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ABSTRACT

During the fall 2011 semester, 1,089 students dropped an online course at Wilmington University. This 
loss totaled 11.8% of the initial online enrollment for the fall semester. This number is in staggering 
contrast to the drop rate for an on-campus course at the university: 6.6%. This chapter uses Wilmington 
University as a case study to explore why this problem exists and how to solve it: using student survey 
and administrative data to look at student expectations and satisfaction with current academic and co-
curricular services; technical and service needs associated with online learning factors that facilitate 
course completion and recommend interventions to help keep students on track to complete courses.

INTRODUCTION

Even as higher education enrollments decline, online learning enrollments continue to increase (Allen 
& Seaman, 2016). Allen and Seaman (2016) reported that a total of 5.8 million students took online 
courses in fall 2014. But while online enrollments are growing annually, student retention in traditional 
on-site programs is still higher than in online education. Many factors, such as the infrastructure, quality 
of support systems, quality of content and assessment, and peer support networks influence the online 
learning experience and decrease the risk of attrition (AACSB, 1999).

Providing effective, efficient online student services is a relatively new challenge for higher education 
administrators (Dalziel, 2001). Roughly defined, the term “student support services” describes a variety 
of academic and nonacademic interactions that the student has with a college or university (Dirr, 1999). 
It includes pre-enrollment services (promotion, orientation), admissions and registration, academic ad-
vising, library and bookstore services, career counseling, tutoring, and social support services.

A New Model of Online Student 
Service in the Digital Age:

Increasing Retention Based 
on Service Satisfaction

Sallie A. Reissman
Wilmington University, USA
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This chapter presents a case study of Wilmington University and its five-year-old distance learning 
program, to explore the role of online student services in online learners’ course completion, retention 
rates and satisfaction with the university. Specifically, this chapter will use student survey and adminis-
trative information to explore the following data points:

• Characteristics of student participants;
• Student expectations and satisfaction with current academic and co-curricular services;
• Technical and service needs associated with online learning (e.g., electronic communication, 

technical difficulties);
• Reasons students drop out of online courses;
• Factors that facilitate course completion, including student persistence and social interactions; and 

service directors’ recommendations.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Current literature indicates the significance of online learning in higher education. The 21% growth in 
online enrollments far exceeds the less than 2% growth of the overall higher education student popula-
tion (Allen & Seaman, 2010). The raw numbers are even more noteworthy. In 2009, 5.6 million students 
took a course online, a 1 million increase from the previous year (Allen & Seaman, 2010). Nearly 30% 
of higher education students take at least one online course, and there is no compelling evidence that the 
continued robust growth in online learning enrollments is slowing (Allen & Seaman, 2010).

Frankola (2001) claimed that adult learners drop out of online courses because of lack of time, lack 
of management oversight, lack of motivation, problems with technology, lack of student support, in-
dividual learning preferences, poorly designed courses, and substandard or inexperienced instructors. 
Distance learners are looking for online student support services that are easy to use and available at their 
convenience. Sahin (2007) stressed that learner perceptions and attitudes are central in the development 
and quality of distance education.

The most commonly referred to model in the student retention/dropout literature is Tinto’s Student 
Integration Model (SIM). Its central idea is that of “integration”: it claims that whether a student persists 
or drops out is strongly predicted by their degree of academic and social integration (Draper, 2002). These 
evolve over time, as integration varies among students depending on their level of commitment. Tinto’s 
work on SIM (Tinto, 1975; 1993) provides a framework from which to review persistence among online 
students. While the Tinto model has been guiding research on student retention for about three decades, 
it has limited application to the nontraditional student (Tinto, 2004). Still, a Tinto theory formulated on 
the characteristics of a commuter student makes a closer connection to the online student than to the 
traditional student. Like many online programs, commuter programs lack well-defined and structured 
social communities – in contrast to residential institutions (Berge, 2004). Moreover, students in commuter 
and online programs typically experience conflicts during their studies based on obligations to family 
and work (Berge, 2004). Additionally, Mannan’s (2001) study on distance education students revealed 
that social integration is significantly related to persistence in programs. Online students interacting with 
tutors and peer mentors over the telephone, online, or in some cases face to face appears ultimately to 
contribute to institutional commitment.
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A similar study conducted by Bajtelsmit (1988) revealed the importance of background, online learn-
ing skills, and academic support system for student persistence. Although a great deal of work remains 
to be done in developing a model for retention of online learning students, the concept of integration 
appears to be useful in assessing student retention strategies (Simpson, 2003). Tinto (1993) suggested 
that an “institutional assessment is a crucial prerequisite for the establishment of institutional retention 
policy” (p. 260). Mannan (2007) conducted an institutional assessment, and from this he suggested 
that “a necessary first step towards developing and implementing a student retention program is the 
application of Tinto’s integration concept for self-assessment of the prevailing integration climate to 
identify the areas of strength and weaknesses” (p. 147). Thus, this chapter focuses on the application 
of the integration concept to assess the academic, service, and social integration climate at Wilmington 
University as perceived by online learning students.

OUTLINE OF STUDY

According to Simons (2009), “Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the 
complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, programme or system in a ‘real 
life’ context. It is research-based, inclusive of different methods and is evidence-led” (p. 21). The core 
purpose is to gain a deeper understanding about the topic or institutional context. Given these parameters, 
a case study was employed to investigate the relation between online student services and retention.

Retention of students at the course, program, or discipline level has been a never-ending concern of 
educators. More than one-fourth (28.5%) of students entering four-year collegiate institutions depart 
these institutions at the end of the first year (Tinto, 1993). Increased attrition, or dropout, has histori-
cally challenged higher education institutions and seems to be a special concern in online learning. To 
determine how online student services affect this problem and how these services could be improved 
to help raise retention rates, quantitative and qualitative data was taken at Wilmington University, an 
institution that has offered online learning courses for five years as of 2011.

