SUCCESSFUL STRATEGIES TO
SUPPORT STUDENT LEARNING AND
RETENTION IN ONLINE COURSES

Distance education has provided colleges throughout
the country with an opportunity to increase their
enrollments by serving the educational needs of stu-
dents who have time and place constraints. Institutions
are seizing this opportunity and are offering courses, as
well as entire degree programs, online. The effectiveness
of online instruction is being studied at institutions
around the country.

At Atlantic Cape Community College, two instruc-
tors decided to examine several key elements that they
found to be important to support both student learning
and retention. The instructors incorporated the use of
collaborative learning and on-going formative and
summative feedback to support the cognitive develop-
ment of their students. A three-tiered scheduling track
was designed to support student retention.

The courses taught included an online psychology
course, and The Internet and the World Wide Web—a
computer course.

Supporting Cognitive Development

Cognitive development theories—attempting to
explain how students reason, think, or make meaning of
their classroom experiences—abound, including some
work around gender differences in how men and
women develop and express their ways of knowing.
Findings suggest that structural and stylistic differences
may have implications for different ways of teaching,
that higher education environments need to include
dialogue and discussion so that teachers, facilitators,
and students can work together to improve understand-
ing of content and achieve a comfortable, supportive
learning environment.

The basic premises of numerous theories were taken
into consideration in the design of two online courses.
The instructors developed collaborative learning
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activities as a way for students to hear multiple perspec-
tives on a topic. Through these activities, students
expressed their own voices, opinions, agreements, and
disagreements. During some of the assignments,
students worked in small groups, defended their
responses, and eventually formulated a group response.

Also, students were responsible for reading each
chapter and providing responses to questions that were
related to their readings. The instructors provided a
high level of support to the students by responding to
their homework activities within 48 hours of submis-
sion,

The teachers were amazed at the level of exchange
that took place online. It was apparent to the instructors
that even though some of the collaborative assignments
generated levels of cognitive conflict, the students were
comfortable enough within their learning environment
to share their thoughts.

Promoting Student Retention

To enhance student retention, the instructors de-
signed the course so students would have a choice of
selecting one of three scheduling tracks. For one of the
courses, the scheduling included the traditional 15-week
track, an accelerated 12-week track, or an extended 18-
week track. Students selected their track at the begin-
ning of the semester and were allowed to change their
scheduling track once during the semester with permis-
sion from the instructors. Each scheduling track had the
same assignments, but the timelines for completion
were different. The collaborative activities were inter-
spersed throughout the class, and all students partici-
pated in the activities right up to the last date of the
accelerated track.

A majority of the students initially selected the
traditional track schedule. However, as the semester
continued, the instructors found that at least one or two
students in every class experienced unexpected prob-
lems. Because there was an option of requesting a
change in their scheduling track, these students could
transition into another track easily during a stressful
time in their lives. However, even on the extended track,
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Conclusions
The combination of strategies—collaborative activi- Mondqy, MGY 28
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well as flexible scheduling—kept students supported
and connected. These elements had a positive impact on
student development and retention.
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