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ABSTRACT

EXAMINING THE FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO STUDENT DROPOUT IN OPEN
AND DISTANCE EDUCATION
Sevgi ELIBOL
Department of Distance Education
Anadolu University, Institution of Graduate Schools, January 2024
Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Aras BOZKURT

Student dropout remains a significant concern despite the growing corpus of literature
on the subject. Through an in-depth examination of the lived experiences of those who have
dropped out from distance education programs, this phenomenological study aims to reveal
the factors that contribute to students’ decision to leave. In this study, semi structured
interviews were utilized to uncover the nuanced, personal, and complex factors and thematic
data analysis technique was applied to analyze the data. The research group consists of 15
individuals who once enrolled in an open and distance education program but dropped out
between the years 2019 and 2022. Based on the findings derived from participants’ responses
to the first interview question aiming to reveal the underlying reasons that contribute to
participants’ dropping out, most frequently addressed factors were assessment, course and
study materials, life circumstances, enrollment policies and procedures, motivation and goal
commitment, course difficulty, self-regulation, pandemic, tuition fee, other academic
pursuits, trust and credibility, course design, course satisfaction, infrastructure and
accessibility, communication channels and interaction and socialization. Participants’
responses to the second interview question, which aims to bring the emotional outcomes of
their decisions into light, revealed such emotional outcomes as indifference, sadness, relief,
disappointment, being deceived, and awareness. Based on the findings, meticulously
documented lived experiences of the participants were discussed by revisiting the literature,
a set of recommendations were made and some implications for future studies were noted.

Keywords: Attrition, Distance education, Dropout, Online learning, Open and distance

education, Retention.
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OZET

ACIK VE UZAKTAN OGRENME SURECLERINDE OGRENCILERIN SISTEMDEN
AYRILMA SEBEPLERININ INCELENMESI
Sevgi ELIBOL
Uzaktan Egitim Anabilim Dal1
Anadolu Universitesi, Lisansiistii Egitim Enstitiisii, Ocak, 2024

Danigman: Dog. Dr. Aras BOZKURT

Ogrenenlerin sistemden ayrilmasi, konuyla ilgili artan literatiire ragmen onemli bir
endise kaynagi olmaya devam etmektedir. Bu fenomenolojik c¢aligma, uzaktan egitim
programlarindan ayrilanlar1 yasadiklar1 deneyimleri derinlemesine inceleyerek 6grenenlerin
ayrilma kararima etki eden faktorleri ortaya ¢ikarmayi amacglamaktadir. Bu faktorleri ortaya
cikarmak i¢in yar1 yapilandirilmis goriismelerden yararlanilmis, verileri analiz etmek iginse
tematik veri analizi teknigi uygulanmistir. Arastirma grubu, daha 6nce bir agik ve uzaktan
egitim programina kaydolmus ancak 2019-2022 yillar1 arasinda programdan ayrilmis 15
kisiden olugsmaktadir. Katilimcilarin okulu birakmalarinin altinda yatan nedenleri ortaya
cikarmay1 amaglayan ilk goriigme sorusuna verilen yanitlardan elde edilen bulgulara gore, en
stk deginilen faktorler 6lgme ve degerlendirme, ders materyalleri, yasam kosullari, kayit
politikalar1 ve prosediirleri, motivasyon ve hedefe odaklilik, derslerin zorlugu, 6z disiplin,
pandemi, harg licreti, diger akademik ugraslar, giiven ve inandiricilik, ders tasarimi, ders
memnuniyeti, altyapt ve erisilebilirlik, iletisim kanallar1 ve etkilesim ve sosyallesme
olmustur. Katilimcilarin ayrilma kararlariin  duygusal sonuglarini ortaya koymay1
amaclayan ikinci goriisme sorusuna verilen yanitlardan elde edilen bulgular, kayitsizlik,
iziintli, rahatlama, hayal kirikligi, kandirilmighk ve farkindalik gibi duygusal sonuglari
ortaya ¢ikarmistir. Bulgulara dayanarak, katilimcilarin deneyimleri ge¢mis literatiir 1s181nda

tartisilmig ve bazi Oneriler sunulmustur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yipranma, Uzaktan egitim, Okul terki, Cevrimi¢i 6grenme, Agik

ve uzaktan egitim, Devamlilik.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Within the broad realm of academic research, this chapter embarks on a journey to
investigate and contribute to the understanding of factors affecting student dropout in
distance education environments. Aiming to serve as a gateway, this chapter unveils the
boundaries of existing knowledge, the nature of the problem, the purpose and significance of
the study, a delineation of research questions, inherent limitations, foundational assumptions

and definitions of terms.

1.1. Statement of the Problem

Education has always been considered the primary tool that provides citizens with an
economic, social, and personal well-being in a society. In the era of advanced technology and
information, continued education or lifelong learning has become a paramount need for
everyone (Backes, 1997). As aresult, colleges and universities all over the world have started
to offer distance education courses that reach across geographic boundaries (Sherritt, 1996)
to those who have job or family commitments, and still wish to pursue their educational
goals.

Distance education has revolutionized learning by removing boundaries for anyone
willing to study without physical presence in the classroom since its emergence in the 1880s
(Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Its popularity lies in, including but not limited to, its ability to
provide individuals who wish to pursue professional development with an opportunity of
lifelong learning at their own pace without interfering in their full-time job or family
commitments. Furthermore, the flexibility it offers serves as an attractive invitation for
learners to enroll in online courses (Lee & Choi, 2011). Due to its flexible nature, distance
education has been viewed as the key to providing learning situations for those who hold
more responsibilities other than being a student. (Brindley, 1987)

Technology, beyond any doubt, has paved the way for distance education thanks to its
undeniable ability to reach millions of students in a quicker and more resourceful way. It
offers a perpetual interaction and a fruitful collaboration among students who are at different
locations, which later enables them to build a learning community (An & Kim, 2006). What’s

more, such mediums as blended-learning (Hummel, 2006), e-learning (Fox & Mackeogh,



2003) and mobile learning (Traxler, 2007) have recently contributed significantly to the vast
growing popularity of distance education. The advances in learning resources based on
computer technologies have also facilitated the shift in learning environments from teacher-
centered to student-centered since students have quit their passive roles and become active
participants of the learning process (Bozkurt, 2017, p.117).

However, despite the growing demand on distance learning, institutions suffer low
retention rates within their distance learning environments (Kember, 1995; Muljana & Luo,
2019; Radovan, 2019), which has become a major interest of distance education researchers.
An ever-increasing dropout rate may seriously impede the pool of qualified people from
diverse backgrounds that could contribute to the society’s growth and progress. Therefore,
the question why students don’t persist despite the advantages and convenience digital
technologies have brought has been an ongoing challenge for educational stakeholders, as
well.

In order to fully understand the problem and what may lie behind it, the term ‘dropout’
needs to be clarified. In the field of distance education, various definitions of dropout which
have been provided by many authors (Dupin-Bryant, 2004; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Kaplan
et al., 1997; Levy, 2007; Moore et al., 2003; Morris et al., 2005; Pierrakeas et al., 2004; Shin
& Kim, 1999; Tinto, 1975) can be found. When all definitions are examined, one can
conclude that a precise definition is not possible since what dropout means largely depends
on the characteristics of each program. Dropout, as employed in the present study, refers to
the students who either did not pay the tuition fee for four consecutive semesters or
voluntarily left the system.

Although dropouts are of major concern to any kind of education, the dropout rate in
distance education is much higher than in traditional education (Gaytan, 2015; Keegan, 1996;
Moore & Kearsley, 2012; Morgan & Tam, 1999; Okur et al., 2019; Pierrakeas et.al, 2004;
Radovan, 2019; Terry, 2001). Many institutions offering distance education have less than a
quarter of the graduation rates of conventional institutions and Simpson (2013) defines this
problem as ‘distance education deficit’.

The target population of distance education are mostly adults who are employed and
taking care of their families and this type of medium is able to fulfill their needs because of

the convenience, flexibility and adaptability it provides (Holmberg, 1989, p.12).



Furthermore, as Knowles (1980) suggests in his theory of adult education, adults tend to take
control over their learning or have a say in the decisions made for them. This being the case,
distance education could be thought to greatly assist adults who are well-suited to the very
nature of distance education where students are mostly expected to take responsibility for
their own learning. However, although distance education has eliminated traditional barriers
to adult participation, the results of this kind of education delivery don’t seem to be as
successful as hoped (Brindley, 1987).

Many colleges and universities all around the world offering distance education have
been suffering student dropout at alarming rates, and the institutions in Turkey are no
exception. The issue of dropout is well illustrated when the current statistics given by
Anadolu University (http://www.anadolu.edu.tr), one of the world’s largest distance-teaching
universities, are examined. The current number of the students enrolled in Anadolu
University Open Education Faculty is 2.400.449. However, only 1.145.603 of these students,
which is nearly half of the total number, seem to be active (Anadolu University, 2023). With
this in mind, it could be stated that dropout students pose a great risk to such a giga university
(Bozkurt, 2019a) whose mission is to meet the expectations of all kinds of learners and grow
its target audience every year. As distance education programs continue to grow and become

more mainstream all over the world, a continued attention to dropouts will never cease.

1.2. Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Built on past research, the major focus of this study is to examine the factors which
might relate to students’ decisions to drop out from open and distance education programs
and gain a better insight into students’ perceptions of their current academic setting.
Therefore, this study seeks to address the following question:

1. What are the factors affecting student dropout in open and distance education

programs?



1.3. Significance of the Study

Despite its distinctive feature of providing educational opportunities to a relatively
higher number of learners from any social, academic or economic background, one major
challenge that continues to loom large in the context of distance education is the issue of
dropout. Since high rates of dropout can be linked to a variety of issues such as deficiencies
in program quality (Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Perry et. al., 2008) or lack of learner engagement
and motivation (Chyung, 2001; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Osborn, 2001; Parker, 2003),
understanding the possible reasons for dropout has been a prerequisite for not only
institutions, but also educational stakeholders (Bagriacik Yilmaz & Karatag, 2022; Yilmaz,
2020) policy makers and potential students.

To date, much research has been carried out on determining factors leading to dropout
or reasons for persistence in distance education. However, few researchers have addressed
the issue through the eyes of students in depth. Whether or not to persist in distance education
is a complex decision as it involves several factors which are both interrelated and particular
to the individual's context (Morgan & Tam, 1999). Besides, some of the factors may be
shaped by the cultural environment and educational context, so there is a need for examining
each factor in its own context. A thorough examination of the catalyst behind students’
decision to drop out might at least alleviate if not eliminate the probable negative
consequences for students or institutions. Only when remarkable insights into the reasons for
dropout are gained that distance education institutions can formulate successful strategies to
anticipate and reduce attrition rates and maintain enrollment (Willging & Johnson, 2019). If
institutions aim to influence students’ decisions whether to persist and increase the likelihood
of their persistence, they need to relate to students’ perceptions which have a profound role
in shaping their actions and, therefore, their decisions (Tinto, 2017). Since dropout rates
might also be viewed as one of the measures of the effectiveness of an online program and
student completion rates can give an idea of how high the program quality is (Gabrielle,
2001), there is a strong need for student-centric studies that can shed light on individuals’
own stories and experiences in their own voice and, therefore, provide a more authentic and

nuanced insight.



In addition to contributing to the existing body of literature on student dropout in
distance education, by giving voice to the silenced narratives of those who have left distance
education, this study is expected to hold substantial implications for educational
practitioners, administrators, policymakers, technology developers and course designers
involved in distance education. From a practical standpoint, the results of this study could
aid aforementioned stakeholders in the development of empirically supported policies that
take into account the particular requirements and difficulties faced by students in online

learning environments.

