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ABSTRACT

Distance and online learning (DOL) is becoming a must for university education in
times of pandemic. In this context, it is important to consider the factors that can influ-
ence students’ perseverance in, or dropout from, university studies. Not all of these
factors are unanimously accepted in DOL research. This study, of 791 undergradu-
ate students in 2018-19 enrolled in a francophone DOL institution, concludes that the
factors influencing dropout from DOL are as much related to the personal characte-
ristics of the students as to the pedagogical design of the course and the learning
support that the students receive.
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INTRODUCTION

Distance and Online Learning (DOL), which had become an important
course offering component for higher education institutions before the cur-
rent pandemic, is now a crucial way for the students to complete their studies.
However, research indicates that the dropout rate for DOL students is higher
than for on-campus students (Fortin, Joanis and Ragued, 2019).

While research has long been conducted to better understand what leads
students to drop out, most of this work has focused on campus-based trai-
ning and the student’s first year of university, or on some of the many elements
that influence a student’s life and learning pathway. Based on Lee and Choi’s
(2011) theoretical model of distance education dropout, we identified simi-
lar variables to those for on-campus learning but with effects that differ in
importance. The objective of this research was to determine whether socio-
demographic factors (e.g., age, gender, marital and family status), academic
variables (e.g., study regime, parents’ levels of education), learning strate-
gies (e.g. planning, performance, and reflection), the pedagogical design
of courses (e.g. technological tools, learning activities, and learning aids)
and support for learning (e.g. interactions with tutor and peers) influenced
students’ propensity to drop a course or withdraw from their study in DOL.
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We begin this paper with a brief review of the DOL literature on variables
found to be associated with dropping out of university courses or of school
altogether. We then present the methodology and results of the study.

VARIABLES ASSOCIATED WITH DROPPING OUT

Based on the literature review by Lee and Choi (2011), which takes Kem-
ber’s (1989) model, inspired by the work of Tinto (1975), as a theoretical
framework, we identified two main factor categories.

The initial category, student-related factors, includes three types of vari-
ables that can impact dropout. First, socioeconomic variables include age
(Burgos et al., 2018), gender (Vogel et al., 2018), origin/citizenship (Stoessel,
2015), marital and family status (Gündüz and Karaman, 2020), and pri-
mary language (e.g., French, English) (McClelland, 2014). Second, academic
variables are study regimes (Aydin et al., 2019), parents’ level of educa-
tion (Yakaboski, 2010), disabilities (Verdinelli and Kutner, 2015), diploma
obtained before studying via DOL (Fortin et al., 2016), and distance of
the student’s residence from the place of instruction (Williging and Johnson,
2009). A third set of factors includes student learning strategies (Vogel et al.,
2018), motivation, and confidence (Choi and Kim, 2018).

The second category, institutional factors, brings together two types of
variables First, the pedagogical design of courses (Kara et al., 2019), encom-
passes study pathway flexibility, didactic material quality, program clarity,
the quantity and nature of learning assessment, preparation for the course,
the quantity of courses taken, and technical problems that can affect the stu-
dent’s decision to drop out. Second, variables that affect learning support
(Dussarps, 2015; Lafleur, 2017) include the academic and administrative sup-
port that the institution must offer to promote student retention as well as the
degree of communication between students, tutors, and institutions, which,
if lacking, can contribute to dropout.

Lee and Choi (2011) excluded gender and age from their analysis, since
the effects of these varied greatly in the literature. However, Lee and Choi
concluded that students’ entry level, learning strategies and motivation, study
regimes, family circumstances, the pedagogical design of the courses taken,
and the support received in the course appear to play an important role in
explaining distance students’ propensity to drop out or persevere. As Street
(2010) pointed out, students’ behaviour is influenced by, and in turn influ-
ences, both personal and institutional factors related to the course. Thus, it
is understandably difficult to capture what is at play in dropout by isolating
factors from each other or by attempting to study them independently of the
student’s perspective. Therefore, this study has focussed on factors that seem
most likely to explain why some students drop out before completing their
DOL studies: student-specific factors and institutional factors.

METHODOLOGY

This exploratory study was carried out in the context of distance and online
undergraduate studies in the province of Quebec, Canada. Quantitative data



278 Sauvé et al.

were collected using: (1) an online questionnaire to collect data on students’
personal characteristics and their perception of the course organization and
learning supervision offered in their DOL courses; and (2) a course analy-
sis grid to determine the course models used in the DOL courses taken by
respondents. This grid made it possible to quantify the technological tools,
pedagogical components of the course, learning activities offered by the
course sessions or modules, course navigation and learning aids, and the
courses’ modes of learning support.

