Distance Education, 2014

A Routledge
Vol. 35, No. 3, 324-344, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2015.955259

Taylor & Francis Group

39031LN0Y

Reasons for student dropout in an online course in a rural K-12
setting

Claire de la Varre®*, Matthew J. Irvin®, Adam W. Jordan®, Wallace H. Hannum?®, and
Thomas W. Farmer®

“School of Education, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC, USA;
bCollege of Education, University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC, USA; “School of
Education, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA, USA

(Received 2 April 2014; final version received 15 July 2014)

Rural schools in the USA use online courses to overcome problems such as
attracting and retaining teachers, geographic isolation, low student enrollment,
and financial constraints. This paper reports on the reasons that 39% of rural
high school students who enrolled in an online Advanced Placement course sub-
sequently dropped the course. Students who dropped the course were asked to
provide an email statement detailing their reasons for doing so. On-site facilita-
tors—Ilocal staff members situated in the small rural schools where students were
enrolled—also provided reasons whenever one of their students dropped the
course. Results indicate that the reasons given by students and on-site facilitators
for dropping the course often agreed, and tended to fall within the following five
categories: scheduling and time constraints, academic rigor and motivation, tech-
nology problems, problems with online medium and lack of teacher immediacy,
and parental influences.
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Over the past decade K—12 schools in the USA and Canada have experienced expo-
nential growth in the use of online distance education (Barbour & Reeves, 2009;
Clark, 2008; Glass & Welner, 2011; Hannum & McCombs, 2008; Watson & Ryan,
2007). Indeed, online learning is “the fastest growing alternative to traditional K—12
education in the United States” (Glass & Welner, 2011, p. 3). US rural schools use
online courses to surmount a variety of difficulties including the ability to attract
and retain teachers, geographic isolation, small numbers of students, and financial
constraints (Barbour, 2007a; Barley & Brigham, 2008; Beeson & Strange, 2000;
Hobbs, 2004; Monk, 2007).

Though rural schools use online courses to provide students with a comprehen-
sive curriculum and advanced courses (Hannum, Irvin, Banks, & Farmer, 2009),
online learning can also have more far-reaching effects. Specifically, online learning
may prevent rural districts from having to close or consolidate schools (Hobbs,
2004; Jimerson, 2006; Schafft, Alter, & Bridger, 2006; Seal & Harmon, 1995). As
rural schools are often the major source of employment and the center of social
activity for communities, keeping rural schools open can be vital to students and
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their families (D’Amico, Matthes, Sankar, Merchant, & Zurita, 1996; Jennings,
Swidler, & Koliba, 2005; Lyson, 2002; Schaftt et al., 2006).

Little research on online learning in the USA has focused on rural K—12 schools,
despite the fact that rural schools make up one-third of all schools in the USA and
educate approximately 12 million children (Aud et al., 2013). This is noteworthy in
several respects. Rural districts in the USA utilize distance education more than
urban and suburban schools. Setzer and Lewis (2005) reported that 46% of rural dis-
tricts have students taking distance education—twice that of urban districts (23%)
and substantially more than in suburban districts (28%). In addition, 85% of rural
schools classified as small and low income, according to the Rural Education
Achievement Program, indicate that they are currently using or have previously used
distance education, and that most frequently this is in the form of asynchronous
online courses and to provide students advanced or enrichment courses (Hannum
et al., 2009).

Meta-analyses have demonstrated no significant difference in academic outcomes
between K—12 students taking a course online vs. in a traditional face-to-face setting
(Cavanaugh, Gillan, Kromrey, Hess, & Blomeyer, 2004; Smith, Clark, & Blomeyer,
2005; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). Some caution that while these modes of instruc-
tion are broadly comparable, such studies generally fail to adequately examine the
variability between online and face-to-face settings (Bernard et al., 2004, p. 408).
Others have criticized these studies for only considering short-term standardized test
performance and mostly focusing on math and reading (Glass & Welner, 2011). To
us, however, there is an even more disconcerting aspect to online learning apparent
in the literature: high levels of dropout in online courses have been noted in several
studies (Carr, 2000; Dupin-Bryant, 2004; Glass & Welner, 2011; Osborn, 2001;
Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005).

Some estimates suggest that dropout in online courses may be 10%—-20% higher
than traditional face-to-face settings (Carr, 2000; Stover, 2005; Wojciechowski &
Palmer, 2005). Other figures indicate that as many as 50% to 60% of online students
may drop out (Morris, Wu, & Finnegan, 2005; Oblender, 2002; Roblyer, 2006).
These figures are imprecise because of the lack of a common definition for dropout,
discrepancies in calculating dropout rates, disproportionate enrollment of vulnerable
students, and a lack of relevant K—12 research. However, numerous researchers con-
cur that there is ample reason to be concerned and a need to understand dropout in
online courses (Barbour & Mulcahy, 2006; Glass & Welner, 2011; Nash, 2005;
Roblyer, 2006; Stover, 2005).