Wilmington University began developing online courses in May, 2007, with its first offering in 
the fall of 2007. Since the summer of 2007, the number of courses developed in the online format has 
steadily increased. In 2007, 37 courses were developed; 60 courses were developed in 2007-2008, 85 in 
2008-2009, 91 in 2009-2010, and 110 in 2010-2011. Figure 1 shows course development growth each 
year, as well as the cumulative number of developed courses. Although the number of developed courses 
has increased over time, a tactical approach to course development is needed in order to influence the 
growth and sustainability of online learning.

Despite the popularity and growth of the online programs offered by the university, retention rates 
for online students are poor. During the fall 2011 semester 1,089 students dropped an online course at 
Wilmington University. This loss totaled 11.8% of the initial online enrollment for the fall semester. This 
number is in staggering contrast to the drop rate for an on-campus course at the university: 6.6%. This 
study looks at the quality, type, and frequency of student interaction with online support services; the 
trends in drop and withdrawal rates for online courses; and the importance/satisfaction levels of online 
learners as they relate to student services.

Quantitative data was collected through a survey administered to students enrolled in online courses at 
Wilmington University. Students were asked to determine their satisfaction with and the level of impor-
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tance of current services in areas that matter most to them. Corresponding survey results, retrieved from 
the Wilmington University Office of Institutional Research, were analyzed to support findings. To add a 
richer understanding of the student experience, a focus-group interview protocol was developed. Quali-
tative data was collected through these small-group interviews. The focus groups included Wilmington 
University service directors, whose comments provided a complementary viewpoint on student services.

Quantitative Data from Students on the Online Learning Experience

In the fall of 2011, Wilmington University administered the Noel-Levitz Priorities Survey for Online 
Learners (PSOL) designed to measure satisfaction with online programs and the importance of campus 
issues to students in online programs. The PSOL is one of many assessments Noel-Levitz provides to 
higher education institutions as a way to meet their retention goals. The PSOL learning is similar in struc-
ture and design to the Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) but the items have been modified 
and crafted to be appropriate for online learners. The data helps to identify what matters to online learn-
ers and how satisfied these students are. The PSOL asks students to respond with a level of importance 
and a level of satisfaction. A performance gap is calculated by subtracting the satisfaction score from 
the importance score. The information obtained through the survey provided the opportunity to isolate 
areas that are considered strengths by students and areas where there may be room for improvement.

The survey statements were organized into five composite scales. In addition, 10 campus-specific 
items were included to gain information specific to Wilmington University’s program. Benchmark aver-
ages are provided for the following five categories (Noel-Levitz, 2011):

Figure 1. Developed courses
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1.  Institutional Perceptions: Assesses how students perceive the institution.
2.  Academic Services: Assesses the services students utilize to achieve their academic goals. These 

include advising, course offerings, technical assistance, online library resources, and tutoring 
services.

3.  Enrollment Services: Assesses the processes and services related to enrolling students in the online 
program, including financial aid, registration, and payment procedures.

4.  Instructional Services: Measures students’ academic experience, instructional materials, faculty/
student interactions, evaluation procedures, and quality of the instruction.

5.  Student Services: Measures the quality of student programs and services, including responses to 
student requests, online career services, and the bookstore.

These benchmarks are computed by adding scores from the individual questions that compose each 
category. In order to learn more about the strengths and weaknesses of Wilmington University’s online 
program, this project evaluated the Wilmington University benchmark averages in comparison to the 
national averages provided by Noel-Levitz. The university administered a customized version of the 
PSOL learning to students taking 100% of their coursework online during the spring, summer and fall 
semesters of 2011. The response rate: 563 out of 3110 students (an 18% response rate) rated the im-
portance of 54 statements in an inventory of possible expectations of the online program, and indicated 
how well they believed those expectations were being met. The survey was sent out over a three week 
timeframe with two additional reminders.

In order to have confidence that the survey results are representative, it was important to have a large 
number of randomly-selected participants to survey. For a 95% confidence level (which means that there 
was a 5% chance of the sample results differing from the true population average), an estimate of the 
margin of error (or confidence interval) is given by 1/√N, where N is the number of participants or 
sample size (Gravetter, 2008). Using a sample size calculator it was determined that at least 503 students 
needed to complete the PSOL learning survey with a 95% confidence level. Out of 3110 students 563 
completed the survey with an interval level of 4.

Noel-Levitz provides participating institutions with various reports categorizing student responses. 
The Institutional Summary includes a reviewing scale or item data; the results are read as follows (Noel-
Levitz, 2011):

• The scale name or item text;
• The average importance score for students;
• The average satisfaction score for students, followed by the standard deviation;
• The performance gap for students;
• The average importance score for the national comparison group;
• The average satisfaction score for the national comparison group;
• The performance gap for the comparison group; and
• The difference in satisfaction between your students and the national comparison group.

Means for importance and satisfaction for individual items are calculated by summing the respondents’ 
ratings and dividing by the number of respondents. Performance gap means are calculated by taking the 
difference between the importance rating and the satisfaction rating. Each scale mean is calculated by 
summing each respondent’s item ratings to get a scale score, adding all respondents’ scale scores, and 
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dividing the sum of the scale scores by the number of respondents. The scale score is not the average 
of the averages.

Students respond to each item on a 1 to 7 Likert scale, with 7 being high. Averages for importance 
are typically in the range of 5 to 6 and average satisfaction scores are typically in a range of 4 to 5 
(Noel-Levitz, 2011). A performance gap is simply the importance score minus the satisfaction score. 
The larger the performance gap, the greater the discrepancy between what students expect and their level 
of satisfaction with the current situation. The smaller the performance gap, the better the institution is 
doing at meeting student expectations.

The standard deviation (or SD) appears in the satisfaction score column. This represents the variability 
in the satisfaction scores. The larger the standard deviation, the greater the variability in the responses 
(with some students being very satisfied and some students being very dissatisfied). The smaller the 
standard deviation, the less variability in the responses. Though generally it is not a number to focus on, 
it is important to be aware if there is a great variance in the experience of students in a particular area. If 
a large standard deviation occurs for a particular item, one may want to review the data by target group 
demographic segments to identify which student groups are having different experiences. If the mean 
difference is a positive number, then an institution’s students are MORE satisfied than the students in 
the comparison group. If the mean difference is a negative number, the institution’s students are LESS 
satisfied than the students in the comparison group.