1.4. Limitations

The study group is limited to 15 students who were enrolled in an open and distance
education program but dropped out between the years 2019 and 2022. The research data is
limited to the findings obtained from semi-structured interview questions. The study involves
participants who dropped out during or after Covid19 period, which might have affected their

decision.

1.5. Assumptions

This study was conducted in the light of the following assumptions:
e The answers given throughout the interview reflect the sincere thoughts of the
participants.

e The institutional sources used provide accurate and valid information.

1.6. Definitions of Terms

Following are definitions of selected terms to be used in this study:



1.6.1. Distance education

Distance education refers to “teaching and planned learning in which teaching normally
occurs in a different place from learning, requiring communication through technologies as

well as special institutional organization” (Moore & Kearsley, 2012, p. 2).

1.6.2. Open and distance learning

The term open and distance learning refers to “both the fact that all or most of the
teaching is conducted by someone removed in time and space from the learner, and that the
mission aims to include greater dimensions of openness and flexibility, whether in terms of

access, curriculum or other elements of structure” (UNESCO, 2002, p. 8).

1.6.3. Dropout

Dropout refers to those who permanently leave the institution in which they are

registered and never receive a degree from it.

1.6.4. Retention

Retention refers to “students’ continuing their education into the following year and

seeing it through to completion” (Mason & Matas, 2015, p. 49).

1.6.5. Attrition

Attrition refers to the circumstance in which "a student: 1) is offered admission but
does not report to school; 2) accepts admission and begins attending but drops out right after

admission; and 3) drops out in the middle of the course" (Ramist, 1981, p. 4).



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Theoretical Framework

The central focus of early studies on student dropout was on the individual students’
physiological attributes such as their aptitude, personality and motivation (Tinto, 1993) or
personal shortcomings (Habley et al., 2012; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1993). Therefore, these
studies were classified as psychological studies (Tinto, 1993: 2006). However, since the
innovative trends rooted in the field in the 1970s, further theoretical models and studies trying
to explain the phenomenon from psychological, environmental, sociological, economic and

organizational perspectives have been developed (Habley et al., 2012; Tinto, 1993).

2.1.1. The undergraduate dropout process model

Spady (1970)’s approach to student dropout is theoretically grounded in Durkheim
(1951)’s theory of suicide which was defined by Durkheim (1951) as the process when an
individual fails to sufficiently integrate into society. As for Durkheim (1951), people lacking
sufficient moral (value) integration and collective affiliation have a greater potential to
commit suicide. Since Spady (1970) draws a similarity between college and society in that
both are social systems with their own social structures and values, he maintains that the
factors leading individuals to suicide may bear a resemblance to those affecting students’
decision to drop out.

What Spady (1970) refers to in his research as "poor integration" is associated with
insufficient compliance with the shared value system of the college collectivity as well as
inadequate interactions with other students, which, as he assumes, would result in their
feeling less engaged and committed to the social system and therefore leaving.

However, Spady (1970) also points out that college environments are made up of not
only social but also academic systems. In this case, a student’s successful integration into one
of those systems doesn’t necessarily mean he/she will definitely persist. In other words, a
student may sufficiently fit into the social structure yet fail to do so in academic domains of

the college, or vice versa. Spady (1970) later claims that existing studies lack an analytical-



explanatory category and pursues the matter by analyzing the nature of the interactions that
students have with their academic institutions.

Assuming that the result of this interaction dictates how well integrated students are
into their academic and social systems and, in turn, how persistent they are, Spady (1970)

carried out a longitudinal study through whose results his initial theoretical model underwent

a slight change.
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Figure 2.1. The undergraduate dropout process model (Spady, 1970: 1971)

2.1.2. The institutional departure model

Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure (1975: 1993), for which Spady (1970)’s model
served as a launching point, is another theoretical view based on Durkheim (1951)’s theory
of suicide. After it was put forward in 1975, the model went through some modifications as
a result of further studies until 1993. According to this model, students’ persistence depends
on their success or failure in handling the process of passage- a term he adopts from social
anthropologist van Gennep (1960) and which means transmission of relationships between
groups- into the community of the institution.

Tinto (1975) emphasizes that every student is already a member of a community,
namely their family, high school or vice versa, before they enroll in a college and they go

through a process in which they need to abandon their previous communities since they differ



in values, norms and behaviour from their new academic communities. If the students could
successfully acquire the norms and values of the new college community during the
transmission, they are thought to have appropriately integrated into the new community. In
other words, Tinto (1975) links persistence largely to students’ social and academic
integration into the college environments. While the former depends on both the interaction
among peers and the interaction with the faculty, the latter is mostly determined by the
students’ academic performance.

According to this model, students’ individual characteristics, previous experiences and
level of commitment may play a vital role in their decision to persist. Tinto (1975) points out
that every student entering a college has some goals and commitments which are determined
by their family, skills and abilities and educational background. As experience grows, their
level of initial goals and commitments is expected to transform and their ultimate level of

goals and commitments may have an influence on their decision to persist.
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Figure 2.2. The institutional departure model (Tinto, 1975: 1993)




2.1.3. The student attrition model

While earlier predictive models, namely Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975)’s, were chiefly
based on classical social theories focusing on the integration into academic and social realms
of college, Bean (1980) adopted the concept of ‘turnover’ what Price (1977) defines as “the
degree of individual movement across the membership boundary of a social system” (p. 4).

Bean claims that the process of dropping out from college and employee turnover in
work organizations are akin to each other. The ‘pay’ variable which Price (1977) lists as a
crucial factor resulting in employee turnover is replaced by student GPA, development,
institutional quality and practical value in this model.

Contrary to Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975)’s consensus on the significance of
differentiating dismissal from voluntary dropout, Bean (1980) maintains that students that
are dismissed from college should be included in a conceptual model since they also represent
the failure of socialization. Hence, Bean (1980)’s model doesn’t focus on the term ‘dropout’
itself but rather a ‘dropout syndrome’.

This model, on the other hand, bears a close resemblance to ‘The Institutional
Departure Model” of Tinto (1975) in that the influence of family background, individual
differences, initial goals, grade performance, intellectual development, goal commitment and
institutional commitment on dropout decision. Although Bean (1980)’s model is considerably
in line with Spady (1970) and Tinto (1975)’s hypotheses which highlight the significance of
structural and social integration as well as academic performance in student withdrawal, Bean

maintains that the social environment is shaped by students themselves.

10



Objective
Interaction With
The Organization

Outcomes And
Attitudes

Background Intent Dropout

3]
/‘

Environment

Indicates the direction of the casual
linkages

Heavy lines indicate casual linkages
presumed most important

Figure 2.3. The student attrition model (Bean, 1980: 1982)

2.1.4. The non-traditional undergraduate student attrition model

Bean and Metzner (1985) find earlier hypotheses regarding student attrition
questionable since they fail to take the experiences of non-traditional undergraduate students
into account. Therefore, in this model, Bean and Metzner (1985) seek to address the reasons
why the non-traditional commuter students drop out. Bean and Metzner (1985) claim that the
social integration within the educational environment, which is accepted as a determinant
factor for student attrition in the previous models, doesn’t have much bearing on non-
traditional students. On the contrary, environmental factors, namely family commitments,
influence their decision to drop out.

According to Bean and Metzner (1985), nontraditional students are those who don’t
live in a college residence, allocate less time on academic integration and socialization and
are older than 24 and therefore more independent. In this case, nontraditional students are
not much affected by socialization variables mentioned in earlier studies since their commute
may impede their integration or they may be more self-controlled as a result of their maturity.

The factors affecting student attrition were examined at academic, environmental and
social-psychological levels in this model. Bean and Metzner (1985, p. 530) assume that
“factors external to the institution may be important, as they impact both attitudes and

decisions of the student during his/ her stay in the institution”.
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Figure 2.4. The non-traditional undergraduate student attrition model (Bean & Metzner,

1985)

2.1.5. A longitudinal-process model of drop-out from distance education

Background variables that were found nearly in all previous models are also involved
in the genesis of Kember (1989)’s longitudinal-process model of drop-out from distance
education. Yet Kember (1989) highlights the significance of an effective tailoring and
elaboration of these variables in order to fully address distance education. Contrary to Bean
and Metzner (1985) whose definition of nontraditional students include students enrolled for
face-to-face classes, Kember (1989) thinks that this definition leaves distance education
students out since their primary means of instruction is the package of study materials.
Moreover, as mentioned by Kember (1989), earlier models attempting to explain the
phenomenon in terms of student interaction and integration depend too heavily on student-
student and student-faculty interactions.

According to Kember (1989), background variables such as individual situation and

family life could take on greater significance in the context of distance education.
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Furthermore, the employment situation is directly linked to external students’ decision to
drop out. Kember (1989) also challenges Tinto (1975) on the grounds that although his model
shows a significant correlation between pre-schooling and full-time students’ success, there
isn’t enough evidence regarding mature external students. According to Kember (1989), this
raises many questions since the population of distance education is mostly made up of part-

time and mature students studying at a distance.
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Figure 2.5. 4 longitudinal-process model of drop-out from distance education (Kember,

1989)

Kember (1989) notes that his model is longitudinal, so each component in the model is

interrelated.

2.1.6. The composite persistence model

Rovai (2003)’s steps to explain student attrition proceed very much in the same way as
Tinto (1975) and Bean and Metzner (1985). Although Rovai (2003)’s composite persistence
model could be considered as a rich synthesis of these two models, Rovai (2003) claims that
neither of them is well suited to the case of nontraditional older students. According to Rovai
(2003), nontraditional students form a prominent part distance education population;
therefore, persistence models that are to be developed need to address both traditional and
nontraditional students.

In this model, the factors leading to student attrition are depicted under two categories:

Pre-admission and post admission. The former explores student characteristics which were
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already examined in earlier studies and student skills, while the latter outlines other variables
influencing students’ decision to drop out under two different sub-categories- external and
internal. Although both sub-categories bear traces of earlier models, Rovai (2003) added five
additional variables to the internal factors in an attempt to address online students’ specific
needs. These factors are as follows; “(i) clarity of online programs (ii) self-esteem (iii)
identification with school (iv) interpersonal relationships (v) accessibility to services”

(Rovai, 2003, p. 14).
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Figure 2.6. The composite persistence model (Rovai, 2003)

Rovai (2003) highlights that both categories in this model are in continuous interaction

and together play a crucial role in students’ decision to drop out.

2.1.7. The revised model of dropouts from distance learning in organizations

In a relatively recent study, Park (2007) proposed a revised model of dropouts which

is theoretically grounded in Rovai (2003)’s composite persistence model. However, despite
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the considerable body of literature to illustrate the significance of four factors in Rovai
(2003)’s model, Park (2007) claimed that the composite persistence model should be revised
and some of the variables, namely learner skills, should be omitted since their significance
hadn’t been adequately proven.

In this model, Park (2007) modifies the external factors category of Rovai (2003) and
introduces a ‘during’ section. Upon assuming that some factors can affect student decisions
not only during but also before the course, Park (2007) notes that some variables should be

moved between the two categories.
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Figure 2.7. The revised model of dropouts from distance learning in organizations (Park,

2007)

Park (2007) states that external factors and internal factors tend to be interrelated and
interact with each other. For instance, some of the external factors could be alleviated through
the implementation of the right course design and technology. Unlike what was previously
reported by Rovai (2003), Park (2007) maintains that internal factors aren’t the only ones
that have direct influence on persistence decisions. According to this model, external factors
can’t be considered ‘indirect’ since they are the major reasons why adult online learners drop
out. Therefore, Park (2007) added a direct line from external factors to dropout while

developing this model.
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2.1.8. The proposed new model of voluntary dropout decision

Although Kerby (2015) considers earlier models to be useful tools for developing and
implementing proper dropout programs, she maintains that recent research in the field lacks
adequate emphasis on 1) primary paradigms 2) the contribution of external variables.
According to Kerby (2015), who also built her predictive model of dropout on past models
developed by Spady (1970), Tinto (1975) and Bean (1980), earlier models are effective in
anticipating dropouts in general; however, they fail to take national and educational climate
which could have a negative influence on students and the diversity of the student body into
account. This is why in this model Kerby (2015) includes national and educational climate
as external variables and points out a causal relationship between external and precollege
factors. As for Kerby (2015), the political, economic, or social state can directly influence
the environmental factors, sociocultural factors, and individual educational/career goals.