Despite the ongoing expansion in the enrollment of K—12 students in online
courses, most of the research on dropout in online learning has involved students in
postsecondary educational settings. Yet, the reasons adults drop out may differ from
those of high school students, who have different goals (Barbour & Reeves, 2009;
DiPietro, Ferdig, Black, & Preston, 2008).

Accordingly, the overarching purpose of this study is to identify factors poten-
tially involved in dropout from an advanced online course among students in rural
US high schools.

Review of the literature

Previous research has examined various factors that may be involved in students’
dropout from online courses. The review of the literature that follows is organized
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around the main individuals involved in a model used by many providers of K—12
online learning in the USA and Canada: the teacher—facilitator model. In the tea-
cher—facilitator model, students take online courses at their local school, or some-
times at home, while the online instructor who is largely responsible for delivering
the course content and instruction is situated at a remote location. In addition, a local
on-site adult serves as a facilitator. The role of the facilitator is to troubleshoot com-
puter and software problems, distribute instructional materials, answer questions,
and communicate with the online instructor (de la Varre, Keane, & Irvin, 2010).
Facilitators are given technical training for their role as well as recommendations for
monitoring student progress. In addition, facilitators may be required to communi-
cate with parents, and address issues such as plagiarism, cheating, and missing
assignments, and often go beyond their prescribed roles when helping students
(Barbour & Mulcahy, 2009; Harms, Niederhauser, Davis, Roblyer, & Gilbert, 2006;
U.S. Department of Education, 2007).

In this study, we were interested in factors related to the role of the online tea-
cher, on-site facilitator, and students themselves, and how these may influence or
contribute to dropout from an online course. In part, this stems from the fact that in
the teacher—facilitator model, students are situated in a blended learning environment
(de la Varre et al., 2011). Though the content and instruction are delivered online by
the instructor, the on-site facilitator is largely responsible for setting the local cli-
mate, and this influences students’ overall online experience. Thus, the online
instructor, on-site facilitator, and students comprise the key factors to be considered
in order to more fully understand the complexity of students’ experiences and learn-
ing in online courses (Stacey & Gerbic, 2008).

Role of online instructors

Online teachers have an essential role in helping prevent student attrition and isola-
tion by creating a comfortable online learning environment where students can build
community and establish trust. Coppola, Hiltz, and Rotter (2004) suggested that
online teachers establish their presence in the course immediately, behaving in con-
sistent and predictable ways, responding to students’ messages and questions with
enthusiasm, and expressing positive course expectations. Likewise, Davis and col-
leagues (Davis & Roblyer, 2005; Davis et al., 2007) have noted that there is a need
for effective interaction with and support for students in online courses, which
requires particular skills and experiences from instructors. Other designers and
researchers of online learning have also espoused the importance of interactivity and
communication (e.g., Barbour, 2007b; Gilbert & Moore, 1998; Hobbs, 2004;
Susman, 1998). Consistent with these recommendations, Abdous and Yen (2010)
reported that student—instructor interaction determines student satisfaction and learn-
ing outcomes. Several studies have also found that frequent contact and prompt
responses from online teachers are vital to learning (e.g., Choy, McNickle, &
Clayton, 2002; Roach & Lemasters, 2006) and student satisfaction (Arbaugh, 2000,
2001; Hara & Kling, 1999; Thurmond, Wambach, Connors, & Frey, 2002).

Role of on-site facilitators

Providers of K—12 online courses often rely on the teacher—facilitator model to
address issues of student dropout, isolation, and lack of support. It is difficult for
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online teachers to have a personal relationship with every student in an online
course because often they have multiple course sections and may have 75-100 stu-
dents or more. As on-site facilitators work with small groups of familiar students
and interact with them regularly, facilitators support students on many levels
(Hannum & McCombs, 2008). Accordingly, several researchers have found that
facilitators are vital to students’ success (Barbour & Mulcahy, 2008; Roblyer,
Freeman, Stabler, & Schneidmiller, 2007) or noted that facilitators have a key role
in reducing dropout (Charania et al., 2008; Roblyer, 2003). A major aspect of stu-
dents’ online experiences that facilitators provide is setting the climate for learning
through encouraging, acknowledging, and reinforcing student contributions (de la
Varre et al., 2011).