Statistical significance in the difference of the means is calculated when two groups are compared 
and a mean difference is reflected in the far right hand column. The level of significance is reflected by 
the number of asterisks which appear behind the mean difference number (Noel-Levitz, 2011):

• No asterisks: No significant difference;
• One asterisk: Difference statistically significant at the .05 level;
• Two asterisks: Difference statistically significant at the .01 level; and
• Three asterisks: Difference statistically significant at the .001 level.

The greater the number of asterisks, the greater the confidence in the significance of this differ-
ence, and the greater the likelihood that this difference did not occur by chance. For example, statistical 
significance at the .05 level indicates that there are five chances in 100 that the difference between an 
institution’s satisfaction score and the comparison group satisfaction score would occur due to chance 
alone. The .01 level indicates a one in 100 chance and the .001 level indicates a one in 1,000 chance.

The following individual items (i.e., questions) were determined to be strengths of or challenges to 
the institution based on level of importance and student satisfaction. Areas given an importance rating 
above the midpoint and a satisfaction rating in the upper quartile were considered institutional strengths; 
areas of higher importance but lower satisfaction (i.e., importance above the midpoint and satisfaction 
in the bottom quartile and/or performance gap in the upper quartile) were considered institutional chal-
lenges. Figure 2 displays this graphically.

Students indicated that Wilmington University has several strengths in online learning (see Table 1). 
Registration for online courses is convenient, as are the billing and payment procedures. Students are 
pleased with the quality of online student services overall. Adequate library resources are provided, and 
students can find up-to-date information on the Wilmington University website. The faculty are using 
technology (e.g., Blackboard) effectively. Wilmington University students have greater satisfaction with 
the registration process than students in the national sample.
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Students indicated that there are areas that need improvement (see Table 2). One area of concern 
is the quality of online instruction. However, Wilmington University has greater satisfaction than the 
nationally normed benchmark on this item. Students do not think faculty provide timely feedback and 
do not feel that the tuition paid is a worthwhile investment.

Figure 2. Matrix for prioritizing action
(© 2011, Noel-Levitz, Inc. Used with permission.)

Table 1. Wilmington University strengths

Item Importance Level Satisfaction Level Performance Gap

Registration for online courses is convenient. 6.71 6.48 0.23

Billing and payment procedures are convenient for me. 6.61 6.22 0.39

I am pleased with the quality of online student services overall 
at this university.

6.60 6.17 0.46

Technology is effectively used by instructors in the online 
classroom.

6.54 6.07 0.47

I find up-to-date, accurate information on the campus website. 6.54 6.31 0.23

Adequate online library resources are provided. 6.47 6.16 0.30

This institution has a good reputation. 6.44 6.17 0.27

Note: Importance Scale: 1=not important at all, 2 = not very important, 3 = somewhat unimportant, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat important, 
6=important, 7=very important

Satisfaction Scale: 1=not satisfied at all, 2=not very satisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat satisfied, 6=satisfied, 
7=very satisfied

Performance Gap: Lower gaps reflect congruence in level of importance and satisfaction.
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With regard to student services, students feel the institution does not respond quickly when they request 
information, and that the timeliness of telephone service should be improved. Wilmington University 
students reported lower satisfaction in these areas than students in the national sample. Wilmington 
University could also improve by supporting advisors so they can be available by phone, email, or other 
electronic methods. Finally, there is also room for improvement in the timeliness and availability of 
financial aid.

Several questions on the PSOL learning survey ask students about their overall satisfaction with 
Wilmington University. The responses indicate that students are satisfied to very satisfied with their 
experiences at the college (6.00 on a seven-point scale). They would most likely enroll at Wilmington 
University again if they had to do it over again (6.22), and overall, their experiences are about what they 
expected (5.30). In all three areas, Wilmington University students are above the mean for the national 
sample (p=.001), indicating that, overall, students are satisfied with Wilmington University, especially 
in the online environment.

Noel-Levitz (2011) has five scales depicting students’ rating of importance and satisfaction with 
the institution: Institutional Perceptions, Academic Services, Enrollment Services, and Instructional 
and Student Services (see Table 3). The scales can be considered conceptually as an overview of how 
important and satisfied students are with broad areas related to their online learning experience. In all 
these areas, Wilmington University students indicated they are satisfied with the institution. However, 
the gap between importance and satisfaction in Institutional Perceptions is higher than the gap for the 
national sample (p=0.05).

Student responses to 14 of the questions were not significantly different from the national sample. Nine 
questions revealed Wilmington University students as being less satisfied than students in the national 
sample. These questions relate to the support provided by advising, financial aid responses, feedback 
by instructors, and requests for information.

The remaining responses indicate a higher level of satisfaction with Wilmington University than 
the national sample. The level of significance ranges from p=0.05 to p=0.001. Wilmington University 
students are more satisfied than the national sample regarding library resources, tutoring, and online 

Table 2. Wilmington University challenges

Item Importance Level Satisfaction Level Performance Gap

Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress. 6.67 5.64 1.03

The quality of online instruction is excellent. 6.67 5.93 0.74

Tuition paid is a worthwhile investment. 6.65 5.84 0.81

This institution responds quickly when I request information. 6.48 5.75 0.73

It is easy to obtain information when calling the university by 
phone.

6.47 5.75 0.72

My program advisor is accessible by telephone and email. 6.38 5.66 0.72

I receive timely information on the availability of financial aid. 6.22 5.40 0.82

Note: Importance Scale: 1=not important at all, 2 = not very important, 3 = somewhat unimportant, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat important, 
6=important, 7=very important

Satisfaction Scale: 1=not satisfied at all, 2=not very satisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat satisfied, 6=satisfied, 
7=very satisfied

Performance Gap: Lower gaps reflect congruence in level of importance and satisfaction.
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registration. Wilmington University students are more likely than students nationally to say that “This 
institution has a good reputation” (p=0.001).

