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Abstract: The advantages of online learning have allowed learners to join courses that help 

them conveniently improve their knowledge and skills. One of the challenges facing online programs, 

however, is to retain students and address the issue of high dropout rates. This article reviews literature 

to determine factors influencing student persistence in online programs and explores solutions to reduce 

attrition rates. Ninety articles in peer-reviewed journals published between 2000 and 2022 were 

examined and included in the literature. The selection criteria consist of topic relevance, studies having 

empirical data and year of publication. Additional procedures involve searching databases, screening 

abstracts, analyzing full texts, and synthesizing. Factors contributing to student persistence in online 

learning include internal factors (i.e. motivation, satisfaction, and self-efficacy), external factors (i.e. 

financial aid, peer and family support), and student skills (i.e. time management and self-regulation 

skills). Several viable solutions are providing orientation programs, creating collaborative learning 

environments and enhancing faculty support. This critical review creates a foundation for further 

research on the issue of student retention in online programs. 
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1. Introduction 

Online learning has created educational opportunities for students with ranging 

academic needs. Using a variety of platforms, online learning has now been incorporated into 

the curriculum of most schools and universities. Indeed, nowadays the growth of online 

programs can be found in every aspect of a student’s academic career, from pre-enrolment to 

post-graduate (Floyd & Casey-Powell, 2004). Some of the commonly cited advantages include 

unrestricted access to study resources before exams, accommodation of various learning 

preferences, and scheduling flexibility (Butler, 2010). Additionally, students have an increased 

possibility to engage in the learning process or interact with their classmates when they attend 

classes online (Kuo et al., 2013). The emergence of online learning, however, also comes with 

significant challenges. High attrition rates are now a big concern for online educators and a 

problem for online learning as a whole (Carr, 2000; Clark, 2003). 

According to Gaytan (2015), persistence is correlated with an institution's reputation, 

financial standing, program stability, and capacity to maintain degree programs. Despite the 

prevalence of online learning, attrition is a problem that many educational institutions have to 
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confront. Research has shown that online courses often have lower retention rates than 

traditional face-to-face settings (Liu, Gomez, & Yen, 2007; Herbert, 2006; Holder, 2007). Terry 

(2007) found that the attrition rates on campuses and in blended learning, which were 

respectively 3.83% and 4.04%, were considerably lower than the online rate of 7.69%. 

Furthermore, dropout rates in online classes can be up to 10-20% higher than face-to-face 

courses (Harris & Parrish, 2006; Xu & Jaggars, 2013).  

On the basis of the aforementioned rationales, it is necessary to improve retention in 

online learning (Lee & Choi, 2011; Wuellner, 2013). The current literature review synthesizes 

the various factors influencing student persistence, as well as explores strategies and solutions 

to address the issue of attrition. The review's findings are very pertinent to studies addressing 

the issue of student persistence in online learning environments. The findings are also expected 

to contribute to the existing literature on online student persistence by providing an integrative 

summary of results based on a proposed model. The authors hope to encourage other 

researchers to reflect on the results and look into new research directions. The categorization 

provided in this review may inspire further study on the interplay among the various factors 

within and between the categories. The following research questions were formulated to guide 

this review: 

1. What are the factors contributing to student persistence in online learning? 

2. What strategies are recommended for increasing student retention in online learning? 

2. Definitions of Terms 

Online learning 

What exactly constitutes online learning is still up for debate among practitioners and 

researchers. Given the inconsistency of definitions, online learning described in this review is 

a form of distance education made feasible by technological devices used by isolated learners 

in their own settings away from the main education source (Hartnett, 2016).  

Persistence 

According to Martinez (2003), persistence relates to “the act of continuing toward an 

educational goal” (p. 3). 