Role and experiences of students

Numerous variables related to the students themselves are likely involved in students
dropping out from online courses (Dupin-Bryant, 2004). For one, students’ previous
experience and comfort with computers and online courses are important (Lim,
2001; Osborn, 2001). Researchers found that various indices of technology
adeptness predicted course completion, as does students’ academic background, for
example, prior achievement or class rank (Dupin-Bryant, 2004; Lim, 2001; Morris
et al., 2005; Osborn, 2001). As online courses continue largely to target and benefit
more self-directed and advanced students, good study skills and habits are essential
as well (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). Consistent with this, Wang and Newlin (2000)
showed that several measures of study habits were strongly correlated with grades in
an online course. In more directly related results, Oblender (2002) found that
although the students in one virtual high school were bright, capable, and mature,
some did not have the time-management skills and self-discipline needed to succeed
in online courses, and consequently dropped out. Of the factors discussed in this
section, students in small and low-income rural schools are reportedly well prepared
in their computer skills, less so in their academic background, and least prepared in
their study skills (Irvin, Hannum, de la Varre, Farmer, & Keane, 2011). Though few
studies of online learning have examined students’ motivation and self-efficacy, sev-
eral researchers have also recognized the importance of these factors to students’
success in online courses (Artino, 2008; Chen & Jang, 2010; Cocea & Weibelzahl,
2006; Gibson, 1996; Keller, 1999; Lin, Lin, & Laffey, 2008).

Students’ experiences in online courses also likely contribute to dropout. Levy
(2007) demonstrated that student satisfaction with the course is a predictor of stu-
dent persistence. Online courses are prone to a lack of teacher immediacy, or the
psychological closeness that is conveyed in traditional classrooms through nonverbal
signals such as smiling, eye contact, relaxed body posture, and verbal signals such
as praise, use of humor, and tone of voice (Arbaugh, 2001; Rourke, Anderson,
Garrison, & Archer, 1999). Shea (2006) found that online students perceived a
“stronger sense of learning community” (p. 41) when exposed to teachers who dis-
played more immediacy behaviors. This psychological or transactional distance
between students and teachers in online courses largely stems from the physical
separation that prevents online teachers from attending to these factors (Moore,
1993; Moore & Kearsley, 1996). As a result, students often feel more isolated in
online courses, and this may be a central factor in the high rates of dropout (Rovai,
2000, 2002). Rural students are also used to small classes and close relationships
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with teachers, and thus may find online courses more challenging than their urban
or suburban counterparts (Irvin, Hannum, Farmer, de la Varre, & Keane, 2009).

Limitations of existing literature

Several limitations of the existing literature on dropout in online courses are evident.
First, few studies have examined students’ own reported reasons for dropping out.
Rather, research has often used quantitative measures and methods to determine
which variables relate to or predict dropout. Though this type of work is useful, it
may fail to elucidate some reasons for students’ dropout that were not specifically
asked about or included as a measure. Second, little research has also included the
corresponding reasons for dropout reported by key adults, such as on-site facilita-
tors, and examined whether those are similar to or different from the reasons that
students report. Such information is important for not only for providing corroborat-
ing evidence but also to determine whether students and key adults have different
views on the factors involved in dropout. As previously noted, most research of
online learning has involved college students or adult learners rather than K—12 stu-
dents (Cavanaugh et al., 2004; Rice, 2006), and even less work with rural schools
has been undertaken (Barbour, 2007b; Rice, 2006). Therefore, rural K—12 students
and schools that use online learning have largely been ignored in previous studies.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly in our view, most research on dropout in
online courses has focused on the students themselves rather than also considering
other important factors within the context of this blended learning setting, such as
online teachers and on-site facilitators. Yet, the onus to prevent dropout lies not only
with online institutions and course providers, but with teachers, on-site facilitators,
and others who are cognizant of the need for both proactive and reactive communi-
cation with students (Simpson, 2004). Understanding the reasons K—12 students
choose to drop out of distance education courses may potentially provide useful
information to increase persistence, and also move us toward a better understanding
of the distance education phenomenon overall.

Purpose and context of the current study

The overarching purpose of this study is to identify factors that may be involved in
dropout from an advanced online course among rural US high school students.
Toward that end, we examine the reasons that rural high school students themselves
gave for dropping out of the course. We also examine the corresponding reasons
provided by each student’s on-site facilitator. The following specific research ques-
tions guide the study:

e What are the reasons that rural high school students may drop out of an
advanced online course?

e Do the reasons that rural high school students may drop out of an advanced
online course involve students, online teachers, on-site facilitators, and/or
others?

e Are the reasons given by students for dropping out similar to or different from
on-site facilitators’ reported reasons for student dropout?

e Can the factors involved in dropping out be addressed by students, online
teachers, on-site facilitators, or others in order to prevent or reduce dropout?
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The data were collected as part of a cluster randomized controlled study designed to
develop and examine the impact of a program to train on-site facilitators to better
support rural students taking an advanced online course. The study involved two
cohorts of students and facilitators: the first cohort participated during the academic
year one, and the second cohort participated during the academic year two. Across
both years, approximately 720 high school students from 93 rural schools geographi-
cally distributed in 29 states across the USA took a year-long Advanced Placement
(AP) English Literature and Composition course online. The gender ratio was 77%
females to 23% males. Ethnically, the student participants were 91% white, 2.4%
Hispanic, and less than 2% each black, Asian, and American Indian. The course was
delivered entirely online via Blackboard™, a widely used course management sys-
tem. Students were situated in a classroom of typically 4-10 students, in a small
rural school, and each school was monitored by a local facilitator with administra-
tive and supervisory duties but no teaching responsibilities. Students across four
rural schools were combined to form a single virtual course section taught by one
online teacher, and there were 20 sections altogether. Overall, approximately 39% of
the students dropped out of the course. Of those who dropped out more than two-
thirds (68.8%) did so within the first four weeks.