Students at Wilmington University do not feel that they are getting timely feedback from online instruc-
tors as compared to the national sample. They further indicated that their program advisor is not acces-
sible to them by telephone and e-mail, nor does their advisor help them work toward their career goals. 
Academically, they do not feel their assignments are clearly defined in the syllabus. Collaborations with 
other students in the online classroom are not as valuable to them as to students in the national sample.

Students also feel that they do not receive timely information on the availability of financial aid or 
that there is adequate aid available. Timeliness seems to be a significant concern. Students do not feel 
that Wilmington University responds promptly to information requests. Finally, students do not know 
whom to contact for information about programs and services. It is clear that Wilmington University 
needs to improve how information is conveyed to online learners.

Figure 3 depicts service satisfaction issues compared to the national average, in order of decreasing 
importance (scale of 1-7 with 7 being highest).

It is important to be aware of the factors that influence online learners’ decisions to enroll in the 
program. This type of information can be used to shape recruitment activities. Figure 4 shows students’ 
ratings of enrollment factors, in order of decreasing importance (scale of 1-7 with 7 being highest).

Drawing from the data, Wilmington University’s strengths in the online environment are clear. Stu-
dents highly rated the university’s offerings in these areas:

• Online library resources, registration and billing processes;
• Up-to-date, accurate information on the campus website;
• Online instructional materials as well as procedures for evaluations and assessments;
• Use of technology (e.g., Blackboard) in the online classroom by faculty.

The challenges, however, are also clear:

• Students want improvement in quality of online instruction, especially timely feedback from on-
line instructors about student progress;

Table 3. Scale area summary

Item Importance Level Satisfaction Level Performance Gap

Institutional Perceptions 6.54 6.01 0.53

Enrollment Services 6.47 5.99 0.48

Academic Services 6.39 5.81 0.58

Instructional Services 6.39 5.85 0.54

Student Services 6.33 5.78 0.55

Note: Importance Scale: 1=not important at all, 2 = not very important, 3 = somewhat unimportant, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat important, 
6=important, 7=very important

Satisfaction Scale: 1=not satisfied at all, 2=not very satisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=neutral, 5=somewhat satisfied, 6=satisfied, 
7=very satisfied

Performance Gap: Lower gaps reflect congruence in level of importance and satisfaction.
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• The instructor-student relationship needs to become more learner-centered. Faculty need to be 
more responsive to show they care and also provide prompt feedback so students can gauge how 
they are doing more quickly;

• The university needs to respond in a timely manner to requests and have a clearer procedure re-
garding whom to contact and how -- including ways for staff to be more accessible in non-face-to-
face venues: telephone, chat, email, web conferencing, etc.

• Students are lacking academic and career advising options via electronic methods;
• Additionally, it will be necessary to evaluate electronic mechanisms that notify students on the 

availability of financial aid.

The national PSOL data includes responses from over 190,000 students from 108 institutions (Noel-
Levitz, 2011). These results include online learner responses over a 10-year period, from the fall of 2001 
through the spring of 2011. The Wilmington University results were compared to the national sample. 
Student responses to 14 of the questions were not significantly different from the national sample. Nine 
questions revealed WU students as being less satisfied than students in the national sample. These ques-
tions relate to the support provided by advising, financial aid responses, feedback by instructors, and 
requests for information.

Figure 3. Service satisfaction issues



113

A New Model of Online Student Service in the Digital Age
 

The remaining responses indicate a higher level of satisfaction with WU than the national sample. The 
level of significance ranges from p=0.05 to p=0.001. WU students are more satisfied than the national 
sample regarding library resources, tutoring, and online registration. WU students are more likely than 
students nationally to say that ―This institution has a good reputation‖ (p=0.001).

Students at WU do not feel that they are getting timely feedback from online instructors as compared 
to the national sample. They further indicated that their program advisor is not accessible to them by 
telephone and e-mail, nor does their advisor help them work toward their career goals. Academically, 
they do not feel their assignments are clearly defined in the syllabus. Collaborations with other students 
in the online classroom are not as valuable to them as to students in the national sample.

Students also feel that they do not receive timely information on the availability of financial aid or 
that there is adequate aid available. Timeliness seems to be a significant concern. Students do not feel 
that WU responds promptly to information requests. Finally, students do not know whom to contact 
for information about programs and services. It is clear that WU needs to improve how information is 
conveyed to online learners.

Figure 4. Enrollment factors
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Quantitative Data from Students on Online Course Instruction

Sixty-five percent of Wilmington University’s online students completed an Individual Development 
and Educational Assessment (IDEA) survey during the spring semester. This is a 40% increase over the 
prior term. This increase was due to a process change, implemented by the online learning department 
(and encouraged by program directors), designed to improve participation rates. The increase is deemed 
statistically significant by the IDEA organization. A recommendation to add questions specific to online 
learning in 2012-2013 will be submitted so that more information can be gathered about the specific 
experiences of these students.

Currently the online learning scores, highlighted in Table 4, show that Wilmington University’s online 
courses meet or exceed the scores in the IDEA norm-referenced database. However, they are lower than 
the Wilmington University face-to-face counterpart, which underscores the recommendation to increase 
professional development for online instructors.

Increasing the response rate and valuing student feedback regarding faculty engagement will help to 
create a benchmark for outcomes assessment. This feedback can be used to measure the effectiveness 
of online courses and instructors and to support the quality standards.

Going forward, the PSOL summary should be shared with university coordinating council, online 
services group, and academic council to further respond to the data and several student focus groups 
should be conducted to gather more information. From this information, the university can establish ac-
tion plans and timelines for responding to top issues and modify the online strategic plan, with a plan to 
survey the students again in one to two years through modified IDEA course evaluations with additional 
online questions. Prior to the survey, a plan should be developed to increase the student response rate 
and administration can evaluate retention rates after recommendations have been implemented.