3. Influential Models of Student Persistence in Online Learning 

Several scholars have made prominent contributions by putting forth models to explain 

why students drop out. These theories and theoretical frameworks have guided subsequent 

studies on student persistence and attrition. Tinto (1975) developed the Student Integration 

Model (SIM), which highlighted the importance of student engagement and the equal 

responsibility shared by both individuals and institutions. The model emphasizes student-

related factors (such as family background, personal characteristics, and pre-college education) 

and institutional factors (such as peer interactions, faculty interactions, and social integration). 

This model, however, does not have contributing values to the online learning environments as 

it is only applicable to traditional on-campus students (Ashar & Skenes, 1993; Rovai, 2003).   

Bean and Metzner (1985) created the Student Attrition Mode (SAM) for nontraditional 

students in response to Tinto's SIM's limitations. Five variables that affect students' decisions 

to drop out were included in the model. The three predictor variables consist of student 

background, academic variables, and environmental variables; and two outcomes that can affect 

attrition include academic and psychological outcomes. In this model, the role of external 
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factors is emphasized. However, due to the substantial differences between the definitions of 

nontraditional students and distance learners, SAM is unlikely to be applied to distance learners 

(Kember, 1989). 

Both SIM and SAM are for on-campus students whose characteristics are different from 

online learners. Kember (1989), therefore, developed a longitudinal process design which is 

specifically tailored to conditions in which learning takes place at a distance. Kember assumed 

that distance education learners were working adults with families. The model emphasizes the 

intricate relationships between variables like family, motivation, and capacity to finish school, 

as well as previous achievements, educational experiences, and institutional support. 

Building on Tinto's (1975) SIM and Bean and Metzner's (1985) SAM, Rovai (2003) suggested 

a Composite Persistence Model (CPM) that can be used for distance education students. In this 

model, the relevant variables before admission are distinguished from the relevant factors after 

admission. Three groups of variables are pre-entry factors (e.g. student characteristics and 

student skills), internal factors (e.g. social integration, and satisfaction), and external factors 

(e.g. finances and family factors). CPM has been widely used in recent studies on online dropout 

(Packham, Jones, Miller, & Thomas, 2004; Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2013). Rovai’s model is adopted 

as the analysis framework for this review as it is the most up-to-date and helps disclose some 

of the factors that affect student persistence in online environments. 

4. Methods 

4.1. Selection Criteria 

The criteria used to select the appropriate articles include topic relevance, empirical 

studies and publication time. To be specific, the eligible research must (a) discuss online 

learning and issues related to student persistence; (b) include theoretical/conceptual 

contributions, empirical data or data from experimentations; (c) appear in peer-reviewed, 

academic journals published after 2000.  

4.2. Search Methods 

The search was initially performed on relevant and popular databases such as ERIC 

(n=25), JSTOR (n=30), and ProQuest (n=18). Keywords used include: ‘online learning’, 

‘online courses’, ‘strategies’, ‘persistence’, ‘retention’, ‘attrition’, ‘withdrawal’ and 

‘dropout’. 73 articles were retrieved in the first searching phase. To increase the number, the 

search was then done on Google Scholar using the same keywords, yielding 127 articles. 

Additionally, academic journals that were known to produce high-impact research articles on 

online learning, such as Distance Education, Computers & Education, Journal of Computer 

Assisted Learning, American Journal of Distance Education, and The Internet and Higher 

Education, were specially examined.  

4.3. Search Outcomes 

A total of 200 articles were identified for review. They were first scanned for eligibility 

by year of publication in peer-reviewed journals, leaving 156 articles. The articles then 

underwent a screening phase which was performed by reading titles and abstracts. Articles 

found to be inappropriate or not meeting the selection criteria were excluded, leaving 90 articles 

for the analysis phase.  
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4.4. Analysis Phase 

All the relevant articles that can address the research questions were analyzed through 

full-text reading over the course of one and a half months. The following factors were 

examined: the theoretical frameworks which form the background for this review, student 

characteristics affecting persistence, student skills affecting persistence, internal factors, and 

external factors, as well as recommended strategies and recommendations for future 

research. Of the 90 articles that were chosen, 72 reported on empirical data and 18 on 

conceptual contributions. The majority of the empirical articles studied factors affecting learner 

persistence in online environments using quantitative methods. The conceptual publications 

were mostly concerned with strategies suggested for improving retention in online learning. 

