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The Relationship between Selected Predictor Variables and Successful t@omgdl©nline
Courses at a Selected Theological Institution
Introduction

During recent years, technology has dramatically impacted the lives watiunals and
the functioning of organizations. The technological advancement in the Internet, eomput
hardware, and software has facilitated rapid and relatively easy comtamizatween
individuals and organizations.

Institutions of higher learning, including theological institutions, have ermatgs
advancement in technology and are using rapid and relatively easy meansmfrecation to
deliver courses and degree programs from central locations to students located thitheghout
world. They have aggressively marketed on the basis of convenience and aftgrddbsiis
evidenced by the proliferation of print media and television, radio, and Internet imgurket
designed by colleges and universities to recruit students. Further, thergr@wing number of
institutions of higher learning that do not offer traditional, campus courses but omlgmdffe
courses. Others offer a mixture of on-campus and online courses (Howellm#&l8alindsay,
2003).

Students have also embraced online instruction. Many students have used their
technology coupled with the institution’s technology to complete courses and gdeagesms,
replacing on-campus classroom courses (Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005). Onfinetios is
no longer rare as a delivery methodology. In fact, most states have imssitatihigher learning
that have utilized various forms of online technology for students who may neveheisit t
campus (Dutton, Dutton, & Perry, 2002; Epper & Garn, 2003). Institutions which utilize online

technology to offer courses provide students with the option of continuing and completing their
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education in their local environment (Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005).

Online instruction assists students in reaching educational goals thabhteva been
attainable through other modes of instruction. This mode of instruction differsiieomdre
rigid on-campus mode of instruction. For example, differences include thersdartmes for
semesters, days and times for interaction, and the ability to accessitbhgandtom any
location having internet access (Carnevale, 2000; Dutton et al., 2002).

Lorenzetti (2005) contends that there are many students who either would not be able to
continue their education at the postsecondary level or who would have to settle for less than
adequate educational experiences if they were not able to take classed ondineetti also
asserts that due to their seemingly endless array of obligations and re$iieas#liating to
their work schedules, family structures, and lifestyles, these students/ariably drawn to the
less demanding yet highly functional routine of online classes.

For whatever reason, there has been growth in the number of nontraditional students
engaging in online education. This much supported fact requires a better undegystaodin
nontraditional learners and the predictors of academic success in their cogreenps.
Administrators in theological institutions of higher learning can betteestndents who are
selected based, in part, on their likelihood of success.

Online Education

In ever increasing numbers, secular and theological institutions of higineinig alike
provide nontraditional students with an alternative means for completing deggeams. With
the recent advances in electronic technology related to communication, people amchbogs
are no longer constrained by location or time. For example, surfing the trftemevarious

locations (e.g., home, school, work, etc.) at all times of the day is now commonepractic
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Embracing this means for communication, many institutions of higher learmingiag the
Internet to provide educational opportunities. Students participate in coursesti@itedgard to
day of the week, time of day, or his/her location. The Internet is, among magy, thifar
reaching, communication bridge that links students and professors. “Unigeasitss the
United States are placing an increasing emphasis on offering coursesimmrder to educate
students who are geographically dispersed without causing undue disruption to lneir dai
activities, such as work and family responsibilities” (Thirunarayananr&z?rado, 2002, p.
131). There are a number of dynamic forces impacting the demand and supply for online
courses. “The rapid expansion of the Internet as a potential course delatéyynpl combined
with the increasing interest in lifelong learning and budget resingtihas created a significant
incentive for universities to develop online programs” (Volery & Lord, 2000, p. 216)

In recent years, online education has become an attractive alternativeampus
education for adults who are unable or who are unwilling to attend classes atblgceation. A
survey conducted by Eduventures of approximately 2,000 college-bound individuals revealed
that approximately 51% of the respondents either wanted to complete theidegtiee program
online or some percentage of the degree program online (Carnevale, 2006). Oéneh rese
indicates that online education offers the flexibility that many aduld ag¢hey handle the
responsibilities of work and family life (O’Lawrence, 2006). Other concur:

It is widely acknowledged that nontraditional students (that is, working aduwitsirej

to school or students who are unable to attend classes on campus for other reasons) make

up a rapidly growing population in education today. Their educational needs and

demands are different from those of traditional students and it is these studemisnto w

online distance education is geared. (Palloff & Pratt, 2001, p. 3).