Qualitative Data from Students Dropping Courses

Qualitative data was collected through interviews with students who had dropped online courses during 
the fall 2011 semester. The interview themes for students included information about their background 
(demographics), experiences prior to enrollment, support during the course(s), reasons for dropping 

Table 4. Institutional academic performance with IDEA

Distribution of Scores Compared to IDEA Database 
F2F vs DL

Summer 2010 - Spring 2011

Converted Score 
Category

IDEA’s Expected 
Distribution

Progress of 
Relevant 

Objectives

Excellence of 
Teacher

Excellence of 
Course

Summary 
Evaluation

Much Higher (63 +) 10% 23%/11% 10%/5% 19%/11% 17%/7%

Higher (56-62) 20% 14%/35% 40%/23% 38%/30% 45%/34%

Similar (45-55) 40% 29%/42% 39%/46% 34%/42% 31%/45%

Lower (38-44) 20% 4%/9% 7%/14% 6%/11% 5%/9%

Much Lower (37 or 
lower)

10% 2%/4% 4%/11% 3%/6% 2%/5%
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the course(s), and recommendations for Wilmington University. Detailed responses, compared with the 
survey (which did not include open-ended questions), helped to clarify the service experience from the 
student perspective.

Of the 1,089 students who had dropped a course, 24 students gave consent to participate in the focus 
group. The limitations associated with self-selection of subjects resulted in a smaller number of partici-
pants. Although students were willing to participate it became very difficult for them to meet at the same 
time and do so virtually. Therefore, the participants were randomly selected and then finalized based 
on availability. Because of scheduling constraints, three students participated in a web conference while 
two students participated via a personal phone interview, for a total of five participants. A combination 
of handwritten notes, typed notes, and/or digital recording was used to transcribe the interviews. All 
transcriptions refer to the student as a number (1-5) to preserve confidentiality. Transcripts and notes 
were reviewed and coded for recurring themes; however, because of the limited number of participants, 
a more sophisticated qualitative data analysis was not possible.

Findings from the focus group are organized around the main issues that guided this work and the 
challenges identified in the student survey. The interviews focused on eight factors— elements contribut-
ing to drops or withdrawals, experiences with advising, financial aid, technical support (centered around 
Blackboard usage), University Information Center (one-stop phone support), faculty feedback, course 
resources, and any other service improvements mentioned. The successes and challenges identified in 
the survey were verified by the interview participants, who gave specific detail to their experiences. The 
findings are summarized in Tables 5 and 6.

The students in the focus group or personal phone interviews all felt that online registration and 
Blackboard course content were easy to navigate; found the technical helpdesk useful, overall; and all 
students mentioned that they regularly recommend the Wilmington University online option to their 

Table 5. Student focus group (factors 1-4)

Demographics    Elements Leading to 
Withdrawal

Advising Financial Aid Tech Support

Student #1 
male undergrad 
technology

Coursework identified as 
too hard in first week

Was told to drive 
to campus

No issues Not utilized

Student #2 
female 
grad 
business

No response from 
instructor in first week

Degree audit is 
not what it appears 
to be

No aid No problems with 
Blackboard (Bb), easy 
to use

Student #3 
female 
undergrad 
behavioral science

Wrong class selection Advisor would not 
support at distance

Does not 
communicate enough

Place link to bookstore 
on Bb course menu

Student #4 
female 
undergrad 
nursing

Aid not released in time Advisor helped by 
email

No phone or email, 
info sent via postal 
mail

Bb app for iPad is 
helpful

Student #5 
female 
undergrad 
education

Coursework identified as 
too easy in first week

No issues Takes too long to get 
answers

Helpdesk was supportive 
when called
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peers and prospective students. Conversely, the elements contributing to a student dropping a course 
were varied, but connected to the challenges regarding timely engagement and services. Following are 
examples of students’ comments:

I dropped the course because I emailed the instructor within the first week of class regarding syllabus 
clarification and did not receive a response. This was a red flag that the instructor would not be present 
for the rest of the semester.

My financial aid details did not come in a timely fashion, Why didn’t they call or email me? By the time 
I received information in the mail, I had to drop the course.

I always look at the course requirements in the first week and decide if it will be too easy (or too hard) 
and may drop according to the other responsibilities I have going on in my life at the time.

I tried to meet with my advisor via phone but was told I had to drive to campus. I live in Philly and don’t 
have time with two kids and a full-time job. I had to drop the course because it was the wrong one.

Each student shared an experience he or she had with an instructor who did not provide adequate 
feedback in a timely fashion. Following are examples of students’ comments:

It is very frustrating when you pay for a course and the instructor says “good job” on a paper and 
doesn’t give you specifics.

Table 6. Student focus group (factors 5-8)

Demographics UIC Phone Support Faculty Feedback Course Resources Other

Student #1 
male undergrad 
technology

Finds on website most of 
the time

Some faculty 
do not open 
assignments area 
soon enough

More resources, 
especially multimedia

Instructors are not Bb 
savvy enough

Student #2 
female 
grad 
business

Transferred to grad 
center; when you get 
someone they are helpful 
but takes time

Current instructor 
is not responsive

Library is very 
helpful, articles in 
course should be 
direct links

PowerPoint’s from prior 
edition would have 
helped

Student #3 
female 
undergrad 
behavioral science

Only been to campus 
once, they always answer 
questions

Grades are not 
posted until the 
end of class, very 
frustrating

Mix chat option with 
discussion board, 
students do not reply 
soon enough

No idea weekend 
modules were an option, 
advising should provide 
better advice

Student #4 
female 
undergrad 
nursing

Supportive most 
times on first call, 
when transferred it is 
frustrating as it gets 
misrouted

Add virtual office 
hours via chat or 
Skype

More resources, not 
enough variety

Library is extremely 
helpful

Student #5 
female 
undergrad 
education

Comes to campus now 
that courses are not all 
online

Instructor changed 
textbook

Need more interaction 
with other students in 
OL course

Bookstore and course 
had different books 
listed; good delivery in 
2 days
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Far too many instructors wait until the last week to grade assignments from the beginning of the block.