Sample

In order to establish our population, we selected students enrolled in 19 DOL
courses offered by a francophone distance education institution in Quebec,
Canada. These courses were chosen based on three criteria: (1) inclusion of
at least three different disciplinary fields (education, human sciences and lan-
guages, and administrative sciences); (2) the number of students per course
(from 312 to 900 annual enrollments); and (3) variability in the course fai-
lure rates, ranging from 4.35% to 26.51%, and in dropout rates, varying
between 4.3% and 26.35%, as reported by the institution’s registrar. A total
of 3,578 students, over four sessions of study in 2018 and 2019, were asked
to complete the survey; 791 (22.1%) responded.

Analysis

Various statistical models were used, depending on their purpose in rela-
tion to the study questions. All analyses used an alpha of 5% (α =.05).
Analyses were carried out between categories in relation to the 20 socio-
demographic and academic variables in order to identify the variables that
influence drop-out. A two-step cluster analysis was used to group the vari-
ables into categories that were internally consistent, yet different from each
other. Analyses included independent samples t-tests and univariate ANOVA
for more than two groups. Post-hoc analyses were also conducted with
the Tukey test. Chi-square analysis was employed on variables for learning
strategies and course types.

RESULTS

Description of the Study Sample

Of the 791 students who responded to the questionnaire, 77.9% were female.
Also, 46.1% of respondents were 25-34 years old, 28.4% were between 35
and 44 years old, 11.6% were over 45 years old, and 13.8% were under 25
years of age. In addition, 71.2% lived in a couple (married or common-law).
French was the first language for the vast majority (91.4%) of respondents.

Academically, 82.6% of respondents were enrolled in part-time study and
56.3% were enrolled in a 30-credit certificate program. More than half of the
sample (54%) were in their first year of university study. A total of 71.4%
of students had earned a post-secondary diploma or degree before beginning
their studies in DOL. Finally, 53.5% of the respondents’ mothers and 49%
of their fathers had a high school or vocational diploma, while 23.2% of the
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students noted that their father had a university degree, compared to 19.5%
for their mother.

Of the 791 respondents, 16.9% dropped out of their course during the
data collection semester. Ten percent of these failed to re-enroll after two
study sessions.

An analysis of the representativeness of the sample, carried out on the 20
socio-demographic and academic variables used, confirmed that our sample
was representative of the student population except for two variables (gender
and study regime). These were found to be minor in explaining students’
propensity to drop out.

Student-Related Factors

Grouping student-related (socio-demographic and academic) variables into
factors, we found that seven factors accounted for 47.58% of a student’s
propensity to drop out of a course. Subsequent analyses were conducted on
these seven factors to examine their effects more closely; these indicated that a
student is more likely to drop a course if: 1) his or her first language is English
and he or she is enrolled in a short program; 2) he or she is a common-law
partner or lives with both parents; or 3) his or her mother has no schooling,
and the father has a vocational diploma or the mother has only completed
elementary school and the father has no schooling.

Similarly, an analysis was done to explain the tendency of students to re-
enroll or not after two sessions. Seven factors explain up to 66.75% of the
propensity of students to withdraw, measured by not re-enrolling after two
consecutive sessions. Subsequent post-hoc analyses of these seven factors sho-
wed that three of the seven variables indicate that a student is at risk of
withdrawal: 1) parental education: a) the mother has a vocational training
diploma and the father has no schooling, b) the mother has completed high
school and the father has an undergraduate university degree, or c) the mother
has no schooling and the father has completed high school; 2) the student is
a permanent-resident student with an undergraduate university degree; and
3) the student’s place of residence is located 31 to 45 minutes from the place
of instruction.

By grouping learning strategies according to Zimmerman’s (2000) typo-
logy of self-regulation (foresight, performance, and reflection), a single-
factor ANOVA analysis identified differences between certain student socio-
demographic and academic variables and the likelihood of using or not using
these strategies. For foresight strategies, only marital status was found to
be statistically significant. For performance strategies, family status, gender,
marital status, maternal education, distance, dyslexia, and physical disability
were found to be statistically significant. For reflection strategies, marital
status and language were found to be statistically significant.

According to Student’s t-tests, the scores obtained in the three Zimmerman
phases were not statistically significantly and therefore did not affect course
dropout. However, in terms of non-re-enrollment, the reflection phase made
a statistically significant difference. In other words, the more that strategies
are reported to be little used by students in the reflection phase, the more
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likely they are not to re-enroll after two consecutive sessions. For example, the
more dissatisfied students are with the quality of their courses, their academic
results, and their decision to study at university, the more likely they are to
drop out.