Christian Perspectives in Educatioviol. 3, No. 1, Fall 2009

Published by DigitalCommons@Liberty University, 2009 3



Christian Perspectives in Education, Vol. 3, Iss. 1 [2009], Art. 2
Completion of Online Courses 4

Many institutions have designed online degree programs to serve the aduttwdarne
desires to achieve his/her educational goals without ever visiting adnadlitiassroom and to
meet the institution’s strategic goals. Specifically, these onlingrgmus are assisting colleges
and universities in their efforts to increase overall student enrolimene{@&tBeutell, 2004).

Numerous studies (Hannay & Newvine, 2006; Schumm, Webb, Turek, Jones, & Ballard,
2006; Coma Del Corral, Guevara, Luquin, Pena, & Otero, 2006; Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, &
Mabry, 2002) have examined whether online instruction is as effective as instruotrategdrin
the traditional on-campus classroom. Hannay and Newvine found that studentegm@ine
instruction over classroom instruction. The researchers examined 217 adulsleamdistance
education course and found that these learners chose distance education ovetidhaltradi
classroom because the online courses fit better with their schedule and thessugie able to
better achieve academic goals. Schumm, Webb, Turek, Jones, and Ballard (2006) alsotfound tha
instruction offered through the distance education format was as effestovén some cases
more effective, than instruction offered through the traditional classroonaform

A study by Allen, Bourhis, Burrell, and Mabry (2002) found that instruction offered
through the traditional classroom format was slightly more appealing to sttig@misstruction
offered through the distance education format. In their study of doctoral suGenta Del
Corral, Guevara, Luquin, Pena, and Otero (2006) found no difference in course outcomes
between the students who took a course through distance education and the students who took
the same course in the traditional classroom. The issue of “no significanté e between
courses taught through distance education and courses taught in the tradagstaboh
education received much attention in Thomas L. Russell's @dwkNo Significant Difference

Phenomenonin his book, Russell examined the findings from 355 studies that were conducted

Christian Perspectives in Educatioviol. 3, No. 1, Fall 2009

http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cpe/vol3/iss1/2 4



Williams: Successful Completion of Online Courses
Completion of Online Courses 5

between 1928 and 1998 and determined that there was no significant difference in the
effectiveness of courses taught using the two methods.

The inability to provide substantial, consistent evidence whether online instructi®n is
effective as traditional classroom instruction has not hurt the popularity of amtnedtion at
most institutions of higher learning. In a report by Eduventures, almost diensiudents were
enrolled in online courses during 2004 and the number of students enrolled in online courses in
2005 was projected to be substantially higher (Carnevale, 2005). According to a repert by t
Sloan Consortium (2006), “There has been no leveling of the growth rate of online emisilime
institutions of higher education report record online enroliment growth on both a name:@c
percentage basis. Nearly 3.2 million students were taking at least one onlireeciourg the
Fall 2005 term...” (p. 1).

Background of the Study

The number of nontraditional students continues to increase on college campuses across
the United States (Bell, 2003). These students have various characteristitstitnguish them
from traditional age students. Horn (1996) provides the following descriptors foaditiotmal
students: Nontraditional students are generally over the age of 25. For varsuurs riseese
students have entered into postsecondary education at later stages in théir digidgion to
being older, nontraditional students are employed full-time. Work responsshéigeone of the
reasons nontraditional students cannot commit to the rigor of the traditionabctas&eing
older, nontraditional students are not dependent upon parents or other family members for
financial support in their educational endeavors. Due to family and work respdiesipili
nontraditional students do not often enroll in full-time course work. The majority of these

students are enrolled as part-time students
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Institutions of higher learning that offer degree programs online are miagutiains for
nontraditional students. Online degree programs oftentimes offer the figxileiéded by
nontraditional students who must hold down work and family responsibilities while pursuing a
college education. Institutions of higher learning that are able to capitalithis growing
market of students have countless windows of opportunity open to them for providing quality,
affordable education which meets the educational needs of nontraditional students.