The articles were published in the domains of Business, Education, Nursing and Engineering. 

Most of the reviewed studies were conducted in the US and some other countries. Table 1 

presents a quantitative description of the reviewed articles. 

Table 1  

Quantitative Data Description of the Reviewed Articles 

Variables Details Number of publications 

Type of publication Empirical 

Conceptual 

72 

18 

Type of analysis Quantitative 

Qualitative 

Mixed 

Others 

59 

10 

3 

18 

Domain Business 

Education 

Nursing 

Engineering 

Others 

25 

57 

2 

2 

4 

Country of study USA 

Australia 

UK 

China 

Korea 

Others 

76 

3 

2 

2 

3 

4 

5. Results  

From the comprehensive analysis of 90 peer-reviewed articles, we have drawn several 

important findings on two main categories in accordance with the two research questions: (a) 

Factors affecting online student persistence and (b) Suggested strategies for improving student 

retention.  
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5.1. Factors Affecting Online Student Persistence 

Based on Rovai's model, which comprises four factors including (A) learner 

characteristics, (B) student skills, (C) internal factors and (D) external factors, a summary of 

earlier studies is provided below. 

Figure 1 

Factors Affecting Online Student Persistence 

5.2. Student Characteristics 

5.2.1. Demographic Variables 

Research on demographic variables affecting persistence has yielded mixed results. 

According to some researchers, there is no noteworthy difference in the age of students who 

drop out from online courses (Levy, 2007; Tello, 2007; Willging & Johnson, 2009), while 

others noted age as one of the most frequently cited factors relating to persistence. James, Swan, 

and Daston (2016) found that the persistence rate is higher among older online students than 

younger ones. This finds support in the claim that older students perform better and are more 

likely to persist (Wladis, Conway & Hachey, 2015). According to Rovai (2001), there are 

gender-related differences in social interactions and a feeling of community, and this may have 

an impact on how long students stick with online courses. On the contrary, according to 

Eliasquevici et al. (2017), gender differences in student retention in online learning 

environments were not always present. As mixed results were found in studies, Willging and 

Johnson (2004) claimed that demographic variables cannot be used as a predictor of dropouts.  

5.2.2. College Status/Graduating Term 

Levy's (2007) study included 108 participants who completed all 18 undergraduate and 

graduate e-learning courses and 25 dropouts at a large US state institution. The participants 

responded to a questionnaire on academic locus of control and a survey measuring motivation. 
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The findings suggest that lower-level college students are more likely to drop out than students 

at higher levels. According to Levy, students who are just beginning their degree feel less 

prepared to handle the demands of the classroom. On the other hand, students who have been 

in the program for an extended period of time might be more driven to finish the course because 

they have already put a lot of time and effort into it. This finding finds support in the claim that 

non-seniors were more likely to drop online courses than seniors (Cochran et al., 2014). 

However, Traver, Volchok, Bidjerano, and Shea (2014) pointed out that the year status could 

not be used as a precise predictor of retention. 

5.3. Student Skills 

5.3.1. Time Management 

Leeds et al. (2013) asserted that time management can be a predictor of dropout. The 

decision of a student to drop out of an online course may be influenced by an inaccurate estimate 

or unrealistic expectation of the time required to finish the assignments. According to Holder 

(2007), in contrast to non-persisters, students who have good study habits and effective time 

management skills are more likely to persist. In a study conducted by Stanford-Bowers (2008), 

39 participants from ten community colleges in Alabama were selected to answer open-ended 

questions related to factors contributing to persistence. It was found that administrators, 

academic staff, and students all agree on the significance of time management in persistence. 