Another variable on which Kerby (2015) lays a special emphasis in this model is the
sense of place. Kerby (2015) suggests academic success and persistence in higher education
can be ensured by the social realms of the institution and students can develop a sense of
place as they interact with the institutional climate and culture.

The primary difference between Kerby (2015)’s model and the previous models is that
the factors affecting dropout are considered to be complex, context-dependent and in a
constant state of flux in this proposed new model of dropout. Kerby (2015) highlights that
since institutions have no control over external and precollege factors, dropout programs
need to intervene in internal factors in such a way that they can meet the changing needs of
the institution and the students enrolled. And they need to be flexible enough to do so. Kerby
(2015) thinks this model contributes to the responsiveness of dropout programs in the

aforementioned challenge.
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Figure 2.8. The proposed new model of voluntary dropout decision (Kerby, 2015)

2.2. Related Studies on Dropout Factors
2.2.1. Student related factors

2.2.1.1. Educational background

Regardless of the quality of their performance in such experiences, students having
previous experiences in accordance with the contents of an online course are more likely to
be persistent participants in the process (Lee & Choi, 2011). In his groundbreaking study,
Levy (2007) traces dropout reasons on academic grounds and points out that students who
are at a lower college status and further from graduation are more likely to drop out from the
program. Osborn (2001) also draws a connection between background experiences of the
distance learners and their tendency to drop out and further argues that learners who haven’t

previously enrolled in an online course have little guidance in assessing their skills and
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expectations. Another quantitative correlational study analyzing pre-entry variables related
to course completion and noncompletion in university online distance education courses is
Dupin-Bryant (2004)’s. Findings of the study support that previous involvement in academic
programs leads to an evolving student perception that shapes persistence. Cheung and Kan
(2002) also noted that previous experience in the relevant field could be linked to dropout
rates. Another work conducted by Xenos et al. (2002) examined the previous academic and
professional experience of 1,230 students in Informatics courses and demonstrated a

significant correlation between low dropout rates and previous involvement in the field.

2.2.1.2. Self-regulation and self-efficacy

Given that distance education requires learners’ competency in technology and
managing their own learning process to a certain extent by its nature, management skills and
computer skills have been held responsible for student retention. A preliminary example of
how time management skills could lead to dropout rates was carried out by Shin and Kim
(1999). The evidence from this study indicated that learners who could estimate the time and
effort required for the course, manage their time effectively and balance multiple workloads
were among completers of the program. Pierrakeas et al. (2004) quantitatively examined the
relationship between time management and dropout rates and stated that learners’
underestimation of the actual time they have available for studying or unforeseen changes in
their daily life could directly affect their ability to continue with their studies. In her analysis,
Bawa (2016), also implied that the misconceptions learners have about the workload lead to
high attrition rates in online environments. Parker (1999) describes internal locus of control
as an indicator of self-efficacy and self-directiveness and relates it to a student's success in
distance education. Morris et al. (2005) also employed a quantitative study with a larger
group of students which made it more apparent that internal locus of control could be a
positive indicator of successful completion of online courses. Holder (2007) drew out
attention to self-efficacy and time and study management skills of learners prone to persist
in his seminal work. Ivankova and Stick (2007) were also among those who supported that
self-efficacy could make learners more responsible for acquiring knowledge and greatly

contribute to completing the program requirements.
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2.2.1.3. Motivation and satisfaction

Motivation and satisfaction have received much attention in researchers’ attempt to
explain dropout on student related grounds. In contradiction with earlier findings of Parker
(1999)’s study, Levy (2007) found that students' decisions to drop out of online courses are
unaffected by their academic locus of control. Nonetheless, the study revealed that
satisfaction with e-learning is a key indicator in students’ persistence, which was also proven
by Moore et al. (2003). In his study, Tinto (2017) describes the motivation, whether intrinsic
or extrinsic, as a fundamental aspect for students’ decision to persist since it is directly linked
to not only students’ self-efficacy but also their sense of belonging to the program/institution.
It was also claimed by Osborn (2001) and later by Parker (2003) that at-risk students seem

to have lower motivation.

2.2.2. Institutional factors
2.2.2.1. Course design

According to Lee and Choi (2011) factors related to course design and implementation,
as well as institutional support, occupy 20% of all the factors leading learners to drop out.
One of these factors could be introduced as curriculum or program level of difficulty, which
could be an influential determinant of student persistence. Students tend to drop out when
the curriculum or program is considered easier or much more difficult than expected, as
reported by Boston et al. (2011). The quality of a program as a factor in determining student
retention was evident in Ivankova and Stick (2007)’s study. The findings of their study
implied that well-structured courses with relevant course content contributed considerably to
students’ persistence. In their more recent analysis, Gunduz and Karaman (2020) also

classified the type of education, course content, and test environment as significant factors.

2.2.2.2. Orientation

Clay et al. (2009) extended the discussion by putting emphasis on orientation. It was

obvious from their findings that students who found course navigation challenging showed a
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tendency to dropout. They stated that after implementing an orientation program which
involved consulting with an expert before enrolment and taking an online orientation
regarding course components, students were given a second chance to consider whether they
were suited to the online learning environment or not. Cheung and Kan (2002), in their study
that explores the effects of providing face-to-face tutorial sessions as an optional instructional
support for online students on their dropout rates, also found out that students attending the
sessions receiving both emotional and academic support were more persistent in online
courses. Furthermore, Dupin-Bryant (2004) suggests that student orientation programs
aiming to introduce the necessary skills students may need throughout an online program

may contribute to their persistence.

2.2.2.3. Faculty interaction and support

An outstanding example of how vital consistent faculty contact could be for successful
online courses is Bocchi et al. (2004)’s study. They stated that “faculty members must
establish a rapport and a conversation with students by meeting them at orientation or by
contacting them via phone or email at the start of the term” (Bocchi et al., 2004, p. 252).
Another in-depth study focusing on continuous assistance, support and encouragement from
the institution was conducted by Ivankova and Stick (2007). Although Ivankova and Stick
(2007)’s mixed-method study does not appear to corroborate any meaningful relationship
between institutional support and student persistence; they noted that non-persistent students

reported they got less support throughout the program.

2.2.3. Environmental factors

2.2.3.1. Obligations

After a series of studies which were conducted by Thompson (1999), Houle (2004),
Harlow (2006), and Porta-Merida (2009) but haven’t escaped criticism, Lint (2013) also
examined Kember (1989)’s model to test its theoretical underpinnings. In her study, Lint
(2013) listed such obligations as work or family as instrumental factors which interfere in

students’ persisting with their studies. Pierrakeas et al. (2004) also highlights that the inability

20



to balance academic and professional obligations and the underestimation of time to allocate
for academic workload may raise the likelihood to drop out. Moreover, in their quantitative-
descriptive study, Packham et al. (2004) describe successful students as those who properly

integrate the program requirements with their work and family commitments.

2.2.3.2. Family support

Park and Choi (2009) examined the distinction between persistent learners and
dropouts in terms of external factors such as family support and their findings pointed out
statistical differences implying family support could be a determinant factor. Hart (2012)
also highlighted in her review that the presence of family support and persistence are directly
proportional, which means an increase in family support can increase the possibility of
persistence or vice versa. Furthermore, according to another study carried out by Willging
and Johnson (2009), work and family-related issues are among the reasons why students
withdraw from the program. Osborn (2001) had already asserted a difference between
persistent and non-persistent students by stating that persistent students were encouraged by

their family in an earlier study.

2.2.3.3. Cultural context

Bozkurt and Akbulut (2019) extended the phenomenon by outlining a strong link
between cultural context and dropout patterns in their groundbreaking mixed-method study
based on Hall (1998)’s Cultural Communication Model. Their findings noted that cultural
contexts alongside other factors could also affect learners’ dropout patterns as well as
providing some implications that policymakers should be mindful of. For instance,
considering that online distance education accommodates more international and culturally-
diverse learners in the same learning environment, there is a need to develop a culturally

relevant curriculum to ensure to welcome learners from different cultural backgrounds.
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3. METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to describe the experiences
of students who once enrolled at an open and distance education program but somehow
dropped out. This chapter describes the research design and setting. A description of the
participants, research context, the data collection instruments, and data analysis procedures
is presented. Finally, the chapter concludes with the procedures to address credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability of the study. Ethical considerations are also

identified and addressed in this chapter.

3.1. Research Design

The underlying reason behind the investigation in this study is to describe and interpret
the experiences of a group of students experiencing the phenomenon of dropout in open and
distance education context. The study basically aims to gain insights into their experiences
and provide some implications for educational stakeholders. This problem-centered
perspective which has a phenomenological nature requires a qualitative research approach
that is uniquely positioned to help understand the experiences of others to gain new insights
about a particular phenomenon. Therefore, in this study, phenomenology was employed to
support this very inquiry.

Phenomenology emphasizes the common experiences of a group of individuals and
tries to reveal a theoretical explanation of a process or action rather than only describing a
certain phenomenon (Creswell, 2020). Phenomenological studies do not provide definitive
and generalizable results; however, they do help to examine and better understand the
phenomenon under investigation. While van Manen (2014) argues that the overall purpose
of phenomenology is human experience, Wilson (2015) points out that the distinctive feature
of phenomenology is its ability to help understand those experiences in depth. Cresswell
(2020) states that phenomenological research design can provide researchers with a basis for
describing lived experiences. Yildirim and Simsek (2013) claim that phenomenology enables
researchers to focus on the phenomena in a detailed and deeper way, as well as providing a
basis for studies that aim to investigate the phenomena everyone might encounter in daily

life but cannot fully comprehend. Dropout can also be viewed as a phenomenon which we
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are familiar with in our daily life but don’t have in-depth knowledge about its causes. For
this reason, phenomenological design which provides an in-depth research opportunity, was

used to better understand events, phenomena and experiences.

3.2. The Role of the Researcher

In 2020, when the researcher enrolled in Anadolu University to pursue a master's
degree in Department of Distance Education after 9 years of work experience in the same
university, she had her first experience with the field. Holding a degree in language teaching,
the researcher drew upon her academic training with the interdisciplinary insights that enrich
the process. During her master's program, the researcher completed a course on qualitative
research methods and carried out a number of qualitative investigations. During his graduate
studies, she also took part in numerous European Union projects related to open and distance
learning.

The researcher was prompted to conduct this study by the feedback she got from the
students taking exams and the proctors in the cities she was occasionally sent as a university
representative for the open education system tests. Also, a co-authoring publication with her
supervisor on the very subject matter and intercultural collaborations with field experts

shaped and inspired this scholarly inquiry.