Methods

Each student who dropped the course was asked to provide an email statement
regarding the reasons for dropping the course. The student’s on-site facilitator was
also asked to provide a similar email statement. These statements were imported as
text files into MAXQDA—software for content analysis and management of textual
data—and were coded and categorized by two coders. Content analysis is “any qual-
itative data reduction and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative
material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” (Patton, 2002,
p- 453). As a methodology, content analysis involves a systematic search for patterns
within textual data (Krippendorf, 2004), and is interpretive in that the goal is to
uncover and categorize patterns in the text (Schrire, 2006). Our aim was to look for
themes and categories in the dropout statements from students and facilitators with
the intent of summarizing the data. Our approach was inductive, and involved read-
ing through the entire data-set several times, using two coders. As themes were iden-
tified, the data were coded, and after several rounds of reading and coder discussion
no new themes emerged. The themes identified are listed in the Results section. As
nearly all the dropout statements were short and simple, the level of agreement
between coders was almost 100%, and we did not feel that a chance-corrected mea-
sure of inter-coder reliability was necessary.

Results

Reasons given by students and facilitators for dropping the course were usually in
agreement with each other, although there were times when the reasons students and
facilitators gave for the student dropping out of the online course disagreed. Reasons
generally fell within the following categories that are discussed further below:
scheduling and time constraints, academic rigor of class and motivation, technology
problems, problems with online medium and lack of teacher immediacy, and
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parental influences. In addition, some students dropped out of the online course
because of a combination of factors.

Scheduling and time constraints

Several reasons fell within the category of scheduling and time constraints. These
ranged from having too short a class period, unwillingness or inability to make the
time commitment needed to succeed in the class, perceptions that the workload was
excessive, conflict with other classes, conflict with an employment schedule, or con-
flict with extracurricular activities. Examples of student comments in this category
include:

e | would not have been able to juggle the online course, my family, and work
all at the same time. I would not have been able to find time to sit down and
do the assignments with all my other work from my other classes.

e ’'m involved in volleyball, the school play, and I work two jobs outside of
school. Therefore I only had one class period to get all the in class work and
out of class homework done. This was basically impossible.

e Between work, cheerleading, my other classes, this class, and my boyfriend, I
couldn’t find the time.

e Many of my fellow classmates hate the class! They say that it’s too much to
do in our 40- minute classes. I can understand that because all the college clas-
ses I take at the local college are an hour and a half.

e My English class period isn’t long enough to complete each assignment, and it
gets frustrating trying to get caught up during the day when I have nine other
classes, three of which are also AP. I also have basketball until 8:30 pm,
giving me no time at home to get my English done, or anything else for that
matter.

e My schedule has become so hectic that I really didn’t have any other choice. I
have 10 classes a day. My first class starts at 6:00 am and I get out of school
at 4:00 pm then I go home and do my jobs and whatever my mom needs me
to do and at 6:00 pm I go back to the school for basketball practice ... every
day.

Facilitators’ also commented on their students’ busy schedules, and on their pri-
orities:

e Her family has a farm and she said it was very hard to do her chores, play soc-
cer, and do the AP work. She seemed to think the work was rather difficult
and time consuming.

Academic rigor of class and motivation

Many students who dropped out complained of the demanding schedule, fast pace,
or amount of homework required in the course, as well as feeling overwhelmed,
intimidated, or underprepared for the rigor of an AP-level class. Motivation was also
a factor often embedded in the following comments and connected to the rigor of
the online course:
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I was up until after midnight every night trying to finish my homework.

I am definitely not a strong reader, and my homework was taking at least an
hour and a half a night.

The reason I dropped the AP class is because it was hard. I didn’t want to read
again until I am in college.

The grading was very harsh. I am a straight A student, and my instructor
thought I would be happy just passing.

Facilitator comments echoed these concerns:

He doesn’t like to do much work, and he found another English class to take
with less work.

The students didn’t want to do the readings and the daily work. This class was
more demanding and they “wanted an easier senior year.” They were very
capable of doing the class work but didn’t want to.

Our school culture just didn’t prepare them for the rigors of this type of
course. Our students weren’t prepared, which is a problem from our end.