5.3.2. Self-regulation 

Self-regulated learning (SRL) is regarded as essential to the success of online learning 

(Dillon & Greene, 2003; Hartley & Bendixen, 2001). Self-regulation is one of the key elements 

that can affect the academic achievement and persistence of online, nontraditional learners 

(Stephen, Rockinson-Szapkiw & Dubay, 2020). According to Barnard-Brak, Paton, and Lan 

(2008), online learners must continuously adapt their behaviors to persist when faced with 

challenges. These behaviors include goal setting, environment structuring, time management, 

task strategies, help-seeking, and self-evaluation. In many studies, self-regulation has been 

considered as correlated with persistence (Gomez, 2013; Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2013; O’Neill & 

Sai, 2014). According to Lee and Choi (2011), a major factor in the high dropout rates among 

online students is their inability to self-regulate their learning. Students who dropped out of 

online courses were found to have substantially lower self-regulation abilities than those who 

persisted (Lee et al., 2013).  

5.3.3. Computer Skills 

Bawa (2016) points out that online learners may be accustomed to technology and the 

digital world; however, this does not imply that they are similarly knowledgeable about e-

learning environments or educational technology, which may cause them to drop the course. In 

distance education courses, computer confidence was found to be a useful means of 

differentiating successful completions from unsuccessful ones (Osborn, 2001). According to 

Harrell and Bower (2011), having basic computer skills will improve an online student's 

persistence, whereas having more advanced computer skills is linked to a rise in withdrawal 

rates. One possible reason proposed by the authors is Internet distraction, which could cause 

students with more advanced computer skills to lose concentration on the course content. On 

the contrary, Dupin-Bryant (2004) claims that improved computer abilities are unrelated to 

student retention. Further research on the relationship between computer skills and persistence 

is therefore recommended. 
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5.4. Internal Factors 

5.4.1. Motivation 

High attrition rates have led to motivational questions in distance education (Meşe & 

Sevilen, 2021). Indeed, high attrition and dropout rates have been attributed to lack of 

motivation (Artino, 2008; Keller, 2008; Muilenburg & Berge, 2005). Gredler (2005) presents 

the expectancy-value model in which persistence is one of the five achievement-related 

behaviors influenced by the motivational process. Brophy (2010) defined motivation as ‘a 

theoretical construct to explain the initiation, direction, intensity, persistence, and quality of 

behavior, especially goal-directed behavior’ (p.3). Motivation keeps students persistent in 

finishing online courses (Eliasquevici et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 2016). According to research, 

motivated students are more apt to be involved in demanding tasks, to show active engagement, 

and to be more persistent (Schunk et al., 2008). When faced with challenges, students who are 

more motivated may persist and seek out more challenging tasks (Hartnett & Hartnett, 2016).  

5.4.2. Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is another significant motivational element that influences students' task 

choices, effort, persistence, and achievement (Brophy, 2010). Research shows that there is a 

positive correlation between self-efficacy and persistence in online courses (Joo, Lim, & Kim, 

2013; Hart, 2012). In Kemp’s (2002) study, data were collected from 121 undergraduate online 

students at a university in Canada. The results indicated that a greater level of self-efficacy will 

enhance resiliency and have a positive impact on the effort put forth in studies. Similarly, self-

efficacy is one of three factors identified by Holder (2007) as differentiating persistent students 

and non-completers in online environments. 

5.4.3. Internal Locus of Control 

Research has shown that the internal locus of control is closely related to course 

completion (Morris, Wu, & Finnegan, 2005). Learning success and determination to continue 

learning are more likely to occur for students having an internal locus of control (Joo, Joung & 

Sim, 2011). However, studies have shown mixed results and there has been no consensus on 

the correlation between internal locus of control and persistence. Academic locus of control 

was found to be significantly greater among online course participants when comparing those 

who completed the course and those who dropped out (Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2013). Levy (2007) 

conducted a study including 18 undergraduate and graduate e-learning courses at a major US 

state university. Data collected from a sample of 372 completers and 81 dropout students 

showed that academic locus of control had no impact on the choice of the students to withdraw 

from the online course. 