I wish the faculty would provide a time we could chat with them, you know during their office hours. I’d 
even like to receive a phone call once in a while.

Overall my experiences have been great; however, it is frustrating when you get an instructor who is MIA 
from the start and you have to have the course to graduate and can’t wait to take it with someone else.

The students also provided suggestions to improve a service or gap. Following are examples of stu-
dents’ comments:

Web campus makes me self-sufficient, I like it. However, the new tab “how courses are going” or maybe 
it is called “my degree program” made me go through hoops to sign up. It would be better if it told me 
what I needed to take next.

Can you add a direct link to the book I need for the course from Blackboard? It makes you go through 
so many screens to get to the book.

Chat would be a good thing to get; we could talk to our instructor on like Wednesday night and get help 
with homework.

That main number we call usually answers my questions, but if they transfer me it goes in circles to get 
the right person.

Qualitative Data from Administration on Online Learning

Another major component of this project involved the gathering of qualitative data about Wilmington 
University’s online program from various service directors at the university. Representatives from 12 
departments gathered in early 2011, as part of the Wilmington University leadership project, a program 
that promotes teamwork and research based on a strategic initiative. Departments represented were 
Admissions, Advising, Athletics, Bookstore, Career Services, Financial Aid, Library, Registrar, Stu-
dent Affairs, Student Financial Services, and the Student Success Center. Responses to four questions 
about Wilmington University’s online services were gathered, including a question about providing 
electronically delivered services. In some cases this was the first time a department has considered an 
electronic option for some of their daily interactions with students. The meeting was informative, with 
much dialogue focused on the prepared questions as well as on strategies to help students succeed. The 
session was digitally recorded; comments are summarized in Table 7.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Supporting the online student in and out of the course environment requires Wilmington University to 
expand their efforts in four distinct areas: online services, student engagement, professional develop-
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ment, and ongoing assessments. This case study provides recommendations that can help strengthen the 
online programs at Wilmington University.

The 21st century student is different, both demographically and geographically, from students of 
previous generations. These differences affect everything from admissions policy to advising services. 
Reaching these students, and serving them appropriately, are major challenges for Wilmington University 
as it grows its online offerings.

Table 7. Service director’s focus group

Focus Group - Q & A

Impact of Growth
Service Variations (Non/

Traditional) ONLINE
Learned From 
Assessments Manual

Advising 

more efficient, working on an 
assessment of services, FYE for 
ALL students

military centralize; 
transfer students are more 
traditional need to assess in advising

electronic version 
on server

Alumni 
challenge to keep in contact, collect 
e-mail addresses at graduation

type of events, trying to 
get students involved in 
Alumni while they are 
enrolled no online events, yet

working on a 
handbook for 
chapter officers

Athletics 

Athletics is expanding to offer men’s 
and women’s tennis, men’s lacrosse, 
women’s field hockey, and women’s 
golf in the new facility

new facility should attract 
more traditional students 
and new programs no internal data in IR

Several NCAA 
regulations

Bookstore efficient online ordering required
new system implemented 
and expansion planned

learning a lot, more than I 
ever imagined policies on the web

Career 
Services 

webinars, evening activities, more 
presence at sites

grouped by work 
schedules

tracking system being 
considered that interfaces 
with CAMS

being revised; have 
several handouts 
on different items

Financial Aid specialized staff at sites needed
Student identity is 
pressing issue

more students are 
borrowing more money to 
live and supplement their 
expenses

Yes and federal 
regulations

Library 

More demand for instruction, study 
space, online content, staffing 
reallocation

space renovations-
millennial / virtual venues

need support; study rooms; 
students still want face-
to-face

Policies need to be 
updated for OL

Registrar 
Graduation details and registration 
online

Should OL students 
participate in graduation?

IR houses results but they 
need to be available to all

Yes and federal 
regulations

Student 
Affairs Staffing need at sites

we need online student life 
activities

notification system for 
students modifying for OL

Student 
Financial 
Services more automated info + site presence

All billing can be done 
online

easier access about info to 
military students included in Fin Aid

Student 
Success 
Center 

tutoring space not available in GT, 
NJ and Dover

peer tutoring for the 
remedial and freshman 
students 
little OL options

“the choir” better students 
coming in; survey 
everyone that walks in. 
Need to track students, ID 
cards?

policy 7 job 
descriptions for 
Peer Mentors, etc.
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Engage and Acclimate Students Early

In 2011, only 7.8% of the general student body (303 new students) attended the new student orientation 
at either of the Wilmington University campuses. This includes online students. Thus the majority of 
Wilmington University’s new “online” students enter their studies missing the valuable information 
the university disseminates at this event. Previous studies (Ali & Leeds, 2009; Palloff & Pratt, 2003; 
Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005) supported the efficacy of online orientations in supporting retention. 
In order to prepare more students for a successful college career, the university should create an online 
orientation that would mirror its current face-to-face orientation. Wilmington University would then 
require all new undergraduate students (freshmen and transfers) to either attend a face-to-face orientation 
or complete the online orientation prior to starting classes.

The online orientation would be offered asynchronously through Blackboard and include several short 
modules. The orientation would take less than an hour to complete and would not replace the current 
module that explains learning online. Modules could include academic support services (library, student 
success center), student services (career services, student life, financial aid, registrar, student payment, 
etc.), technology requirements, and a review student information system known as Web Campus. In 
addition, the orientation would familiarize new students to the mission and culture of the university.

An orientation of this kind will better prepare new students for academic success and will lead to 
better student retention.

Online students should be provided the same level of quality student service as face-to-face students. 
In order to provide high-touch service to online students, it is recommended that Wilmington University 
create a new position, the “online student navigator.” This individual will serve as a point of contact 
for online learning students and will be a generalist who can answer questions about student services, 
academics, and other university-related areas. The navigator can be compared to a patient advocate in 
the healthcare profession, who solves problems, provides information quickly, and helps manage ad-
ministrative burdens.