I do not believe that either boy had a good understanding of what to expect
from the online course to begin with. They were just completely overwhelmed
from the moment that they logged into Blackboard and read the teacher’s
introduction.

When I handed out the first two books, she sighed loudly and said, “Ugh, 1
want to have fun my senior year.” She keeps saying she wants to be a writer,
but she refuses to read.

e When her animal was sick for a few days, she missed a week of school.

He does not seem bothered by missing assignments or points on his journal
and does not have the internal drive to take a course at this level. He’s also a
sophomore in high school, still very young and immature.

Sadly, when the decision came to read Invisible Man or play Rock Band, Rock
Band won.

His tendency is to slide by, doing work at the last minute (if at all) because he
is smart enough to do well with very little effort. This course did not provide
enough accountability and structure for him despite my best efforts.

Her future plans are to marry following graduation, so she does not think she
needs AP.

Technology problems

Several students had issues relating to technology such as being confused by the
content management system that delivered the course, or the online directions. Facil-
itators reported:

Glitches such as tests not being turned on in time for class, which should have
been a non-issue, became an issue because they added to the sense of frustra-
tion and disconnect.

The website had constant problems; I could not get my assignments many
times or the website would freeze.
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The course organization relies on a lot of information organized through
multiple windows and documents; to get oriented on assignments several
different windows must be accessed. This lead to a lot of confusion for the
first few days for all of us. It just shook their confidence from the start.
Neither boy was completely comfortable with technology, and the intensity of
the first day’s information was truly shocking to them.

Problems with online medium and lack of teacher immediacy

The online format of the course was challenging for a number of students. Some dis-
liked the lack of teacher presence or immediate feedback. In this course, teachers
aimed to respond to students’ questions within a 24-h period; however, there were
several complaints from students about the timeliness of feedback, the medium and
grading:

I do not enjoy the online class because we cannot talk face to face. I learn bet-
ter by listening and taking notes rather than reading, which is the only method
of learning with an online class. I feel I am “talking” to a computer screen. |
also do not enjoy writing in the discussion boards to my classmates who are
sitting right beside me, when I could just turn and talk to them about whatever
questions I have.

It is hard to critique and learn from your work if you have forgotten what the
assignment was about by the time that you get the graded paper back.

I think it is much easier for a teacher to be there in the classroom with you
rather than in another state.

I feel it was not interactive enough. I need someone to explain to me and show
examples and make sure I understand it. Maybe if there was a live chat during
the class to check into and ask questions and get answers right away it might
be more successful.

I absolutely hate not having a real person explain things to me.

Facilitators’ comments echoed these sentiments:

Feedback has been inexcusably slow, in our opinion, and probably more
importantly, incredibly sparse. Both students have expressed a frustration
about what they are learning in the course and whether they will be well pre-
pared for the AP exam. Neither felt the discussions generated on the boards
were of much value, and both expressed the desire to hear from the instructor
at some point.

We are small, and even our most difficult classes are presented in a very
personal and non-threatening way. This class was impersonal and very
difficult.

The main reason these students dropped was the way that the instructor com-
municated with them. I don’t want to make this a personal attack, but they just
didn’t have a good connection with her at all. Because her grading is necessar-
ily very meticulous, it is very important for her to develop a strong positive
connection with the students. That just didn’t happen.
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e It took over a school day for a reply to be sent to us concerning questions with
assignments. Therefore, we would get the help right before, or even after, the
assignment was to be sent.

Parental influence

One recurring theme was parental influence on their child’s decision to drop the
course. In some instances parents were concerned about the effect of lower class
grades on grade point average (GPA) or valedictorian status. Facilitators reported
that some parents placed priority on extracurricular activities rather than on educa-
tion. Parents also expressed concerns about the course rigor, and even moral objec-
tions to content:

e A few parents complained that their child is working on this course at home
and spending all of their free time on this course. I think this is a good thing,
but for some reason the parents don’t.

e The adults quickly move in to defend their child and don’t allow them to
struggle and learn. If they stick with it throughout the year, chances are they
will pass and do well on the exam in the spring, but it is hard to convince kids
(and parents) to do that.

o The student’s parents feel the extracurricular activities are more important than
this class.

e The mother felt that the content of the book was not acceptable for her child
to be reading. She understood that this was a college-level class and book, but
felt that the book went against their family’s values. This is a hard one to
argue with as [ cannot question the morals and values of our students’ fami-
lies. This discussion continued with the other parents, and it was decided as a
group that they were going to discontinue the course.

e His family feel his life experiences that he is participating in outside of school
are just as beneficial. I tried to get him caught up and worked with our coun-
selor but he has made his mind up and his parents agree with his decision.

