (See reviews in [11,36,37,42,84]) highlighting the importance of these
factors both in online student satisfaction and retention.

Furthermore, the findings that online students were significantly more likely to cite a
lack of time as a reason for dropping out than face-to-face students point to two important
implications. First, research must account for the fact that the reasons why students
choose to enroll online in the first place may also contribute to student dropout. Thus,
analyzing outcomes in online vs. face-to-face courses without accounting for the differing
characteristics of those who choose to enroll online is problematic [4,14,16,34]. Even when
comparing outcomes for online vs. face-to-face courses for the same student, students may
drop online instead of face-to-face courses in which they are enrolled simply because of
an overall lack of time; for example, as one student explained, “I believe I took too many
classes and focused more on the face-to-face class than I did with the online”. This points
to broader issues with time poverty, rather than problems with the online medium itself.
And second, while both online and face-to-face students cited lack of time as a frequent
reason for dropping out, and therefore would likely benefit from interventions that enable
them to spend more time on their studies, online students were particularly likely to cite
time as a reason. Thus, one of the most important interventions for online students may
not be technical support, or other interventions targeted to help students navigate online
courses directly, but rather supports that free up more time for online students to spend
on their studies. This could be an important shift in how supports for online students are
conceptualized moving forward.
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