The navigator will hold a very unique and necessary place by providing direct and proactive com-
munication to individuals and groups of students, such as reminders for enrollment dates, start dates 
for semesters, drop/add dates, etc. Students not only would receive regular updates and inquiries but 
would also have information “pushed” to them as illustrated in Figure 5. (Shea, 2002). The navigator 
will provide students with one point of contact to find answers to their questions, helping to create a 
bond between the university and its students at a distance.

Professional Development for Online Faculty

All faculty who teach online are required to complete the basic and advanced training for Blackboard 
and the hybrid online training certification course. The successful completion of this course is required 
before faculty teach a hybrid, fusion, or online learning course. In addition to this initial training, more 
ongoing training for faculty is important to the success of online learning.

One solution would be to develop self-paced online training modules that can be taken by faculty at 
any time and any place. This could be married with a mentoring program, in which new online faculty 
would be matched with a qualified and experienced online instructor while teaching their first class 
delivered at a distance. Wilmington University’s online faculty would then be much better prepared to 
present all students with a more satisfying, meaningful, and successful learning experience. Steps are 
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currently being taken by the Faculty Development department to develop a mentoring program for the 
traditional classroom setting; expanding the program to include online instruction is not only equitable 
but necessary. Additionally, policy and professional development opportunities must be created which 
specifically address technology skills infused with instructional best practices. The current Adjunct 
Reference Manual (revised in 2010) contains a small section on online learning and instructional sup-
port services. A revised supplement for online learning faculty is recommended to meet an accreditation 
standard set by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (2011).

Further, faculty must learn to re-purpose technology tools to suit their educational objectives. Digi-
tal technology requires users to be lifelong learners who are willing to cope with change and keep up 
with new literature, programs, and software. Educators progress through the many stages of using and 
integrating technology before they become “experts” incorporating content, pedagogy, and technology 
using the TPACK model (see Figure 6.). Table 8 lists the five stages in which educators use technol-
ogy. In order for TPACK and technology integration to occur, educators need to move out of the entry, 
adoption, and adaptation stages (which is where most instructors would be categorized) and into the 
appropriation and invention stages.

Web conferencing, which is embedded in every Blackboard course, brings a number of high-touch 
technology tools to instructors. Voice announcements, audio boards, and web conferencing are all tools 
available to help instructors maintain a connection with students in the classroom. Screen-capture tools 
can bring a high-touch feeling to the high-tech course delivery method of online learning. These tools 
capture screen and voice, allowing instructors to infuse their own personality into their courses. The 
resulting videos can be placed in Blackboard, and students can access them on demand.

Figure 5. Push and pull communication
(© 2002, Shea. Used with permission.)
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Introductory videos are also available to personalize courses. Educational Technology staff can 
work with instructors to write short scripts outlining the instructor’s educational and work background. 
These videos help to increase the connection between the student and the instructor. In order to expand 
services for a growing online learning faculty base, additional training staff will be required over time. 
As instructors become more comfortable in the online course environment, they often seek out training 
as part of their personal development plan to learn how to use these technology tools to enhance the 
student experience.

Providing advanced technology training gives online instructors the opportunity to increase their 
comfort level and skills in online learning for the purpose of bettering the online experience for students. 
It is important for faculty to understand that online learning should be a high-touch experience for stu-
dents and can be accomplished utilizing everyday communication, phone and chat, or more technologi-
cally advanced tools, such as web conferencing and multimedia. Although technology is the mode of 
delivery, students need to feel that there is a person at the end of the computer who is concerned about 
their academic success (Dalziel, 2001).

Figure 6. TPACK - Technological pedagogical content knowledge model
(Reproduced by permission of the publisher, © 2012 by tpack.org.)
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Develop Enhanced Digital Learning Objects

Providing a variety of resources, known as digital learning objects (DLO), in each online course template 
is an ongoing process. Identifying streaming video collections, simulations, games, and other media that 
are scholarly and educationally sound is a recommendation that will require online learning and academic 
affairs professionals to join forces.

Educators use DLOs in a variety of ways to meet curriculum needs and address different learning 
abilities among their students (Janson, 2009). DLOs challenge students to question, investigate, analyze, 
synthesize, problem solve, make decisions, and reflect on their learning. They also enable students to work 
at their own pace and can provide scaffold learning tasks that offer real-time feedback on performance 
in a variety of supportive and engaging ways. That said, DLO integration inevitably creates challenges; 
instructors need to invest extra time and energy learning about and implementing DLOs (Wetterling & 
Collis, 2003) and overcoming the technological challenges that come with any innovation (Freebody, 
2007). For that reason, recommending a few collections to begin the journey into DLO is reasonable.

To do this, university administration must identify technology tools that will support course objec-
tives, timely feedback, and collaboration in online courses; create professional development opportunities 
for online faculty that support a “high tech/high touch” experience; include online policy in all faculty 
reference manuals; develop a mentoring program for new online faculty, pairing new instructors with 
qualified and experienced online instructors; and expand digital learning objects and resources in the 
online templates by utilizing current resources and recommending sources for future collections.

CONCLUSION

Obtaining feedback from online learners about the support services they need, the ones already provided 
and the quality of digital tools and online faculty instruction is an essential part of identifying what works 
and where improvements should be made in an higher-education online learning setting -- in order to 
provide quality service to students and prevent student dropout. Here, Wilmington University, a univer-
sity with an established online learning program, used qualitative and quantitative data-taking methods 
(e.g. surveys, focus groups) to gauge student satisfaction in an online learning setting and determine why 
dropout rates for online learners were higher than that of traditional learners -- 11.8% vs. 6.6% -- and 

Table 8. Stages of technology adoption and integration for faculty

Stage Examples of what Educators do

Entry Learn the basics of using the new technology.

Adoption Use new technology to support traditional instruction.