5.4.4. Satisfaction 

Previous studies claimed that dropout and persistence rates in online learning were 

correlated with students' satisfaction (Arbaugh, 2000; Billings, 2000; Thurmond, Wambach, 

Connors, & Frey, 2002). A high level of satisfaction may indicate that students are likely to 

continue their online education (Palmer & Holt, 2009), which contributes to lower attrition rates 

(Chute, Thompson, & Hancock, 1999). Müller's (2008) conducted a qualitative study with 20 

online students at a US college and found that students who are dissatisfied with their teachers 

or their learning are more likely to have less success than their persistent peers. When compared 

to students who persevered and finished the online course, those who dropped out of the course 

reported being less satisfied (Levy, 2007) and participating significantly less, particularly at the 
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beginning of the semester (Nistor & Neubauer, 2010). Support for this finding can be found in 

the study of Park and Choi (2009), with results indicating that persistent students rate 

satisfaction higher than those who drop out. 

5.5. External factors 

The significance of external factors has been recognized by many researchers, and many 

suggested frameworks included them as part of their analysis (e.g., Bean & Metzner, 1985; 

Tinto, 1993; Rovai, 2003; Kember, 1989).  

5.5.1. Finance 

Considered an additional responsibility, finance was an issue affecting student 

persistence (Boston et al., 2011). In a study among 857 students at a US university, Qayyum, 

Zipf, Gungor and Dillon (2019) found that finance was crucial for encouraging online students 

to continue learning. Students having greater financial needs were more likely to persist if they 

were given scholarships as financial assistance. The findings imply that financial support may 

be important in assisting students who are at risk of dropping out to continue their studies. 

5.5.2. Support 

Emotional support may come from family, friends and peers. According to Park and 

Choi (2009), persistent students feel that their family and peers are supportive of their academic 

endeavors, in contrast to non-persistent students who report less support. Holder (2007) 

concludes that the comfort of understanding they are not alone in the learning process and 

knowing their friends and family are there to support them were key factors in the students' 

persistence. In addition, a sense of community within the classroom will greatly aid persistence. 

Müller (2008) also notes that social connections to peers will encourage students to persist. 

Institutional support, including student support services, course orientation programs, 

and technological support, plays a crucial role in the successful completion of online programs 

(Heyman, 2010). Institutional support was ranked third among retention-influencing factors by 

faculty members, whereas students ranked it as the fifth most important element for online 

learning success (Gaytan, 2015). Students receiving tutoring assistance felt motivated to 

continue their academic path (Nichols, 2010). However, unlike earlier research suggesting that 

institutional support was a significant factor in learning persistence (Barefoot, 2004), Joo, Joung 

and Sim (2011) concluded that learning persistence was not directly influenced by institutional 

support. 

5.5.3. Interaction 

Social interactivity (student–student and student–instructor) may lead to a higher chance 

of online dropouts (Liu, Magjuka, Bonk, & Lee, 2007; Morris, Finnegan, & Wu, 2005; Tello, 

2007). In particular, a student's choice to continue in an online course is significantly influenced 

by the instructor-student interaction in that course (Gaytan, 2015; Heyman, 2010). On the 

contrary, Grandzol and Grandzol (2010), in a study among 349 online community college 

students across six colleges, found that there was no positive correlation between student-

student interaction and course completion rates.  

5.6. Strategies for Improving Student Retention 

The strategies suggested in the reviewed articles can be categorized into five groups. 

These recommendations for improving student retention in online environments are 

summarized in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

 Strategies for Improving Student Retention 

Strategies Detailed strategies 

Early student-

focused initiatives 

Analyzing student characteristics (Raju & Schumacker, 2015; Colorado & 

Eberle, 2010; Cochran et al., 2014; Xu & Jaggars, 2011) 

Offering orientation programs (Eliasquevici et al., 2017; Gaytan, 2015; 

Wuellner, 2013; Wojciechowski and Palmer, 2005). 