3.3. Research Group

The participants of this study consist of students who once enrolled in an open and
distance education program but dropped out between the years 2019 and 2022. However,
only 15 students were interviewed since the sample size recommendation for
phenomenological studies is 5 to 25 participants (Creswell, 2020). Participation was on a
voluntary basis and participants had the right to withdraw at any time if they are not

comfortable with the study.
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Table 3.1. Participant list

Gender Age Year Semester | Highest Degree | Name of the Program Previous Marital Number
completed experience in status of kids
distance
education
Pl F 26 2022 3 Associate Health Management yes married none
P2 F 35 2022 |5 Postgraduate Law no married 1
P3 F 28 2022 1 Undergraduate Management Information Systems no single none
P4 F 20 2022 | 3 High school Management Information Systems yes single none
P5 M 32 2022 3 High school Home Management | yes single |_none
P6 M 31 2022 2 Undergraduate Web Design yes single none
P7 F 56 2022 1 Undergrad Busi Administrati no married 1
P8 M 38 2022 | 9 High school Electrical Energy Transmission and Distribution ves single none
P9 M 20 2022 2 High school Information Technologies no single none
P10 M 21 2021 2 High school Agriculture yes single none
P11 F 24 2021 4 Undergraduate Radio, Television and Cinema ves single none
P12 F 41 2019 2 Associate Web Design yes married 3+
P13 F 23 2021 5 Indergrad Human Resources Management yes single none
P14 M 23 2022 7 Undergraduate Management Information Systems no single none
P15 M 51 2022 | 2 Undergraduate Web Design no married 1

To form the research group, convenience sampling, which is a form of nonrandom
sampling in which study participants are selected for inclusion based on practical factors such
as ease of accessibility, close proximity, availability at a specific time, or willingness to
participate (Dornyei, 2007) was employed. As a reflection of the diversity present in distance
education environments, the participants of the study are drawn from different ages ranging
from 20 to 56. The research group aims to achieve gender balance ensuring a gender-neutral
viewpoint and an equal representation of men and women. Participants also encompass
diverse educational backgrounds since this particular demographic variable facilitates the
identification of patterns or challenges that are unique to individuals with diverse levels of
prior educational experience. Participants were chosen from different programs since
different academic programs might involve varied obstacles, structures, and requirements.
Rather than focusing merely on a single program, including participants from various

programs allows for a more comprehensive representation of experiences and perspectives.

3.4. Research Context

The context of this research is the Open Education Faculty of a state university in
Turkey which provides instruction to students who were enrolled on- and off-campus and
operates as a dual-mode university. With a focus on reducing the information gap and digital
divide, the institution provides comprehensive learning materials, diverse programs, and

support services, an e-campus platform and a mobile application which provides digital
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course contents and synchronous classes. Considering the vast body of students, the
institution uses proctored exams utilizing summative assessment techniques at designated
exam centers. However, during Covid19, due to the restrictions, the exams were conducted

online.

3.5. Data Collection Instruments

Cresswell (2020) states that the most appropriate data collection tool for
phenomenological research design is interviews. Furthermore, Moustakas (1994) emphasizes
the importance of using interactive and informal interviews in this qualitative research
design. Semi-structured interviews, including open-ended questions, allow participants to
describe their experiences in depth (Fraenkel et al., 2012) as well as framing them so that
they do not go off topic. Moreover, semi-structured interviews can help researchers- if need
be- to modify their research questions throughout their studies while maintaining their track.
Based on the considerations about the aforementioned aspects, the primary data collection
instrument for this study is a pre-survey (See Appendix 1) aiming to gather demographic
variables and help choose the participants and semi-structured interviews whose questions
were tailored to capture the lived experiences and perceptions of participants and explore the
multifaceted aspects of student dropout in distance education. Both pre-survey questions and
semi-structured interview questions were developed upon reviewing earlier studies on the
phenomenon. In order to ensure the content validity, interview questions were first subjected
to expert review and then took their final form in line with the suggestions made. A pilot test
is carried out with a small number of participants before the interviews are implemented on
a large scale to evaluate the efficacy, relevance, and clarity of the interview procedure. Final

arrangements were made based on the feedback.

3.6. Data Collection Procedures

Before conducting the interviews with the participants, ethics approval was obtained.
After that, a request was submitted to the institution in order to obtain access to the list of

dropouts. Because it is illegal for the institution to give out the contact information of its
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students, they had to get in touch with the students by sending the survey to its dropout
students via a text message. The data gathered through the survey provided a list of dropout
students who participated in the study and gave all the necessary information about
themselves. After the participants were chosen, they received an e-mail to ascertain the most
convenient time and mode of participation- in person or virtual. The interviews were
conducted and recorded online via Zoom® conference program as they preferred. The
purpose of the research was clearly explained to the participants and the participants were
asked to verbally express their consent before starting the interviews. The participants were
also informed that even if they started the interview, they could feel free to quit if they felt
uncomfortable. In addition, the participants were told that the interviews would only be used
to answer the research question, the real names of the participants wouldn’t be used or shared
anywhere else, the data obtained would be analyzed only within this study and wouldn’t be
shared with any other third parties or institutions. The interviews lasted approximately 20-30
minutes and were recorded with the permission of the participants. MAXQDA® program was
used for the transcription of the interviews and all the voice interviews were transcribed
through this program. The researcher also asked the participants some additional questions
during the interviews. The purpose of these questions is to provide the best understanding of
experiences. According to Bliss (2016), the researcher should be flexible during the interview

and be able to ask different questions according to the answers given by the participants.

3.7. Data Analysis

One of the most important stages of a research designed within the framework of a
qualitative research method is the stage in which data analysis is carried out. In this research,
thematic data analysis technique was applied. Semi-structured interviews were transcribed
by the MAXQDA® transcription program, and then the data were subjected to thematic
analysis. In the first stage, each response was given equal importance using the
horizontalization technique, and then only the relevant statements were listed. The researcher
read and analyzed all transcriptions of 15 interviews in detail. In the second stage, semantic

units related to the dropout phenomenon were created for thematization purposes.
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At this stage, important, relevant and invariant information about the experienced
phenomenon is revealed (Moustakas, 1994). In the next stage, the unchanging contents that
form the core of the lived experience are grouped under main themes. The researcher
compared the similarities and differences of the themes obtained with relevant studies in the
literature in order to ensure accuracy. In the last stage, the researcher analyzed the experience
within the framework of each participant's statements and the themes formed. At this stage,

the individual expression of the researcher comes into question (Cilesiz, 2009).

3.8. Validity and Reliability

In this study, Miles and Huberman's (1994) inter-coder agreement formula was used to
ensure the external validity and internal consistency of the data. The formula is given by A=
C+(C+)x100 where A is the reliability co-efficient, C is the number of topics/terms on which
there is consensus, and 0 is the number of topics/terms on which there is no consensus. It is
expected that the consensus among coders should be at least 80% (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

To increase the objectivity of the study, the second coding was conducted by an
academic who is an expert in the field of open and distance education and has experience in
qualitative data analysis with MaxQDA. After coding the two randomly selected interview
forms, the researcher and the other coder evaluated the consistency between the analyses
using Miles and Huberman's (1994) coding reliability formula (agreement/agreement +
disagreement) x 100 and the agreement coefficient of the semi-structured student interview
form was found to be %89. These results were considered reliable for the study.

In addition to ensuring the external reliability of the qualitative data set, it is also
important to ensure internal reliability. Le Compte and Goetz (1982) suggest that the use of
direct quotations from the data obtained in the research with a descriptive approach will
increase the internal reliability of the qualitative data of the research. In line with this
suggestion, direct quotations were made from the data set to ensure the internal reliability of

the qualitative data.
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4. FINDINGS

In this chapter, the findings obtained from the semi-structured interview questions
within the scope of this phenomenological research will be presented. A thorough analysis
of these results will be given systemically under broad themes, each shedding light on
different aspects that may contribute to the phenomenon of student dropouts. Figure 4.1
provides an overall presentation of the codes emerged through the analysis of the two
interview questions. In the subsequent sections, participants’ responses to the interview
questions and the codes that emerged from the analysis of these responses will be discussed

separately.

Figure 4.1. An overview of all the codes and themes

4.1. Reasons

This section will delve into the codes identified by analyzing the answers to the first

question of the interview which looks at both personal contextual aspects that affected
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participants’ decision to drop out. Upon thorough analysis and interpretation of the data,
several prominent codes regarding the causes of dropouts emerged, illuminating the unique
experiences, and challenges faced by participants of the study. By presenting these codes and
providing supportive statements, this section seeks to provide valuable insights for
practitioners, policymakers, and researchers in relevant fields. Figure 4.1. lists the codes that

were discovered during analysis. A visual representation of the themes and codes is also

provided in Figure 4.1.

Assessment

Course and Study Materials

Life Circumstances

Enrollment Policies and Procedures
Motivation and Goal Commitment
Course Difficulty

Self-Regulation

Pandemic

Tuition Fee

Other Academic Pursuits

Trust and Credibility

Course Design

Course Satisfaction

Infrastructure amd Accessibility
Communication Channels
Interaction and Socialization

Figure 4.2. Frequencies of the codes emerged under the theme ‘Reasons’.

4.1.1. Assessment

The findings from the interviews demonstrate that there is a significant relationship
between assessment and dropout rates in distance learning. Most participants stated that even
if they believed they were studying sufficiently, they still failed or didn't receive high marks.

One of the participants expresses this issue as follows:

“Even though I put in a lot of time studying, I failed these classes since the
questions in the exam had nothing to do with what I had studied.” (P2)
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Some participants often reported feeling overwhelmed by subjects that required a lot
of memorizing while studying for the exams and this pressure translated into a decision to

discontinue their studies. The following describes a sample participant view:

“[ struggled with memorization-intensive subjects while I studied for the exam. I

didn't achieve the high grades I wanted. I barely passed all my classes.” (P3)

Exam difficulty and the location of exam centers were other issues raised in the
interviews. Some participants stated that the exams were excessively challenging and they
were adversely affected by this situation. They claimed that tests in other fields of study or
modes of education are simpler and expressed their belief that this scenario is unjust.
Participants also complained about the lack of a proper organization of the exam centers since
the centers were either too far or they had to go to a different center for each session. The

following are some examples representing views of the participants:

“I studied in the same department in formal education. The exams here are twice

as difficult as those in formal education.” (P6)

“Only one of my ten tests would be in a close by place. Every exam I took was at
a school at least two hours away from my house. Because we were not allowed
to bring phones to the exams, I occasionally had trouble finding an address.

Additionally, I sometimes needed to change buildings between sessions.” (P6)

Another issue brought up by the participants was the lack of alignment and coherence
in the assessment process. Some participants acknowledged a notable gap between study
materials and exam questions and they reported that the exam questions were unfamiliar or

unrelated to what they had studied. The following are sample remarks:
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“I study on the e-campus platform. The example questions provided there and the

questions [ answered throughout the exam had quite different degrees of

difficulty.” (P6)

“None of the questions from the published questions booklet provided for our
study are included in the exam.” (P12)

4.1.2. Course and study materials

According to the participants interviewed, course and study materials also had a
significant impact on their decisions to drop out. Most participants complained that the
materials used were irrelevant, unengaging and insufficient. They reported that the materials
failed to properly prepare them for the exams and they found it challenging to grasp the
subject matter when using those materials. There were also some participants stating that the
materials predominantly supported learning by memorization and didn’t accommodate

different types of learning. Following are a few examples of the viewpoints:

“The assessment and the study materials don't line up. Furthermore, they do not

adequately get us ready for the tests.” (P2)

“My expectations weren't entirely met by the course materials. It could have been
better to provide a little more interactive content. Simply providing the books and
the materials and testing the students was not a practice I liked. The exams were
challenging for me because the study materials were inadequate. I believe that

someone with no prior knowledge of the topic might find it challenging.” (P4)
“Unfortunately, the excessive repetition of the topic and the information overload

were the worst aspects of the program. Also, memorization was quite difficult. As

a result, I lost my enthusiasm. 1 felt as if  was on an endless road.” (P13)
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4.1.3. Life circumstances

Participants claimed that they were significantly influenced by various aspects of daily
life including diverse personal and professional conditions. Some stated that personal
circumstances, such as health concerns, obligations to family members, and changes in
family structure (such as marriage or the birth of children) presented challenges for them and
they were compelled to drop out. Others reported that their study routines were hindered by
professional obligations such as work schedule or workload. There were also some
participants who couldn’t balance their work and education since they were unable to finance

their studies and had to support their families financially. The followings are sample remarks:

“I got married while I was a student, and I now have a kid who is two years old.
While I was studying, 1 felt like I was neglecting my daughter. My professional
life was likewise incredibly hectic. I also had to focus on my PhD studies and
learn English for PhD.” (P2)

“My family's income was not very high while I was in school. I consequently had
to work. When [ started to work, I was worn out physically and mentally. I had
other things I needed to spend time on as well. Family time, for example, was
something I yearned for. I used to finish work at 17:30 and make it home by 19:00
since my house was far away. I didn't have much time to study after having dinner

and spending some time with my family.” (P9)

“My father was unable to work at the time due to a health issue. I had recently
received my university degree, was enrolled in this program, and resided in a
different city. My father was unable to send money, therefore I had to work to
cover my expenses. When I found a job, they told me they had an agreement with
ISKUR and my first three salaries were going to be covered by ISKUR. But
ISKUR had to reduce my income by 50% because I was a student and it was
against the legislation. As a result, I left school because I didn't want my pay to
decrease.” (P13)
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4.1.4 Enrollment policies and procedures

The difficulties they encountered during the enrollment was another concern raised by
the participants. While some participants noted that the enrollment process wasn’t easy-to-
navigate, others voiced their discontent with the policy which prohibits simultaneous
enrollment in two departments or charges them an additional fee if they are pursuing a
master’s degree. Some views are described as below:

“Because I was told that I couldn't study in two departments at the same time, [
canceled my registration. I attended live classes and examinations as much as
possible when I was a student in this program, and [ was quite satisfied with it.