Combination of factors

Perhaps one of the more important findings in our view is that many of the com-
ments received from students clearly indicate that students’ challenges were multi-
factorial. In fact, the majority of reasons for dropping out involved multiple factors.
The following examples illustrate this:

e [ understand that this class is supposed to be challenging, but I was just not
prepared to take it on. Also this experience helped me realize that I prefer to
have a physical teacher in front of me rather than a computerized course. I
don’t think this learning style was for me. I also found myself confused when
trying to find out when things were due and where to find assignments
because everything was scattered around. I did not understand the method of
date that was used.

e There are several reasons why I dropped the course. I do not feel that the
Internet classroom is the best way for me to learn as a student. I feel more
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comfortable in a classroom with a teacher giving me directions every day
where I can ask a question and get an immediate response. Grades were not
returned in a timely fashion, and therefore we could not get an accurate picture
of how we were doing. Directions were not always given as clearly as they
could have been. Since the teacher wasn’t right there with us, we couldn’t get
answers as quickly as we may have needed. The class itself caused me stress
because I was left wondering about so many things that the teacher did not
have time to answer.

Firstly, I do not feel up to the workload/level of difficulty in the course work.
In normal English classes I have always excelled, but I am apparently just not
ready for the higher level of academics the course requires. Also, it is very
hard for me to keep up with assignments via the convoluted technology of
Blackboard. I always feel as if I’'m missing something. The impersonal feel of
Blackboard likewise attributes to my inability to forge a personal connection
to the instructor and other classmates. I am not very adept with non-verbal
face-to-face communication, and it shows in the Blackboard environment. And
while a personal connection and live discussion may not be the only ways to
learn English, they are the best ways for me.

Problems with the technology or the online medium sometimes led to confusion and
lower confidence or motivation, while individual traits or characteristics, for exam-
ple, being a poor reader, may have been barriers to student success. In at least one
instance, an additional reason that a number of students dropped out was because
their school did not follow the design and format of the online course:

e [ knew it would be a challenge; however, I did not think it would be as com-

plicated as it was. Due to scheduling conflicts at my school, all of the students
would have access to the computer lab at different times. This made solving
technical problems extremely difficult. Also, we didn’t have the opportunity to
discuss our readings, homework, or even frustrations with anyone else. My
reason for dropping the class was not how the program was set up, or run, it
was because of scheduling conflicts and the class not being carried out in the
way that it was meant to be.

However, even in this situation students tended to give more than one reason for
dropping out:

e [ signed up for AP English knowing it was an online course. I did not know

that we would not have a class period to do this. I think that was our school’s
fault. Every student had to go in during a separate study hall and do their
assignments. I could not discuss any of the assignments with them. I also did
not like that fact that my teacher lives in [another state]. If I had a question I
couldn’t simply just ask her, I had to email her, which could take a whole day
for a response.

Comments by facilitators also often referenced multiple reasons for dropout:

e Difficulty navigating the website (Blackboard) and frustration with the

differences between it and other distance learning formats he had previously
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experienced. He preferred a more anonymous and self-paced type of distance
learning.

e Neither girl was ready for an AP class or an advanced online class: both had
difficulty keeping pace with the course schedule, both had difficulty working
in such an independent manner while wrestling with such difficult material.

e She always takes a long time on her tests because she wants to do her best.
She is also a student who likes to ask a great deal of questions about assign-
ments to make sure she understands the assignment. She likes immediate feed-
back so she can get started on it. An online course doesn’t fit her learning
style.

e This course has been an eye opener and a great challenge. The biggest concern
they had at the beginning was that the course would count against their GPA.
So, we allowed them to take the course as pass or fail. Now, I believe it’s just
the time commitment that is an issue.

Disagreement between facilitator and student reasons for dropping out

In most cases, the reasons for dropping out reported by students and their facilitators
were similar. However, occasionally the reasons for dropping out given by facilitator
and student did not match. When facilitators believed that students were unmoti-
vated or immature, unsurprisingly students would provide different reasons for drop-
ping out. For example, one facilitator stated that, “they quit because they have a
little ‘lazy streak’ in them. I don’t think they would admit this to you.” In another
facilitator’s opinion, “determining why teenagers do anything is not easy.” Several
students who claimed to be dropping the course due to conflicting class schedules
were, according to the facilitators, actually worried about their GPAs. Other students
reported that they did not like the online format or lack of immediate feedback while
their facilitator said they were dropping the course due to over-scheduling. It is pos-
sible that both perspectives were valid, as in many instances students dropped out
for a combination of factors. It is also possible that in some cases facilitators were
not necessarily aware of students’ reasons for dropping the course. However, as one
facilitator opined, “I think lack of confidence, willingness to take risks, and fear of
failure were probably at the heart of all the excuses.”