Organizing supportive activities (Kashif & Shahid, 2021; Li, Luo, Lei, Xu & 

Chen, 2022; Zheng, Liang, Yang & Tsai, 2016; Chou, 2004) 

Student support Maintaining ongoing communication with students (Clay et al., 2008); 

Smailes & Gannon-Leary, 2011; Dow, 2008) 

 

Technological support (Blau et al., 2016; Eliasquevici et al., 2017; Moore & 

Greenland, 2017; Nichols, 2010; Ludwig-Hardman and Dunlap, 2003) 

 

Instructor-student 

interaction 

Fostering interaction (Pittenger & Doering, 2010) 

Feedback (Gaytan, 2015; Heyman, 2010; Shaw et al., 2016; Hosler & Arend, 

2012; Shea, Li & Pickett, 2006; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Sheridan & Kelly, 

2010; Muirhead, 2004) 

Collaborative 

learning 

Relationships with peers (Hegler, 2004; Smith et al., 2004) 

 

Building learning communities (Angelino et al., 2007; Beaulieu & Williams, 

2006; Ancar et al., 2006; Reilly & Mcbrearty, 2007; Moallem, 2003) 

Faculty training and 

support 

Professional development activities (Blau, Mittal, Schirmer & Ozkan 2017; 

Gaytan, 2015; Parkes, Gregory, Fletcher, Adlington & Gromik, 2015; Harris, 

Larrier & Castano-Bishop, 2011) 

 

5.6.1. Early Student-Focused Initiatives 

Student-centered initiatives can improve student persistence and retention rates in 

online students (Brewer & Yucedag-Ozcan, 2013). As aforementioned, student characteristics 

have been found to be related to persistence. Therefore, it is useful to find and analyze pre-

college and beginning-semester data so that students at risk of dropping out can be identified 

and predicted (Raju & Schumacker, 2015; Colorado & Eberle, 2010). Findings from the 

analysis can lead to decision-making actions regarding policies, student coaching, resources 

and procedure for online learning process (Cochran et al., 2014; Xu & Jaggars, 2011). It is also 

necessary to offer orientation programs that familiarize students with the challenges and 

particular requirements of online courses. Entrance orientations for learning strategies, self-

discipline, time management, and technological skills should also be organized (Eliasquevici et 

al., 2017; Gaytan, 2015; Wuellner, 2013; Wojciechowski and Palmer, 2005). Furthermore, 

supportive activities must be arranged to help students develop self-regulation skills (Kashif & 

Shahid, 2021). In the early stages of online instruction, students should receive the appropriate 

guidance on self-regulated learning techniques, such as goal-setting and help-seeking (Li et.al, 

2022). It is recommended that teachers gain a better understanding of their students' online self-
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regulation processes and give more appropriate and timely guidance in order to help students 

become effective online self-regulators (Zheng et.al, 2016). Chou (2004) concurred that 

learner-centered goals and activities improve the educational process, which is thereby 

beneficial to the students.  

5.6.2. Student Support 

It is necessary for institutions to maintain ongoing communication with students so that 

support can be provided in a timely manner. Activities such as faculty-initiated phone calls 

(Clay et al., 2008), communication through social media (Smailes & Gannon-Leary, 2011) and 

live chats (Dow, 2008) are expected to enhance student integration, as well as produce a 

stronger feeling of community and a lower chance of dropping out of the course. Student 

support resources may include study skills sessions, technological support and counseling for 

academic issues (Angelino et al., 2007). Technological support includes an effective course 

management system and easy access to technological resources (Blau et al., 2016; Eliasquevici 

et al., 2017). Such activities are believed to accommodate online learners (Moore & Greenland, 

2017; Nichols, 2010) and minimize the feeling of isolation and, as a result, improve their 

relationship with the institution (Ludwig-Hardman and Dunlap, 2003). 

5.6.3. Instructor-Student Interaction 

It is suggested that instructor-student interaction be maintained on a weekly basis 

(Pittenger & Doering, 2010). Active instructor-student communication can also be fostered 

through instant and meaningful feedback (Gaytan, 2015; Heyman, 2010; Shaw et al., 2016). 