The institution of higher learning selected for this study is a theolagsiatiution from
the southeast region of the United States. This institution began pioneering waaKieid of
distance education over forty years ago. Before online instruction irgdtthe halls of higher
education, institutions desiring to offer education at a distance did so through thEhmsai
institution began its journey in distance education by offering these courdesgc¢h pastors in
various parts of the world. During this particular time in the institution’s lyist@rrespondence
courses were so innovative and nontraditional in nature that they garnered tis¢ amtere
attention of thousands of students from across the United States as well as $tages®? other
countries throughout the world (Self-Study Report, 2005).

In recent years, the selected institution successfully made theitnafom offering
distance education courses through the correspondence format to offeringeceshacetion
courses through an online format. Bridging the gap between offering pandesnce courses
through print/mail options and offering online courses via modern technology required the
institution to upgrade its technology and to provide training related to onlimeatsh for
administrators, faculty, staff and students of the institution. Faculty, inylartigvere expected
to learn how to teach courses online while continuing to teach the same coursepus cam

Online versions of courses have been offered simultaneously with the on-campassyersi

Christian Perspectives in Educatioviol. 3, No. 1, Fall 2009

http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cpe/vol3/iss1/2



Williams: Successful Completion of Online Courses
Completion of Online Courses 7

lasting for a period of fifteen weeks, or one trimester. Often studentakella combination of
online and on-campus courses to maximize the number of courses they can takmestdr s&
meet the requirements of the degree being sought and to reduce the number efsabstacl
might face in fulfilling those requirements.

One study concluded that a sobering 78% of all students who are classified as adul
learners have been involved in distance learning programs at some time duriadubational
endeavors (Parker, 2003). This statistic is indicative of the growth in enrolineontraditional
students on college and university campuses which has occurred in recent yearsnrgheinox
95% of the student enrollment at the theological institution selected for thisisttmiyprised of
nontraditional students—students who are 25 years of age and older. The number of
nontraditional students at this institution far exceeds the number of nontraditiadeaits found
at most universities across the country (Bell, 2003).

The institution selected for this study has experienced dramatic growtlolhmesmt in
the last five years. This increase in enrollment has been largely atirtbutee increase in the
number of online students. More and more of the institution’s student body are choosimdj to enr
in online classes. The institution’s student body largely consists of adult karhese students
either work full-time or are serving full-time in a ministry-rethtea. The online course format
is an easier fit for their demanding work schedules than the traditionahgusdormat.

The online enrollment data taken from the institution’s enrollment/student database
present an unduplicated headcount for this institution’s enrollment figuresn&tude
enrolled in more than one online course during the same semester were only counirethence
institution’s total enrollment figures. Enrollment increased from 117 studskiteyt6 online

courses in Fall 2002 to 899 students taking 37 online courses in Spring 2007. The selected
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institution saw an increase in online student enroliment of 68886the five-year period. The
increase in online enroliment at the selected institution is typical of theggcne online
enrollment at colleges and universities across the United States (Ausburn,|2@@4lition, the
average number of courses in which students were enrolled showed a steady itroesase a
every semester during the five-year period. The average number of dakeseper student per
semester for the past five years at this university ranged from 1.14 in 2002 to 1.97 in 2007.

Although increases in enrollment are generally viewed as a positiveyfthewlogical
institution, there is a negative side to the growing enroliment phenomenon. éscreas
enrollment have generally been associated with increases in drop rates2@i2). Institution
administrators must figure out how to close this “back door” so that enrollmerdasesrean be
sustained over long periods of time. Although enrollment continues to increase in ontsescou
each semester at the selected theological institution, institution attatoris are concerned with
the number of courses that are dropped by students before the semester ends.