If the system allowed me to enroll in two departments, I would want to complete

both.” (P1)

“I had a problem during registration. The registration system seemed too
complicated to me. We had to choose a department in the registration form and [
thought I had to choose the department I graduated from and did accordingly.
After registration, I realized that I was on the wrong course. Then I called the
Help Desk and they told me that I had to go to the office and have my registration
deleted, and then I could register again if  wanted. I did what they said, but they
charged a new fee for the new registration. I asked whether the previous fee could
be transferred for the new department. But they told me that the tuition fees were
sent to the departments and now I had to pay a new fee for the new department.
I was very upset that I could not get a refund for a service I did not receive, and

1 did not register again.” (P7)
“I started my master's degree at that time, and because I was studying open
education, I had to pay an additional cost. This happens when you enroll in two

universities. Since I did not want to pay this fee, I deleted my registration.” (P11)

“I had to cancel my registration to be able to apply for a master's degree.

Actually, I just had one lesson left and was almost done. I must take all the
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previous lessons again if I reapply now. It's unfair. I wish we could continue from

where we left.” (P14)

4.1.5 Motivation and goal commitment

Motivation and goal commitment which are significant determinants in dropout rates
from distance education were also brought up by the participants during the interviews. Some
participants reported that they either lacked a high degree of self-motivation and discipline
or lost it during the process. They also noted that they were demotivated because they
couldn’t get any immediate feedback and lacked a structured environment. Some viewpoints

expressed by participants are as follows:

“Since I was already enrolled in another department, I lacked the drive to finish

this one.” (P9)

“It has been 20 years since the last time I was a student and I feel I can t keep up
with the current trends. Also, I felt [ was a little late for what I wanted to achieve.
If I had started 20 years ago, I could be an authority in the field now. I knew [
was late and there were a lot of successful people, so I lost my interest in

completing the program.” (P15)

4.1.6. Course difficulty

The participants also claimed that the course materials were exceedingly difficult to
comprehend on their own and keep up with the pace. The situation was exacerbated, as they
noted, by the fact that they were left without immediate support or assistance when navigating

through complex programs. The following are sample remarks:

“I found the course material to be overly challenging.” (P6)
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“The course was not as easy as I anticipated. I found that I had to put in a lot of

effort to complete it.” (P11)

“I was a student in web design. After I started, I discovered that the course |
enrolled in to pick up a new skill in retirement was rather challenging
academically. The course required so much technical knowledge that I couldn t

learn on my own. It was too difficult for me.” (P15)

4.1.7 Self-regulation

Another concern raised by the participants was the lack of self-regulation. They stated
that maintaining the discipline was a constant battle for them, which resulted in
procrastination and poor management of study routines and, therefore, exam failure. Some
participants also claimed that they weren’t cut out for this type of education whose self-
directed nature entails self-regulatory skills and effective time management. The following

describe some sample participant views:

“I used to begin my exam preparation only a few days beforehand. There would
have been no problems if I had studied a month earlier and properly utilized my

time. I always had trouble since I was a procrastinator.” (P2)
“As a result of my lack of discipline and diligence as a student, I put off taking
several of my classes until last year. In the end, the number of lessons and the

tasks I had to accomplish were too much for me to handle. (P11)

“I am a type of student who prefers one-on-one instruction and I wasn't

comfortable with this style of education.” (P15)
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4.1.8. Pandemic

Some participants stated that they were adversely affected by the shifts which were
made with the advent of the pandemic in 2020. While fully switching to online learning
became a motive for one participant, another stated she left because she found online exams
far more difficult. There were also others who noted that after everything went back to
normal, they failed to strike a balance between distance education and other academic
pursuits which either ceased or switched to online during Covid-19. The following are sample

VIEWS:

“The examinations being online during the Covid-19 process was a huge bonus

for me. When everything went back to normal, I decided to drop out.” (P3)

“The pandemic was in full swing, so rather than staying home and doing nothing,
I chose to enroll in an online education course. However, when schools were

reopened, I couldn 't balance studying in both departments.” (P4)

“The pandemic broke out while I was studying in this program, and I believe that
this is when the exam system changed and got harder. I had previously studied in
a different department at this university and the exams were far easier before they

were given online.” (P11)

4.1.9. Tuition fee

Participants also cited the tuition fee as a reason for their decision to drop out. Most
participants claimed that they didn’t have enough facilities, resources, and direct interaction
with teachers as they had in traditional education, and it was unfair to charge that much for

such type of education. The following are sample remarks:

“The tuition fee is rather expensive. It doesn't, in my opinion, provide a thorough

course curriculum. You are simply passing a few exams to complete the program
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and receive your degree. They don't offer you the materials that are included in
traditional courses. Since I didn't want to pay this much only to take some exams,

I dropped.” (P2)

“These days, all the materials are digital. You no longer receive printed
materials. we're merely taking a few exams. Considering that I received nothing

in return, this amount was obviously excessive.” (P6)

4.1.10. Other academic pursuits

Another reason given by the participants as to why they dropped out was the presence
of other academic pursuits. For some participants, balancing distance education with ongoing
academic studies was overwhelming. They noted that engaging in multiple studies
simultaneously was too demanding for them since it required multiple sets of assignments or

exams. Some sample views are described as below:

“I registered for this program when I was a student in English Preparatory
School and there were no issues back then. However, once I started attending my
respective program at university, 1 couldnt handle the workload for both
programs. My priority was to graduate from my own department, so I decided to

quit.” (P4)

“I was a resident student at another university at that time and I had to focus on
my studies. I was unable to put in the necessary study time to finish this program

or perform well on the exams.” (P11)

“When [ was studying in this program, I was doing an editorial course in another
university, and I also started to take violin classes. I describe those times as a
retired man's journey of self-discovery. To better understand myself, I tried a
variety of things and somehow this program kept the lowest spot on the

rankings.” (P15)
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4.1.11. Trust and credibility

Credibility of the institution was put forward by the participants as another concern.
Some participants alleged that the university deliberately misaligned the course materials and
exams in order to keep the students enrolled in the system for a longer period of time, which
brought about negative impressions. It was also stated by some participants that limited
selection of courses, unsupportive administration, and inefficient online platforms raised
questions about the institution's credibility and led them to drop out. The following describes

a sample participant view:

“I assume it was done for financial gain. They provide us with some questions
that could get us prepared for the exams but the questions they give don t relate
to the exams. When we sit for the exam, we face entirely different questions. 1

think they do it for us to fail and study longer.” (P12)

4.1.12. Course design

Some participants also expressed their dissatisfaction with the course design. They
claimed that they didn’t feel engaged since the courses were poorly structured and lacked
interactivity. Additionally, they reported that the courses didn’t accommodate different

learning styles. Some sample views are as follows:

“I left the system for several reasons, including the fact that the classes are a

little demanding and that not every course is offered every semester.” (P3)

“There were certain lessons that I thought were ridiculous. For instance, you
were supposed to memorize the material in a lesson where we learned about
Excel. Memorizing felt like a waste of time to me; such things should be

practiced.” (P4)
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4.1.13. Course satisfaction

There were also some participants who voiced their dissatisfaction with the course
itself. While some noted that they disengaged from the course because they didn’t see future
value from the course, others stated they didn’t find the course meaningful since it didn’t

connect to their goals and interests. The following are sample remarks:

“I was studying in the agriculture department and I thought that this field was
promising in Turkey. But after enrolling in the department, I discovered that the
course was not for me and that it was challenging, so I dropped out. I am
presently enrolled in another department at your school, which means I have no

complaints about the school. I simply wasn't satisfied with the department.”

(P10)

“Studying media communications was a lot of fun. The content was really
enjoyable. [ was learning everything with a lot of enthusiasm. However, sociology

never experienced it that way.” (P11)

“I thought this department could contribute to my personal growth and academic

skills but it was never that way. When I realized that, I lost my interest in it.”

(P13)

“My dream department was actually something else. I wished to study child
development. I canceled my existing registration and enrolled in this department
at a different university since I was ineligible to study in this department through

lateral transfer at your university. I simply left your school for that reason.”

(P12)
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4.1.14. Infrastructure and accessibility

Some participants claimed that they didn’t have a reliable internet connection and often
experienced difficulties managing the online aspect of distance education. One of the

participants expresses this as follows:

“My internet was poor and even freezing while I was taking live classes. I was

therefore unable to effectively participate in the live classes.” (P9)

4.1.15. Communication channels

A few participants complained about the lack of reliable, accessible, and user-friendly
communication channels. Since distance education is primarily conducted remotely, the
absence of such communication channels like emails, discussion forums, video conferencing,
and social platforms, they noted, exacerbated their sense of isolation. One of the participants
also addressed the problem of insufficient cybersecurity protocols. Even if this situation
wasn’t caused by the institution, the lack of necessary communication channels paved the
way for it. This participant’s educational journey was interrupted because she experienced
such issues as data breaches, identity theft, and malware attacks through some unofficial

communication platforms. The following describes her experience:

“In the learning platform, they posted some links to WhatsApp groups. In order
to stay updated on news, projects, etc., I have joined some of these groups.
However, since the groups were open to anyone, even people who weren't
Students joined them, and as a result, they acquired my phone number. They
shared very disturbing things in these groups. Some of them even called and
harassed me. I don't know if the groups were set up by the students, or teachers
but it got out of control. They later set up a Discord group. My account was also

stolen there by someone using a fake link. (P4)”
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4.1.16. Interaction and socialization

Another factor brought up by some participants was the absence of interaction. They
stated that they felt disconnected, disengaged and less motivated due to inadequate
opportunities for real-time interaction. The participants noted that they sought interaction
with both educators and their peers since the first could help them better understand the
subject matter and the latter could allow them to develop social connections and engage in

collaborative learning experiences. The following is a sample view:

“I didn't interact with any single person. Since I didn't collaborate with a lecturer
or any other students in the same department, I suppose 1 felt a little isolated. At

that point, leaving made more sense.” (P2)

4.2. Emotional Outcomes

This section will go deeper into the codes identified by analyzing the answers to the
second question of the interview which looks at a complex range of feelings experienced by
participants after they dropped out. In order to present their emotional experiences in a more
nuanced manner, this section will also include illustrative quotes from participants. The
findings of this section are expected to provide insightful direction for future interventions
and research projects that aim to promote positive emotional climates. Figure 4.2. lists the
codes that were discovered during analysis. A visual representation of the themes and codes

is also provided in Figure 4.2.
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Indifference

Sadness
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Disappointment

A Sense of Being Deceived
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Figure 4.3. Frequencies of the codes emerged under the theme ‘Emotional Outcomes’.