According to Hosler and Arend (2012), student engagement can be enhanced by prompt 

feedback. Shea, Li, and Pickett (2006) further noted the beneficial effects of teachers' 

questioning and feedback on students' perceptions of learning and connectedness. In order to 

create instructor presence, foster student engagement and facilitate higher levels of learning, 

instructors must be able to give prompt responses to questions and timely feedback on 

assignments (Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Sheridan & Kelly, 2010). To do this effectively, it is 

necessary to develop a specific feedback rubric and a carefully designed timeline for feedback 

(Muirhead, 2004). 

5.6.4. Collaborative Learning 

There have been a lot of studies on the use of learning communities, where peers can 

learn from one another and relationships between students can be enhanced (Hegler, 2004; 

Smith et al., 2004). By giving students a sense of belonging, learning communities can greatly 

lessen negative emotions of ‘physical separation, feeling isolated, lack of support, and 

disconnection.’ (Angelino et al., 2007). Such communities also create comfortable spaces for 

student cooperation (Beaulieu & Williams, 2006; Ancar et al., 2006) and provide opportunities 

for learners’ self-direction and self-management (Reilly & Mcbrearty, 2007). Moallem (2003) 

investigated the results of employing a design model to create an online course that was better 

structured for group learning. In this model, the focus is on problem-solving tasks and fostered 

communication among group members, which may have a beneficial impact on student 

interaction in an online course. 

5.6.5. Faculty Training and Support 

Institutional support for faculty members emerged as a further solution for student 

retention. Institutions should actively encourage faculty members to take part in professional 

development activities like workshops and training sessions (Blau et al., 2017; Gaytan, 2015). 
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Training topics may include theoretical background on retention (Boston et al., 2011), 

understanding online learners’ needs (Harris et al., 2011) and adopting suitable technology for 

teaching (Parkes et al., 2015), which will help instructors better prepare for their courses. 

Assistance with instructional materials and technology may also benefit faculty members as it 

gives them the opportunity to discuss issues and get support (Blau et al., 2017). 

6. Discussion 

This review of literature was conducted to ascertain fundamental factors influencing 

student persistence in online environments. We were able to categorize the identified factors 

into four major categories by using the CPM model proposed by Rovai (2003). Among the four 

types, internal factors are most discussed in the reviewed studies. Almost unanimous agreement 

exists in the literature that internal factors such as motivation, self-efficacy, locus of control and 

satisfaction are critical elements contributing to persistence (Eliasquevici et al., 2017; Holder, 

2007; Levy, 2007; Park & Choi, 2009; Shaw et al., 2016). We also found that factors related to 

student characteristics and student skills have yielded mixed findings. Regarding external 

factors, the review of the existing literature has revealed mixed results regarding the correlation 

between interactivity and persistence. With its unique characteristics, online education differs 

significantly from traditional modes of learning, including the lack of direct physical contact 

between students and teachers (Gillett-Swan, 2017). Interactivity in online environments, which 

involves three core types, i.e. learner-teacher, learner-content, and learner-learner (Moore, 

1989),  is a complex element that needs in-depth investigation. Further research is necessary to 

confirm the effects of student characteristics, student skills and some external factors such as 

interactivity. Furthermore, from our review, we could point out that the factors are interrelated 

and can work together to help overcome barriers to persistence. While students’ characteristics 

and skills may predict dropout decisions, we reiterate that internal and external factors together 

can help students perform better. Thus, more research could be carried out to examine the 

relationship of various factors within and between categories as well as the combined effects of 

the factors. Next, a large portion of the literature included in this review used a quantitative 

research approach. This will pose the need for future study to critically investigate the interplay 

among the factors and validate the results using a mixed-methods approach.  