Adaptation Integrate new technology into traditional classroom practice. Here faculty often focus on increased 
student productivity and engagement by using word processors, spreadsheets and graphic tools.

Appropriation Focus on cooperative, project-based and interdisciplinary work incorporating the technology as needed 
and as one of the many tools.

Invention Discover new uses for technology tools, for example, developing spreadsheet macros for teaching algebra 
or designing projects that combine multiple technologies.

(Adapted from Toledo, 2005)
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how that could be fixed. The data revealed that students wanted better interaction with online faculty and 
offline university staff; streamlined and enhanced digital tools; easier access to information; and faculty 
and staff trained in the high-tech, high-touch model. To address these problems, the university plans on 
crafting special course surveys for online students; a digital advising system; digitally-focused faculty 
development programs for online instructors; and an overhaul of existing course technology with plans 
to incorporate better digital course objects.

Issues, Controversies, Problems

The sample size in the student and faculty surveys is small and limited to one university only. While this 
research is a beginning in better understanding online learning both within the Wilmington University 
community and beyond it. Larger, more comprehensive studies need to be completed within the univer-
sity to better understand how online learners are affected by student services and how to serve them and 
their instructors better. Further, studies outside of Wilmington University should be conducted on bigger 
populations of students and those results should be compared to the results found here.

Continuation

In the spring of 2014, Wilmington University administered the Noel-Levitz Priorities Survey for Online 
Learners (PSOL). This is the second time the university has administered this survey with the goal of 
better understanding what our online learners want and expect from the institution as well as examining 
the current results with the previous results collected in fall of 2011. The information gives us the oppor-
tunity to isolate areas that can be considered strengths and areas where there may be room for improve-
ment. In addition to the examination of individual strengths and challenges, analysis was conducted to 
compare the results of the current 2014 survey results with the 2011 results. This analysis showed that 
there were statistically significant improvements in three areas. These include:

• Faculty provide timely feedback about student progress.
• Assessment and evaluation procedures are clear and reasonable.
• Tutoring services are readily available for online courses.

Perhaps more importantly, there were no statistically significant declines in satisfaction level for any 
item. Figure 7 shows the specific results of this comparison.

Wilmington University’s online learning programs continue to demonstrate strength in terms of student 
satisfaction. As compared to a peer group of 2014 higher education institution, Wilmington University 
is ranked higher in the area of institutional perceptions. Specifically, Wilmington University students 
reported a higher satisfaction with the reputation of the University and were more likely than their peers 
to indicate that tuition paid was a worthwhile investment. Students are pleased with the overall quality of 
online student services, citing convenient registration and billing/payment procedures as specific areas 
of strength. Students feel that online instructors are using technology effectively in the online classroom 
and that adequate online library resources are provided. New to the 2014 findings, students reported that 
they found assessment and evaluation procedures to be clear and reasonable. Finally, students continue 
to report being able to find up-to-date, accurate information on the campus website.
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Several areas for improvement were also isolated in the report. Although Wilmington University stu-
dents report greater satisfaction with the quality of online instruction than their peers, this is still an area 
that could improve based on the gap analysis between the importance/satisfaction levels. Additionally, 
while there was a statistically significant improvement in student satisfaction in the timeliness of online 
faculty feedback, there is still room for enhancement. The gap analysis also showed that the value of the 
investment in education in terms of tuition paid continues to concern students, and while Wilmington 
University outperforms its national peers in this study, this can still progress. Students also indicate a 
need for improvement in the response time to requests, to raise awareness of whom to contact for ques-
tions about programs and services, and to increase the ease of obtaining information when calling the 
university. Finally, students raised satisfaction concerns regarding advising and financial aid services.

A follow-up focus group was conducted to take a deeper look at the areas for improvement. The stu-
dent responses from the focus group yielded valuable suggestions on how the University can begin to 
address the areas for improvement and build on an already robust online learning environment. Moving 
forward, a new online strategic plan is will be crafted that incorporates strategies to continue to address 
the needs of online students. Using this feedback, Wilmington University will continue to close the 
loop on a continuous improvement process to offer the highest quality online programming to students.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

A recent report from Georgetown University’s Center on Educational and the Workforce entitled 
“Learning While Earning: The New Normal” showed that 70% (about 14 million students) work while 

Figure 7. 2014 items with improved student satisfaction over 2011 results
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attending college (Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price, 2015). While online learning has provided a boon 
to this group of learners by offering increased flexibility to balance work and college, Carnevale et. 
al (2015) not that “Because working and learning are now entrenched in the nation’s work culture and 
ethic, working learners are likely to need additional policy assistance, although the type of assistance is 
likely to vary based on the characteristics of the working learner” (p. 49). Given the continuing preva-
lence of so-called “contemporary learners” (UPCEA, 2015), future research program implementation 
should focus on effectively supporting these learners. Additionally, as emerging technologies continue 
to enhance opportunities for learner engagement and real-time remote instruction, focus to how these 
methods enhance the learner experience and outcomes should also be central to the developing body of 
e-learning research. Specific topics include interactive e-learning, learning analytics, emerging online 
student support models, and e-learning policy.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Attrition: The number of students who enroll in online courses yet never complete their respective 
course(s).

Distance Education, Distance Learning, and Online Learning: “Formal education in which a 
majority of Instruction occurs while teacher and learner are separate” (Verduin & Clark, 1991, p.1).

Dropouts: Participants who enroll in an online course but do not complete the work as assigned and 
may receive an FA (failure by absence) or W (withdrawal).

Enrollment: Students who register for all (100%) online courses.
Online Student Service: The variety of interactions that the student has with a college or university 

(Dirr, 1999). It includes services provided electronically, technical support, admissions and registration, 
academic advising, library and bookstore services, career counseling, tutoring, social support services, etc.

Service Director: The head of a department that provides academic or social services.
Student Retention and Student Persistence: The number of students who completed the online 

course for which they enrolled.
Success: A final grade higher than a D+ or a grade of P for passing.