It is clear from Figure 4.2. that while some participants shared experiences of negative
emotions, such as sadness, disappointment and a sense of being deceived, others reported
such feelings as relief, indifference or awareness after they dropped out. It can be seen that,
compared to other codes, ‘indifference’ and ‘sadness’ are the most frequently addressed
feelings of all. The others can be ranked from the most frequent to the least as relief,

disappointment, a sense of being deceived and awareness.

4.2.1. Indifference

The majority of participants described how they felt after dropping out as being
"indifferent," depending on their unique circumstances, reasons for dropping out, and level

of personal resiliency. The following are sample remarks:
“So actually doing nothing felt weird, but I didn't feel too bad about it.” (P9)
“I wasn't really upset. I quit that department and switched to another. [ went on

with my life.” (P10)

“I didn't feel anything. Because when I left school, I was enrolled in another

university and I focused on my studies there.” (P12)
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4.2.2. Sadness

The second most prevalent emotion participants expressed was sadness. The
participants often linked their sadness to unfulfilled expectations and a sense of personal

failure. Some participants express this as follows:

“I had a strong desire for and enjoyed studying in that department. Sincerely, [
wanted to acquire this degree and was disappointed when I couldn't. [ was also
rather upset. Graduating from this program has been a goal of mine since high
school. I would like to do it, even if it were to be at a different university someday.
When my child is a little older, perhaps. I have other priorities now, such as my

child and my career, though.” (P2)

“I was depressed because my second term had just ended. In all honesty, I am a
little sad because I quit the program after completing half of it. My efforts seem

to have been in vain.” (P6)

4.2.3. Relief

Some participants reported experiencing relief after dropping out since their
educational journey was giving them a lot of stress and anxiety and they were struggling

academically. Some sample views are as follows:
“Being released from responsibilities caused a small amount of relief. Exams,
projects or studying itself all felt like a burden to me. When I left the program, 1

felt relieved.” (P3)

“It was the day before the final exams and I hadn't studied enough. I made my
decision and dropped out exactly on that day and I felt so relieved.” (P4)
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“In fact, I was on the verge of completing the course. I had only 4 or 5 exams
left. To be honest, I had cheated a bit by then. Exams were online because of the
pandemic, making it incredibly simple to cheat. Then, one day, I gave it some
thought. I didn't think what I did was just or moral. I thought it would be unfair
to a student who hadn't been cheating. I quit so that I wouldnt feel guilty

anymore.” (P5)

4.2.4. Disappointment

Another feeling emerged during the interviews was the disappointment. Some
participants reported feeling disappointed after they dropped out because they failed to
complete something they set out to achieve. They also expressed their feelings of fear or

uncertainty regarding the future.

“I stepped into a void after dropping out. It was extremely important for me to

finish this program. I had it as a life goal. I don't know what to do now.” (P15)

4.2.5. A Sense of being deceived

Following her dropping out, one participant stated her sense of being cheated because
she was unable to get a refund. She claimed that this left her with the feeling that the
institution didn’t value her feedback and disregarded her request, which made her lose faith

in the institution. This participant expresses this as follows:

“I was sorry. I lost faith in the institution because I had to leave the school after
enrolling and was unable to acquire a refund for a service I had not received. 1

didn't want to register with the institution once more because of this.” (P7)

4.2.6. Awareness

Another participant reported becoming more aware of her interests after studying at a

department for a while and gaining more knowledge in this field. Reflecting upon her own
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experience, she claimed she could adapt her academic and career path based on the awareness
she gained.
“There was nothing to feel. But it was good to realize that I didn't like the
department I was studying at. I'm planning to study at a different department

now. I believe [ am now more aware of what my interests are.” (P11)

S. CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION AND SUGGESTIONS

5.1. Conclusion

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to deeply explore and understand the
factors leading to the dropout from distance education from the lived experiences of those
who have discontinued their studies. By adopting a qualitative research design rooted in
phenomenological principles, this study aimed to delve beyond surface-level data and
uncover the nuanced, personal, and complex factors contributing to student dropout.

Given the complex and multifaceted nature of this phenomenon, this study was guided
by the following key question:

2. What are the factors affecting student dropout in open and distance education

programs?

In order to address the issue at hand, semi-structured interviews were conducted. The
interview questions were open-ended, non-directive and experience centered. Some follow-
up questions were also prepared to help participants elaborate on their comments. As a result
of the data obtained from the semi structured interviews, 2 themes and 22 sub-themes which
align closely with several common themes mentioned in previous studies were identified.

Based on the findings derived from participants’ responses to the first interview
question, 16 sub-themes emerged (Assessment, course and study materials, life
circumstances, enrollment policies and procedures, motivation and goal commitment, course
difficulty, self-regulation, pandemic, tuition fee, other academic pursuits, trust and
credibility, course design, course satisfaction, infrastructure and accessibility,
communication channels and interaction and socialization). These sub-themes were
discussed in terms of assessment, quality of course materials, flexibility, interaction,

transactional distance, pandemic, sense of community, digital divide and system quality.

45



Based on the data derived from the responses to the second question, 6 sub-themes
which are indifference, sadness, relief, disappointment, being deceived, awareness emerged.

These emotional outcomes were discussed referring to possible underlying reasons.

5.2. Discussion

This section marks a transition from the meticulously documented lived experiences of
the participants to engage in a wider conversation by revisiting the literature in the light of
our findings. Upon bridging the gap between lived experiences and theoretical background,
this chapter seeks to provide a unique perspective that echoes, challenges, or elaborates pre-
existing studies, theories, and conceptual frameworks. In the previous chapter, the findings
were discussed in two sections based on the interview questions. The discussions will be held

accordingly.

5.2.1. Reasons

According to the findings, assessment emerged as one of the most frequently addressed
sub-themes during the interviews and equally significant was the role of course and study
materials. Participants often reported their dissatisfaction with the assessment and study
materials, which, they alleged, played an important role in shaping their dropout behavior. In
terms of assessment, the findings revealed that participants were mostly dissatisfied with the
misalignment between what is tested (assessments) and what is taught (study materials).
Misalignment may result in several undesirable outcomes, including student dropout.
Students may lose interest and motivation if they believe the materials they were studying on
have no bearing on how well they perform on exams, which might lead to poorer overall
performance, dissatisfaction with the educational experience and, eventually, higher dropout
rates since satisfaction and persistence have a strong correlation (Bean, 1980; Tinto,1993).
Misalignment may also contribute to high anxiety levels and a feeling of being overwhelmed,
as students might not be aware of what to anticipate or how to properly prepare for the tests.
Students may perceive assessments and the educational process as unfair or unpredictable if

they believe they are being assessed on skills or content that are not included in their course
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materials. When they believe their grades don’t fairly reflect their learning, their trust in the
educational system and their desire to continue their studies appear to decline. On the other
hand, alignment between study materials and tests may contribute to higher levels of self-
efficacy or greater confidence in their ability to succeed, which is crucial in the self-directed
nature of distance education. Students could be more inclined to remain diligent with their
studies when they believe they can master the material and perform well on exams (Erdogdu,
2007).

Another issue raised by the participants about the assessment was the location of the
exam buildings. Some pointed out that they were either too far from where they live or they
had to change buildings after some sessions. Considering the exam rules stating that personal
items or belongings such as coins, car keys, credit cards, mobile phones, etc. cannot be
brought to the exam center, the distance of the exam center can create serious problems in
terms of transportation. The difficulty or ease of access to the exam buildings has an impact
on students' perception towards distance education (Usta & Hakan, 2018; Maral 2022) and
might therefore affect their decision to leave. This finding also justifies that an open
education system can adopt reliable online exams so that they can offer the flexibility not
only in delivering learning content but also providing exams. Many participants also noted
that the exam system, in which incorrect answers negate correct answers, doesn't not sit well
with them. This dissatisfaction might stem from their concerns that they might fail the course
or receive their diploma later than expected (Maral, 2022). There were also some participants
voicing their discontent with the summative assessment. They reported that when they are
subjected to this type of assessment, they leave everything until the last minute and it
therefore becomes more challenging to memorize everything just before the exams. In this
case, summative assessments together with the insufficient self-efficacy skills (Holder, 2007;
Kemp, 2002; Pajares & Miller, 1994) of the participants, as they reported, might have played
an important role in their decision to drop out. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that students aren’t
fond of one-size-fits-all approach when they are being tested, however it would be unfair to
put the blame on the institutions for introducing that kind of an assessment. In Turkish Higher
Education context, such decisions are made by the Council of Higher Education to provide a

more standardized education and large-scale assessments.
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Equally important factor emerged in the findings was the participants’ complaints about
the quality of course materials. In a distance learning setting, the use of non-interactive course
materials has the potential to raise the dropout rate of students for several reasons. Interactive
course materials and design can foster student motivation, participation and satisfaction
(Chyung et al., 1999). Students who are exposed to non-interactive materials may become
disengaged or feel detached from the course, which could end in higher dropout rates. Non-
interactive materials might give rise to a passive learning environment where students merely
receive information. In a passive learning setting, where students do not engage with the
content or put concepts into practice might lose their interest and decide to drop out. Previous
research has also indicated that low motivation and dissatisfaction contribute to dropout rates
in the context of distance education (Gabrielle, 2003; Hart, 2002; Ivankova & Stick, 2007;
Keller, 2010a, 2010b; Levy, 2007; Moore et al., 2003; Miiller, 2008; Osborn, 2001; Park &
Choi, 2009; Parker, 2003; Simpson, 2008; Ucar & Kumtepe, 2020).

It was clear in the findings that some participants weren’t satisfied by the quality of
course materials and attributed this to their dropout behaviour. However, a thorough
examination at the available resources and platforms offered by the institutions raises a
question: Do the students really utilize the system to its full potential? In a previous study, it
was revealed by the administrators that students often lament the lack of variety and quality
in the resources available, but they hardly check the materials available on the platform
(Yilmaz, 2020). That the students aren’t satisfied with the materials despite the abundance of
resources offered by institutions could be explained by students’ lack of awareness.

The findings also revealed that participants subjected to adverse environmental
conditions, such as health concerns, family responsibilities, excessive workload, financial
difficulties and the lack of family support, had no choice but to drop out. Without question,
distance education gave students the flexibility to study anytime-anywhere flexibility and the
opportunity to actively participate in the process by selecting and prioritizing the courses that
appeal to them and managing their own learning. (Turan et al. 2022, p14). However, because
of its flexible nature, distance education isn't without its challenges. It might leave students
with little structure. Some participants highlighted that without set timetables and routines,
they found it difficult to efficiently manage their time, which ended up with procrastination

and academic regress. Flexibility requires learners to be self-motivated and disciplined in
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managing their own learning process. If the students can manage their time effectively, have
strong study habits, and can stay focused on assignments, they are more likely to persist than
those who can’t (Holder, 2007). However, some students might have trouble staying on track
without the external supervision which is often present in a traditional classroom setting.
Also, the blending of work or study and personal life might run the risk of instilling an
"always-on" mentality that could make it difficult to unwind. As long as they are well-
prepared and supported for this mode of delivery, students may benefit from the flexibility
of distance learning (Veletsianos & Houlden, 2019, p. 460). Imagine distance education
programs as an open buffet. Similar to an open buffet offering a large selection of dishes,
open and distance education provides learners with a diverse range of courses, programs, and
learning materials to choose from. When someone is introduced to the system for the first
time, they may have numerous questions about what to eat, how to eat, and which one to eat
first. For individuals who are self-aware, flexibility can be a boon, but for others who are not,
it can be a burden.