In addition, insights on suggested solutions for enhancing student retention in online 

learning were another thing we looked for. The strategies suggested in the reviewed studies 

were grouped into five main categories, most of which were found to focus on tackling the 

external factors affecting student persistence. The findings have also confirmed that joint efforts 

from the institution, the instructor and the student can contribute to student persistence. 

Moreover, our findings suggest that institutions play a critical role in the improvement of 

student retention. Online learners do not study on-campus and may encounter obstacles and 

barriers. Thus, there should always be room for improvements in institutional initiatives so that 

online learners can receive flexible and timely support. Administrators should be proactive in 

carrying out activities and programs to maintain and foster institution-student interactivity. 

Another important consideration is that institutions need to figure out how to improve faculty 

training for teaching online. 

7. Conclusion 

Persistence is a complex matter that can affect course completion. Guided by Rovai’s 

framework, the current review has synthesized factors influencing student persistence, namely 
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student characteristics, student skills, internal factors and external factors. One limitation of the 

review is that the influential factors and strategies for online student retention are discussed 

from a comprehensive perspective. These factors, therefore, should be examined using bigger 

samples and analyzed in light of more real-world contexts in future studies. Furthermore, 

strategies for improvements require shared responsibilities among different entities. Further 

research is also recommended to develop and assess evidence-based strategies that can improve 

persistence for the online student. 
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SỰ KIÊN TRÌ CỦA NGƯỜI HỌC TRONG HỌC TẬP  

TRỰC TUYẾN: TỔNG QUAN NGHIÊN CỨU 

Hồ Đình Phương Khanh1, Phan Thị Ngọc Thanh2 

1Đại học Kinh tế Thành phố Hồ Chí Minh,  

59C Nguyễn Đình Chiểu, Phường 6, Quận 3, TP. Hồ Chí Minh, Việt Nam 
2Trường Đại Học Mở Thành phố Hồ Chí Minh, 

97 Võ Văn Tần, Phường 6, Quận 3, TP. Hồ Chí Minh, Việt Nam 

 

Tóm tắt: Những lợi thế của việc học trực tuyến đã cho phép người học tham gia các khóa học 

giúp họ thuận tiện nâng cao kiến thức và kỹ năng của mình. Tuy nhiên, một trong những thách thức mà 

các chương trình trực tuyến phải đối mặt là giữ chân sinh viên và giải quyết vấn đề tỷ lệ bỏ học cao. Bài 

viết này xem xét các tài liệu để xác định các yếu tố ảnh hưởng đến sự kiên trì của người học trong các 

chương trình trực tuyến và tìm hiểu các giải pháp để giảm tỷ lệ bỏ học. 90 bài báo trên các tạp chí được 

phản biện xuất bản từ năm 2000 đến năm 2022 đã được xem xét và đưa vào bài tổng quan tài liệu. Các 

tiêu chí lựa chọn bao gồm mức độ liên quan của chủ đề, các nghiên cứu có dữ liệu thực nghiệm và năm 

xuất bản. Quy trình phân tích bao gồm việc tìm kiếm cơ sở dữ liệu, sàng lọc bài tóm tắt, phân tích toàn 

bộ văn bản và tổng hợp. Các yếu tố góp phần vào sự kiên trì của học sinh trong việc học trực tuyến bao 

gồm các yếu tố bên trong (như: động lực, sự hài lòng và sự tin tưởng vào khả năng của bản thân), các 

yếu tố bên ngoài (như: hỗ trợ tài chính, hỗ trợ từ bạn bè và gia đình) và kỹ năng của học sinh (như: kỹ 

năng quản lý thời gian và kỹ năng tự điều chỉnh). Một số giải pháp khả thi bao gồm: cung cấp các 

chương trình định hướng, tạo môi trường học tập hợp tác và tăng cường hỗ trợ giảng viên. Bài tổng quan 

tài liệu này tạo nền tảng cho nghiên cứu sâu hơn về vấn đề giữ chân người học trong các chương trình 

trực tuyến. 

Từ khóa: học tập trực tuyến, sự kiên trì, giữ chân người học, bỏ học 