Institutional Factors

In terms of pedagogical design, we used a two-step cluster analysis to inter-
pret the course analysis grid data to identify the DOL course types. This
method made it possible to move from disparate courses to identify course
models or archetypes. Five course models (clusters) were characterized by a
set of 22 variables likely to influence student attrition, such as activities for
acquiring new knowledge, carrying out learning exercises, and completing
summative evaluations. It is important to understand that the 22 variables
must be taken as a whole, rather than individually, to characterize the course
models.

To summarize, we can say that while all courses aim at knowledge acqui-
sition, they differ somewhat in the means used: Course Model 1 is mainly
focused on reading and practical exercises; Course Model 2 invites visits
to external websites and formative evaluation activities; Course Model 3
emphasizes reading and practical exercises; Course Model 4 is focused on
practical exercises and formative evaluation activities; Course Model 5 pro-
poses mainly reading and viewing videos or slide shows, together with
formative evaluation activities.

By cross-analyzing the socio-demographic and academic variables and the
five course models, we were able to make certain observations regarding
course dropouts: (see Figure 1). For example, the study found that marital
status and family status are two student-specific factors associated with the
risk of course drop-out, but only in courses closer to course type 2 (oriented
to formative assessment activities and Web site visits) and type 4 (oriented
to formative assessment activities and video viewing). For the other types
of courses (1, 3 and 5), which are oriented towards reading text and pra-
ctical exercises, these variables do not play a determining role in explaining
dropout.

In short, the results of the study indicate that the design of the course
taken by itself does not affect course dropout, unless it can be linked to
students’ personal characteristics and appropriate interventions to promote
perseverance in their studies.

Students’ assessment of the learning support provided by peers and by
tutors (who in some cases are professors) showed that, overall, few inte-
ractions took place in their courses. Most of these interactions took place
asynchronously through email exchanges between the student and the tutor.
This seems to suit the majority of students, who indicate that they would not
change this arrangement, although almost a quarter would like more synch-
ronous or asynchronous communication with their tutor. In fact, as noted
in the study of the pedagogical design of the courses, few exchanges were
planned for the courses, which are all asynchronous to allow students to pro-
gress at their own pace. It was also clear that there is little-to-no exchange
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Figure 1: Modeling the analysis of sociodemographic variables in relation to course
models to measure the effect on dropout.

with peers, as nearly 90% of respondents answered “does not apply” to this
question.

Furthermore, while 81% were satisfied with the response time of the
tutors, only a quarter of the students described themselves as satisfied with
the support they received at the administrative and learning levels, and even
fewer were satisfied with the support they received at the technological,
methodological, metacognitive, social, and emotional levels.

However, the support that was received and students’ satisfaction with it
seem to be important, since it was found that students who did not receive
answers to their questions within a period of time that they considered satisfa-
ctory were more likely than others to drop their courses. Similarly, Student’s
t-tests revealed that students who persevered in their courses were more sati-
sfied, compared to those who dropped out, with the support received by the
instructors.

DISCUSSION

For our sample of 791 students, socio-demographic and academic variables
largely explained their propensity to drop out, confirming the conclusions of
Xavier and Meneses (2020). Learning strategies did not seem to be associa-
ted with dropping out of the course but were associated with not re-enrolling.
As in James et al. (2016), analysis of learning strategies in relation to socio-
demographic and academic variables identified certain predictive variables in
the case of students who did not re-enroll after two sessions of study: paren-
tal education, marital status, and distance of residence from the educational
institution.

Our study identified five types of courses with internally consistent and
distinct distributions in terms of instructional organization. The design of a



282 Sauvé et al.

course model, when taken out of context, cannot explain the propensity of
students to drop out of the course, but it does contribute when we control for
socio-demographic and academic variables, as outlined by Vogel et al. (2018).
For example, marital status and family situation are two factors specific to
the student that are at risk of causing him or her to drop out of a course, but
only for two of the five course types.

Regarding the learning support received, the finding that students who are
satisfied with their learning support persevere more, while those who are less
satisfied are more likely to drop out, is consistent with other research results
(Dussarps, 2015).

CONCLUSION

A growing number of studies have concluded that it is difficult to iden-
tify predictive factors without a holistic view of the problems and obstacles
encountered by those who drop out. It is in this context that our study exa-
mined the interrelationships of many factors that can influence dropping out
of a DOL course or not re-enrolling after two study sessions.

The study was limited in that it include only a limited number of respon-
dents from one academic institution and a limited number of courses (19)
at the institution that were offered only by distance and online. Howe-
ver, the results provide an answer to our research question, namely that
socio-demographic and academic factors that might explain dropping out
cannot be analyzed in themselves but should be considered in relation to
student learning strategies as well as the pedagogical design of courses and
the learning support provided by the institution. In terms of further resea-
rch, this study focused on courses in the social and administrative sciences; it
would be interesting and useful to do a similar study on students of technical
specializations.
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