One may argue that the flexibility distance education has provided breaks down
geographical barriers and made education accessible to a wide range of learners, free of
charge, and without strict entry requirements (Kogdar et al., 2023) However, the openness
and flexibility of distance education programs is a double-edged sword. Certain distance
education programs may allow students to enroll in courses without the prerequisite
knowledge. Having the prerequisite knowledge is like having a solid foundation which
supports the entire structure of your learning experience. However, according to the findings,
some participants perceived this process as a quick glance at the program and weren’t fully
prepared for the program they had enrolled in. As a result, they preferred to leave after a
while either because the department did not meet their expectations or because they were not
as successful as they thought they would be. Here's another instance when consciousness and
awareness come into play.

An additional discovery of the study was the lack of interaction, which was evident in
many of the sub-themes such as motivation and goal commitment, course satisfaction, and
enrollment policies and procedures. The lack of interaction with both teachers and the
institution — and even with peers- seems to have influenced participants’ decision to drop out.

Earlier studies also indicate that students tend to hold negative perceptions towards distance
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education when there is inadequate communication and interaction (Berber, vd., 2022;
Birisei, 2013; Ergiin & Veyis, 2023; Kaleli & Giiven, 2015; Maral, 2022; Mukhtar, vd., 2020;
Ozgdl, vd., 2017; Tekedere, vd., 2022; Yildiz, 2016). During the interviews, many
participants voiced their demand for (more) live (synchronous) lessons, possibly because
they want greater opportunities to interact. The perceived lack of interaction among
participants could be explained by the ‘transactional distance’. The term "transactional
distance" describes the communicative and psychological space that exists between students
and teachers in distance education (Moore, 1980). Moore (1980) assumes that an over-
structured course and transactional distance are in inverse proportion to each other since the
former leads to a reduction of dialogue and, consequently, an increase in the latter. One can
say that when transactional distance is high, students can experience greater autonomy. While
this might benefit independent learners who enjoy self-paced study, it might pose a risk for
those who rely heavily on teacher direction and peer interaction. Excessive independence can
isolate distant learners from peers, instructors, and the educational institution, which can
result in their procrastination, and eventually dropping out (Lim, 2016). On the other hand,
in a rigid form of distance education where students have very little flexibility or autonomy
in their learning, learners may still feel overwhelmed and discouraged and might drop out
since the target population of distance education is mainly working adults.

The findings also reveal that the pandemic played an important role in the participants’
decision to leave. Due to Coronavirus Pandemic (COVID-19) outbreak in 2019, Emergency
Remote Teaching (ERT) was employed as a temporary shift of instructional delivery as a
result of lockdown measures and social distancing protocols (Bozkurt, 2020). This global
crisis and obligatory transition also affected students enrolled in open and distance education
programs in Turkey since the examination had been carried out face-to-face even if the mode
of delivery was basically online. According to the findings, online examinations (found favor
among) were the reason why some participants registered for distance education programs in
the first place thinking online exams could be easier to pass. However, when things returned
to normal and the exams were once more conducted face-to-face, the students responded to
this by dropping out.

During Covid 19, the ERT which was considered as a survival reflex (Jandri¢ et al.,

2021) opened up some space for distance education studies. The current profile of distance
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education students are mostly those who work longer hours and more responsibilities
compared to the past. During Covid 19, many employees transitioned to remote work
arrangements to comply with social distancing measures and they found themselves with
more flexible schedules. This newfound flexibility made it easier for them to allocate time
for distance education. However, when everything once again went back to normal and the
flexibility in their workplace disappeared, they might have decided to drop out.

The findings also reveal a strong need for socializing and forming a sense of
community. Certain participants conveyed their discontent with the lack of social platforms
citing it as a source of loneliness. While online learning offers various advantages such as
flexibility, accessibility, and personalization, it might often lack the traditional and social
structure of a physical classroom. Due to its social nature, the traditional educational
paradigm is essentially social, giving students numerous chances to interact. However, given
the psychological and emotional barrier caused by the physical distance between students,
distance learning can frequently feel isolated. Since such isolation tends to diminish the sense
of community, higher dropout rates may also be attributed to the physical isolation of students
in distance education programs (Rovai, 2002). In his theory that the students will be more
satisfied and, therefore, more likely to persist if they feel involved and form relationships
with other members of the learning community, Tinto (1994) highlighted the significance of
community in lowering dropout rates. However, students frequently erroneously confuse
open and distance education with face-to-face education. Comparing these two can pose
several challenges and limitations due to the inherent differences between these two modes
of instructional delivery. They both serve distinct audiences and cater to diverse learning
needs and comparing these two approaches without taking into account the distinct
circumstances and demographics of the learners involved might result in incorrect
assumptions.

Several individuals also mentioned that they joined unofficial communities in online
platforms to feel less isolated, follow the announcements and access some materials, which
later put their security at risk. In the context of distance education, such platforms as online
forums (Biriyai & Thomas, 2014), social networking sites (Bozkurt et. al., 2017) or online
discussion boards (Kilinc & Altinpulluk, 2021; Loncar et al., 2014; So, 2009) where students

can interact and gain a stronger sense of social presence (Dang & Robertson, 2010; Swan,
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2002) emerge as powerful catalysts for enriching the distance learning experience. When the
students lack such appropriate tools or platforms to interact or meaningfully socialize, they
might become a part of unofficial communities which later pose a risk to their cyber security.

There were also a few participants who reported experiencing difficulty in maintaining
a stable Internet connection and using digital platforms effectively. Utilizing digital
platforms, distance learning has revolutionized how knowledge is transmitted while
providing students with ease and flexibility that were not previously possible. By enabling
students to learn at anytime and anywhere, this paradigm change has a tremendous positive
impact on the democratization of education. This opportunity, however, also raises a critical
issue known as the "Digital Divide," since many people around the world still lack the means
to engage in online learning environments. Digital divide refers to the gap between
individuals who have real access to information and communication technologies and make
efficient use of them and those who don't (Bagchi, 2005) and as the gap between those who
have access to information and those who don't increases, so does the digital divide (Bozkurt,
2017). Today more and more learning is being offered online under the assumption that
everyone has a reliable and high-capacity Internet connection, despite the fact that there are
still some individuals who lack access (Hillier, 2018) and therefore equal educational
opportunities (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). Whereas geographical barriers, socio-economic
and socio-cultural disparities once posed the largest barrier to equity in education, nowadays
technology access and competency stand in the way (Sezgin, & Firat, 2020).

Moreover, from the findings it was clear that while some students had little trouble
navigating the virtual corridors of the online environment, others were frustrated by bugs,
slow internet speeds, and compatibility problems. Technological infrastructure is the
invisible force that connects students and educators across vast distances and the ability to
seamlessly access learning materials and the efficiency of the technological and
organizational structures together form the backbone of distance education. The inadequacy
of technological infrastructure in distance education is one of the most important limitations
of this type of delivery since it might affect the motivation of both students and teachers as
well as the continuity of education (Biris¢i, 2013; Erturgut, 2008; Kaleli & Giiven, 2015;
Yildiz, 2016). Therefore, it is a must to ensure an equitable and frustration-free learning

environment for learners so that they can channel their energy into the educational
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experience. There were also a few participants reporting their dissatisfaction with the
interface which they perceived confusing especially when enrolling. This led them, as they
reported, to make some mistakes and eventually enroll in the wrong program. Confusing
interfaces might cause learners to be dissatisfied with the program (Hamutoglu vd., 2019).

Another issue raised in the interviews was the participants' perceptions of the quality and
credibility of distance education programs. Despite the convenience and accessibility that it
offers, distance learning faces certain quality and image-related challenges that can impact
how it is perceived by students, educators, and society. These challenges are important to
address in order to improve student motivation, and institutional credibility and public
perception. Institutional trust and reliability is among the factors that influence the quality of
an e-learning environment. (Jung, 2011; Jung, 2012) and the importance of quality in distance
education cannot be overstated, as it is not only a desirable attribute but also a cornerstone
for unlocking the true potential of online learning experiences. However, some people enroll
in a distance education program with the sole intent of evading military service, career
advancement or simply get a degree. This notion might be a potential obstacle to the
recognition and acceptance of distance education programs since it might imply that
acquiring a diploma is of higher significance than the quality of educational journey. And
there are also some participants who claimed to have enrolled in remote education programs
with biases about the credibility of distance education programs. The emergence of this
perception might largely be influenced by the belief that the system is established for
commercial gain in the first place and the institutions take no measures to ensure quality.
(Maral, 2022). It could be true that quality has a bearing on students’ perceptions. But this
begs a question. When institutions strive to provide top-notch education, students face
significant challenges and they may feel overwhelmed or discouraged by the workload or
academic expectations. Enrolling in an easier program might offer them a sense of immediate
success and accomplishment, as they may perceive it as more attainable or less demanding.
In this case, dropout rates shouldn’t be attributed to the quality of a program. As was stated
before, some students prioritize obtaining a diploma or degree with the least amount of effort
or difficulty. Given this, does granting more credentials imply providing a higher quality of
education? Completing a program does not necessarily mean that it is good. Completion rates

are just one of the many criteria that affect a program's quality and efficacy. Although
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program success can be measured by completion rates, these metrics do not give a complete
view of the program's total impact or quality.

Another interesting finding was the decision of some students to drop out of
educational programs due to the cheating behavior of their peers in online exams during
Covid 19. Some students hold strong ethical values and a commitment to academic integrity
and witnessing their peers engaging in cheating practices can create a moral dilemma for
them. The perception that other students are unfairly benefiting from dishonest methods can
lead to a sense that the educational environment is no longer equitable and reliable. This
might erode the trust they place in the educational system and affect their overall perception
of the learning environment. Institutional trust represents a key factor in an online distance
learning environment (Sousa et. al., 2006) and establishing trust is essential for online student
retention (O’Brien & Renner, 2002).

One last issue emerged in the findings was the participants’ disapproval over the
expensive fees. The amount of program fees that are a substantial challenge can put a heavy
budgetary burden on students, which might cause stress and raise the risk of dropping out.
Some individuals with low incomes may be dropping out of the system due to their inability
to pay tuition fees, while others with high incomes may be doing so because they can pay the
fees with ease and therefore it becomes worthless. Moreover, some students evaluate the
perceived value of their educational investment and if the program fees are not compatible
with the perceived benefits or financial difficulties surpass the expected advantages, they
might be more likely to give up on their education. In this case, one can say that setting a
high enough price that will both retain those who can pay it in the system and not compel

those who cannot is a challenging task.

5.2.2. Emotional Qutcomes

The empirical journey undertaken to address the second research question which aims
to capture a comprehensive understanding of the emotional aftermath of student dropout
revealed an array of insights into key the emotional challenges of those who decided to drop
out from online learning environments. The findings which uncovered a range of emotional

outcomes, from relief and liberation to sadness, disappointment, awareness and indifference
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were not monolithic; rather, they exhibited nuances shaped by diverse factors such as
individual circumstances, program structures, and the quality of support systems. Therefore,
they together form a complex narrative that resists simple categorizations.

Indifference was the most frequently addressed emotional reaction emerged during the
qualitative data analysis process. This can be explained by the concept of perceived value-
the subjective assessment of the benefits, relevance, and satisfaction that learners derive from
their educational endeavors. The apathy experienced by the participants might be stemming
either from their own evaluation or from the image system displays. Students, as consumers,
might place a certain value on education (Stafford 1994). If they don’t perceive the system
as a pragmatic (Kember, 2000) and valuable asset, losing it might translate as none to them.