Discussion

The first two research questions that guided the study concerned the reasons that
rural high school students dropped out of an advanced online course and whether
those reasons involved students, online teachers, on-site facilitators, and/or others.
Several of the reasons that rural high school students reported for dropping out of the
online course were largely due to factors related to themselves and their experiences
(e.g., time constraints, and motivation). However, some of the reasons that students
dropped out of the online course also involved others (e.g., online teacher immediacy
and parental influence). Specifically, the reasons that students dropped out of the
online course included scheduling and time constraints, academic rigor of class and
motivation, problems with technology, problems with online medium and teacher
immediacy, and parental influences. In our view, the most notable finding was that
most of the reasons for dropping out involved multiple factors. That is, not only were
several factors related to dropping out identified in the study overall but students
typically reported that their reason for dropping out entailed multiple factors.
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Dropping out due to scheduling and time constraints was consistent with previ-
ous findings and contentions that time-management and study skills are important
for online learning (Barbour & Reeves, 2009; Oblender, 2002; Wang & Newlin,
2000) and that rural youth are less prepared in their study skills (Irvin, Meece, Byun,
Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011). Dropping out because of the academic rigor of the class
was consistent with research indicating that previous achievement is related to
course completion (Dupin-Bryant, 2004; Lim, 2001; Morris et al., 2005; Osborn,
2001) and that rural youth may be less prepared in their academic background than
their computer skills (Irvin et al., 2011). The related issue of motivation also reflects
research supporting and views highlighting the importance of students’ motivation
in online courses (Artino, 2008; Cavanaugh, 2007; Chen & Jang, 2010; Huett,
Kalinowski, Moller, & Huett, 2008; Keller, 1999; Roblyer, Davis, Mills, Marshall,
& Pape, 2008; Roblyer & Marshall, 2002) as well as others’ perspective that moti-
vation may be particularly salient for rural students (D’Amico et al., 1996; Irvin
et al., 2009). The problems with the online medium and lack of teacher immediacy
underscore the importance of the interactivity between online teachers and students
that has been noted by many researchers (Abdous & Yen, 2010; Arbaugh, 2001;
Davis & Roblyer, 2005; Gilbert & Moore, 1998; Hara & Kling, 1999; Hobbs, 2004;
Roach & Lemasters, 2006; Susman, 1998; Thurmond et al., 2002).

The third research question guiding this study focused on whether students’ rea-
sons for dropping out were similar to or different from the reasons on-site facilitators
reported for the student dropping out. In general, dropout reasons given by students
and facilitators referenced similar themes. When a student’s reasons for dropping
out were different than the reasons given by that student’s facilitator, it is possible
that the difference was simply a matter of perspective. For example, a student per-
ceived to be lazy or immature by the facilitator, may have stated that they dropped
the course because they wanted to enjoy their senior year rather than have a
demanding workload or schedule.

The fourth research question focused on whether the factors involved were ones
that students, online teachers, on-site facilitators, and/or others could address in
order to reduce dropout. Results indicate that most of the factors purportedly
involved in students dropping out from the advanced online course were malleable.
Potential factors on which to focus in dropout prevention programs included sched-
uling and time constraints, academic rigor and pace of class, students, motivation,
technology problems, and problems with the online medium and teacher immediacy.
Furthermore, each of these factors could be addressed by students, online teachers,
on-site facilitators, and/or others (e.g., parents and course providers). However, it is
likely that dropout prevention efforts which utilize all of these individuals will be
more successful as it may create a system of support.

Implications

The finding that each student reported that his/her own reason for dropping out of
the online course usually involved multiple factors has rather broad implications.
Therefore, these implications are discussed first. Specifically, as students reportedly
drop out because of multiple factors then course providers, online instructors, on-site
facilitators, and students should be cognizant of and, when feasible, attend to those
multiple factors. If several factors are operant but some of these factors are ignored,
then it is likely that a student may still drop out of an online course. Efforts to stem
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dropout may also need to be more targeted and individualized because the specific
set of multiple factors involved for a particular student is likely to vary.

Our findings indicate that important steps should occur to prepare and advise stu-
dents and their families before an online course begins. Students could participate in
an orientation that provides an introduction to and an overview of the demands,
expectations, background, and prerequisites needed for online courses, including
homework requirements and online grading practices. Rural students often have
close, long-term relationships with their teachers who know their students, and often
students’ families, very well, (Burney & Cross, 2006; de la Varre, Keane, Irvin, &
Hannum, 2009; Herzog & Pittman, 1995). Teachers are therefore well positioned to
advise their students about whether to enroll for an online course based on preferred
instructional approaches and student characteristics like the ability to self-regulate
and manage their time, level of motivation, and extracurricular obligations. Course
providers could also assess students’ strengths and weaknesses as learners through
pretests. Such advising or counseling prior to the course beginning could potentially
ameliorate dropout because of problems with scheduling and time constraints, the
online format, academic rigor of the course, and motivation.