The relief participants experienced can be attributed to a unique set of stressors
(Simpson, 2012) such as technological issues, difficulty in managing coursework, struggles
with self-discipline, a sense of isolation or overwhelming external pressures. Students might
feel relieved after they drop out knowing that they won’t grapple with heightened levels of
anxiety, frustration, and a sense of failure anymore.

Other notable and prevalent emotions that appear in those who disengage from their
academic endeavors are sadness and disappointment. These emotional responses might stem
from a profound sense of loss, not only in terms of educational opportunities but also in the
perceived failure to meet personal and societal expectations. As dropouts struggle with the
consequences of their decision, a sense of alienation from academic or personal goals, failed
hopes, a loss of social connections, a diminished sense of belonging may exacerbate such
emotions.

Upon leaving the program, some participants also claimed to have developed new
awareness. Although dropping out is not a desirable outcome, the disengagement from a
distance education program can contribute to a questioning of one's academic identity, a
clarification of goals, recognition of one’s strengths and weaknesses and an exploration of
alternative paths. Therefore, this process might have resonated as echoes of unique insights
and self-reflection for some participants.

A lack of trust that students have in the educational institution, its policies, and its
ability to support their academic journey can contribute significantly to student

disengagement and, ultimately, dropout. One participant claimed that she lost trust in the
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institution and dropped out when she had a miscommunication issue and her problem
remained unsolved, which later gave her the impression that she was deceived. Effective
communication and transparency could be vital for fostering trust between students and
institutions. If students feel uninformed about policies, procedures, or changes within the
institution, or if they perceive biases and unfair treatment, this can erode their trust. A
responsive and proactive approach to addressing issues may also foster a sense of reliability

and support.

5.3. Suggestions

This study presents a set of recommendations derived from the findings and insights gained
through this research. These recommendations are expected to guide interested parties
involving educators, policymakers, and institutions in taking actions to mitigate the

challenges and foster student retention and success in distance education programs.

5.3.1. Implications for stakeholders

e Institutions should ensure that course materials and assessment procedures are
strongly aligned if they aim to promote a positive learning environment and lower the
risk of student dropout. This alignment could be evaluated on a regular basis
requesting feedback from students which is first-hand information about what is
working well and what needs improvement.

e More consideration should go into assigning the exam venues because the
transportation and challenging logistics become a burden on people who live at a
considerable distance or need to change buildings between sessions. In this case,
proctored online exams could be offered. This would also help prevent cheating and
ensure trust.

e Students should be given weekly assessments such as portfolios or projects to
increase their engagement with the course and the online environment. Besides,

diverse assessment techniques might accommodate different learning styles.
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The materials used should be more interactive and up-to-date materials with more
practical, real-world examples in order to help students feel less disconnected and
transfer what they learn to their daily lives and future careers.

In order to promote positive faculty-student relationships, the institutions should offer
clear communication and quick response to student inquiries.

There should be more live lessons where students can interact with instructors, feel
less disconnected and become a part of a social community.

Institutions and instructors should offer opportunities for online communities since it
isn’t naturally available in online learning environments. By providing some online
discussion forums or platforms where students can engage in social interaction, the
socialization needs can be met.

The requirements, expectations, and assessment criteria for each course should be
clearly explained to students at the beginning in order to allay their worries, reduce
confusion and prevent students from perceiving this opportunity as a quick glance at
the program.

Institutions should convey their educational value clearly and fulfill what they
propose. Since students are outcomes-oriented and pragmatic by nature, if they
perceive their education as a worthwhile investment considering the cost, time, and
effort, they might exhibit greater persistence.

The institutions should invest in learning management systems (LMS) that are easy-
to-navigate, fast and intuitive in order to reduce technological barriers and improve
the overall user experience for students.

Enrollment policies and procedures should be revised and updated to better serve
students.

Institutions should regularly evaluate their policies and procedures to identify any
areas that could be improved or modified.

Students could be provided with some scholarships and disadvantaged students may
be exempted from tuition fees in order to make education more accessible and reduce

financial stress.
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e Proactive support climates should be established in order to mitigate the possible

emotional consequences.

5.3.2. Implications for potential students

e [t is important for students to be well aware of why they are enrolled in a distance
education program in the first place, how dedicated they are to achieving this goal,
and whether or not they are sufficiently informed about the department in which they
are enrolled.

e Students should be fully mindful of how open and distance education differs from
traditional education, as well as the prerequisites for each mode of delivery.

e Students should be knowledgeable of the study characteristics needed for distant
learning and capable of planning their study routines appropriately by taking into

account their unique traits.

5.3.3. Implications for further studies

e In the pre-survey developed to identify the research group, there was no item on
whether dropout students used the system to its full capacity. The existence of such
an item is crucial in determining whether the students who found the resources
insufficient were those who utilized the system well or those who were unable to use
it. It is therefore advisable to incorporate this item in future research.

e Emotional outcomes experienced by students who gave up on their distance education
endeavors are frequently overshadowed by the emphasis on reasons and therefore
have remained relatively unexplored. That’s why more studies that address the

psychological aftermath of student dropout are needed.

All in all, distance education should be viewed as an ecosystem itself and like any
natural ecosystem, distance learning has a dynamic, interconnected network. Therefore, it is
necessary to employ an all-encompassing framework that encapsulates all the

interconnections within this educational environment in order to comprehend the complex
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relationships among its stakeholders. This ecosystem is more than just a collection of its
distinct components; rather, it is a dynamic organism that is always adapting to suit the

evolving needs of students.
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APPENDIX

APPENDIX-1. Pre-Survey
Dear participant,

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project which aims to examine the
factors which might relate to students’ decisions to drop out from open and distance
learning systems and gain a better insight into students’ perceptions of their current
academic setting. This would involve you completing an online interview form which is
expected to take about 10-20 minutes to complete. If you consent to participate,
confidentiality of your responses is meticulously assured. The information provided will be
used merely for the purpose of this research project and only aggregated results will be
reported in academic publications. No other parties than researchers of this study will have
access to the information you provide. Your participation is voluntary and you are free to
withdraw consent at any time and to withdraw any unprocessed data you have previously
supplied. Upon completion of the research, all responses will anonymized and be securely

stored.

This project has received IRB approval by Anadolu University Institution of Social

Sciences Ethics Committee.
We greatly value your co-operation. Thank you for your time and consideration.

Name and Surname: ()

E-mail: ()

Phone number: ()

Gender:

() Female () Male () Prefer not to respond
Highest degree completed:

() High school () Undergraduate

() Associate () Graduate

Name of the program: ()



Type of enrollment:

() Higher Education Institutions Exam () Vertical Transfer

() Second university () Undergraduate Transfer
Have you had previous experience of open and distance learning?

() Yes ( )No

What is your current status in the program you were last enrolled in?
() I deregistered

() I am registered but I do not plan to continue

() I am registered, maybe I can continue my education

In which year did you leave the distance education program you were enrolled in?

()2022 ( )2018 ( )2014
( )2021 ( )2017 ( )2013
()2020 ( )2016 () Before 2012
( )2019 ()2015

How old were you when you dropped out from the program? ( )

What was your marital status when you dropped out from the program?

() Married () Single

What was the number of children you had when you dropped out from the program?
() None ()1 ()2 () 3 and more
Which semester were you at when you dropped out from the program?

() ()4n ()7

()2 ()s® ()8"

( )3 ( )en () 9" or more

What were your reasons for leaving the program? (You can select more than one
option)

() I did not have enough motivation to complete the program.

() Idid not get enough support from my family.

() I had too many responsibilities at work.

() I did not have enough time to study.

() My family obligations prevented me from studying.

() I did not have enough technical equipment.
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) The study materials didn’t suit my learning style.

) The program content did not meet my expectations.

) The program was very difficult.

) My time management was bad.

) I did not have the habit of studying.

) I encountered health problems.

) Student support services were inadequate.

) I had difficulty in paying the tuition.

) I could not adapt to the program.

) I had difficulty using the digital platforms where course content was presented.
) I did not like the course design.

) I did not have enough interaction with the instructors.

) I did not interact with other students enrolled in the program.
) I did not have enough interaction with the institution.

) I found the learning content insufficient.

Other reasons : ()

Would you like to participate in the individual interview, which is planned to be held

following this stage and is expected to last 20-30 minutes?

(

) Yes ( )No



APPENDIX-2. Interview Questions

Interviewer (I): I am lecturer Sevgi Elibol. We are conducting this interview as part of
the research project we are conducting with Associate Professor Aras Bozkurt to examine the
factors which might relate to students’ decisions to drop out from open and distance learning
systems and gain a better insight into students’ perceptions of their current academic setting.
This would involve you answering two interview questions. Today is January 6, 2023, and it
is 10:04 a.m. Our interview will be recorded from start to finish. If you consent to participate,
confidentiality of your responses is meticulously assured. The information provided will be
used merely for the purpose of this research project and only aggregated results will be
reported in academic publications. No other parties than researchers of this study will have
access to the information you provide. Your participation is voluntary and you are free to
withdraw consent at any time and to withdraw any unprocessed data you have previously
supplied. Upon completion of this interview, all your responses will be anonymized and be
securely stored. This project has received IRB approval. Are you participating in this

interview voluntarily?

Participant(P):

I: Thank you. If you feel ready, we can start with our first question.

P:

I: What did you go through from the time you enrolled in the program until you decided to
leave the program? In your own words, could you please describe your experiences in detail?

P:

I: Thank you very much for your valuable opinions. Would you mind providing further
information about that?

P:

I: I see, thank you. Are there any other points you would like to mention?



P:

I: There comes our second question then. How did you feel after dropping out of the system?

P:

I: Are there any other points you would like to mention?

P:

I: Thank you very much for your valuable contributions. This is the end of our interview. We

greatly value your cooperation. Thank you for your time and consideration.



APPENDIX-3. Content Analysis Process- Participants’ Comments

Content analysis process- Participants’ Comments

P6: ...l usually use the e-campus platform for
studying. The sample study questions given there
and the questions asked in the exam were very

different in difficulty.

Reasons (Theme)

o Assessment (Code)

P2: ...Iwas studying a few days before the exam.
I mean, in fact, if I started studying before the
last month or so, if I managed the time well,
there would be no problem. I was having trouble
in the exams because I was studying at the last

minute.

Reasons (Theme)
o Self-Regulation
(Code)

P14: ...Iwas going to apply for a master's
degree. When applying for a master's degree, |
was told that I should not be enrolled in any
undergraduate program at any university. So, 1

had to deregister from the program.

Reasons (Theme)
o Enrollment policies

and procedures (Code)

P11: ... At that time, I was writing my thesis and [
had to devote all my energy to that. For this
reason, I was unable to give the open education

courses sufficient weight.

Reasons (Theme)
o Other academic

pursuits (Code)

P9: ...Because I was working, I was very tired
when I came home from work. It took me an hour
and a half'to get home from work. After eating
dinner and chatting with my family, I had no time
to study.

Reasons (Theme)
o Life circumstances

(Code)

P3: ...Being enrolled in a program was a big

responsibility for me, so I felt relieved when I

deregistered.

Emotional Outcomes (Theme)

o Relief (Code)




P10: ...I didn't get too upset. I left that program.

I got enrolled in a new program. I moved on.

Emotional Outcomes (Theme)

o Indifference (Code)

P15: ... felt I fell into the void, that much is
clear. For me, it was a very important objective.
The fact that I was unable to proceed
disappointed me.

Emotional Outcomes (Theme)
o Disappointment

(Code)

P1: ...70 be honest, I was very upset because [
had canceled my registration because I could not
be enrolled in two departments at the same time
and I had to postpone my dreams because of a

problem that was not caused by me.

Emotional Outcomes (Theme)

o Sadness (Code)
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