As noted earlier, students in small rural schools may have to enrol in advanced
online courses in order to access particular classes (Hannum et al., 2009). Therefore,
schools offering such courses should be prepared to provide additional local support
to their online learners. For those who do participate in online courses, helping stu-
dents with effective time-management skills and maintaining motivation may be
beneficial (D’Amico et al., 1996; Haughey & Muirhead, 1999; Irvin et al., 2009;
Land, Nwadei, Stufflebeam, & Olaka, 2003; Parker, 1999). Schools themselves
should ensure that students enrolled in online courses are adequately provided with
a suitable learning environment—a quiet classroom with a dedicated computer and
class period (not a spot at the back of the library or classroom while another class is
being taught).

In addition, students should have realistic expectations for student—teacher
engagement and responsiveness. It is improbable that an online instructor could have
a personal relationship with every student in an online course when they often teach
multiple course sections with as many as 100 students or more (Hannum &
McCombs, 2008). So online instructors are less likely to be familiar with their stu-
dents and unable to provide the level of individualized support, interactivity, and the
“family-like atmosphere” to which rural students may be accustomed (Burney &
Cross, 2006; Irvin et al., 2009). Instructors should, however, be aware of the specific
challenges of teaching online learners in rural settings.

A systemic attempt to address multiple dropout factors for online students at
the local school level should also include parent education, so that parents have the
information necessary to more fully understand the nature and requirements of the
online course. This information should include access to the reading list or curricu-
lum content, to prevent dropout due to issues such as conflict with parental or family
values, as at least one of our schools experienced. Suggestions for ways for parents
to support their child during enrollment in online courses may also be beneficial, as
well as awareness of the time demands such courses may require of their child
beyond the school environment, and watching for signs of stress and being over-
whelmed.

Finally, facilitators should be adequately trained in how to support students,
made aware of the demands of online courses, and proactive in offering motivation
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and study strategies to help students cope with the rigors of advanced online course-
work. Facilitators should be present during the class if possible, or at least readily
accessible and on hand to troubleshoot technology if needed.

Strengths and limitations

This study had several strengths but also some limitations that should be considered.
A key strength was the use of qualitative data. Specifically, students’ self-reported
reasons for dropping out allowed for the identification of reasons that may be
obscured in quantitative studies because quantitative studies typically measure a nar-
row set of constructs with less depth. The use of qualitative data and reporting stu-
dents’ perceptions were strengths in identifying the finding that multiple factors
were likely involved in dropout from online courses; an important point in our view.
That is, each individual student’s reasons for dropping out typically contained multi-
ple factors and reflected several of the themes that emerged in the data. However,
the use of a qualitative approach was also a limitation in some respects. For one,
causality could not be definitively determined with a qualitative approach. Thus, rea-
sons that students claimed led them to drop out may not have been the actual cause.
In addition, students’ self-reported reasons for dropping out may be prone to social
desirability, and other factors may also have biased their perceptions.

Little previous research on dropout from online courses has involved K—12 stu-
dents attending rural schools. Thus, the sample and setting are strengths of this
study. The use of qualitative data is also an appropriate initial step toward increasing
our understanding of dropout in this setting and among online learners in rural
schools. Nonetheless, the rural US setting means that the findings from this study
may also have limited generalizability, as results may be specific to this population
and context only. Also, because the online course was a single subject and used an
asynchronous delivery format, our results may not generalize to different subjects
and delivery formats.

The inclusion and comparison of the on-site facilitators’ reasons for dropout with
students’ own reasons for dropout was an additional strength of this study. Though
facilitator reports are also subject to the same limitations outlined in regard to stu-
dent reports, as facilitators’ reasons were largely similar to students the facilitator
data provided some corroborating evidence. This congruence was also important as
it indicated that students and facilitators have similar views of the factors involved
in dropout. Thus, our results support the position of other researchers of the central-
ity of on-site facilitators in reducing dropout in online courses, because our findings
indicated that on-site facilitators may be aware of relevant factors (Barbour &
Mulcahy, 2008; Charania et al., 2008; Hannum & McCombs, 2008; Irvin et al.,
2009; Roblyer, 2003; Roblyer et al., 2007).

Conclusion

Cavanaugh et al. (2004) included a caveat in their meta-analysis that “K—12 distance
education is fundamentally unique” (p. 77). In the words of one student in our study
who dropped out, “I am getting the impression that you do not fully understand the
complications and differing schedules of a high school junior. It is not at all the
same as being a freshman in college.” Our study begins to address these points by
clarifying some of the factors involved in dropping out of advanced online courses
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among youth in rural US high schools. Future research may build upon our study by
more directly investigating and testing whether these factors are distinct from those
involved in dropping out from online courses in other samples (e.g., youth in urban
high schools, other countries, and college students). The use of quantitative studies
and experimental or strong quasi-experimental designs may also help provide more
large-scale corroboration of our findings as well as robust tests of whether the impli-
cations derived from such results are in fact part of causal processes.
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