Between Fall 2002 and Spring 2007, online students at the selected theologicabimstitut
dropped an average of 106 courses per semester. The institution had an average drop out
percentage of 13.22% each semester during the last five years. Thaonstixperienced an
increase in online student withdrawal from courses of 26286 the five-year period. In a study
conducted by Diaz (2002), study results showed a drop rate of 13.5% for students enrolled in an
online health education course. In a report by Carr (2000) i@hhenicle of Higher Educatign
the following statistics were reported concerning online drop rates:

Although there is significant variation among institutions—with some reportingeour

completion rates of more than 80 percent and others finding that fewer than 50 percent of

distance-education students finish their courses—several administ@tors that
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course-completion rates are often 10 to 20 percentage points higher in traditiosa$ cour

than in distance offerings. (p. A39)

Although the selected institution’s average drop rate over the five-year pelovder than the
figure reported at most institutions, 13.22% is a high drop rate for this institutionleongithe
small number of students taking online courses.

There are a number of factors which can contribute to students deciding to drop a course
These reasons could be related to finances, family, work, or academics. Given that fa
nontraditional students have more responsibilities that are not related todkenacarena,
these students have more reasons for dropping a course than the typical tradgié@tattant
(McGivney, 1996; Kemp, 2002).

Statement of the Problem

The selected theological institution in the southeast region of the United 8t a
nontraditional student population of 95%. The students who attend this institution have a diverse
demographic makeup and sometimes struggle academically with onlines dasearious
reasons. The purpose of this study was to determine if any of the selectbtbsdeage, gender,
ethnicity, marital status, financial assistance, student status, numbeviotiprenline courses,
current online course load) were related to grade achievement of nontraditional studeras
at the selected institution.

This study was designed to address the following research question: Is there
relationship between any of the selected variables (age, gender,tgtimnéital status, financial
assistance, student status, number of previous online courses, current online couesalloa

grade achievement of nontraditional, online students at the selected institution?
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Statement of the Hypotheses

This study explored the relationships among age, gender, ethnicity, matitg) sta
financial assistance, student status, number of previous online courses, currenbontiedéoad
and grade achievement of nontraditional, online students at a theologicaliorstitiie
hypotheses were as follows:

Hi: There is a relationship between some of the selected variables (age, gdmiety,
marital status, financial assistance, student status, number of previous onlies,caurent
online course load) and grade achievement of nontraditional, online students at tkd select
institution.

Ho: There is no relationship between any of the selected variables (age, gémietye
marital status, financial assistance, student status, number of previous onlies,caurent
online course load) and grade achievement of nontraditional, online students at tkd select
institution.

Professional Significance of the Study

A number of studies have examined variables that may predict the successni$ stude
online classes. Irizarry’s (2002) study identified self-efficacy antivation as possibly being
predictors of online success. Parker’s (2003) study identified locus of control Bntbseation
as predictors of academic persistence in distance education. Waschull's (2693entified
self-discipline and motivation as being variables that may predict thessuafcstudents in
online classes. Although research in this area has been plentiful, previoushrésesanot
consistently identified which variables influence online success.

This study will contribute to the existing body of knowledge by investigating vasabl
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which may be associated with grade achievement of nontraditional, online stddentsimber

of nontraditional students continues to increase on college campuses across thetatedged S
(Bell, 2003). Prior research has shown that more and more of these students are thoosing
enroll in online courses rather than the traditional on-campus courses (Ausburn, 2004). Since
nontraditional students constitute a sizeable proportion of the student body on megy aot
university campuses (Miller & Lu, 2003), it is important that specific véagbe identified

which may hinder online academic success. By identifying the unique variabtdsmdy

hinder academic success of nontraditional online students, theological institamotsvelop
policies and programs which can encourage the success of this growing segisestuidént

body.

Although nontraditional students have an attraction for online courses, not all of these
students are able to succeed in these type courses. Early identificatuteoits who are at risk
for failure in online courses can help academic advisors steer students gitltkrection when
it comes to developing an academic plan. According to Wojciechowski and Palmer (20@5), “
identification of characteristics associated with successful onlinendésucieuld provide the
necessary information for teachers and admissions personnel to suggest cagesaaiudent
from registering for an online course” (p. 3). With the number of nontraditionalnésucie
college campuses continuing to increase, continual achievement by thesesstudelie
classes is imperative. Depending on the size of the institution, noncompletion of onlgescour
can have a profound effect on the institution’s budget, especially on the budgetd@af sma
institutions like the one in this study.

The findings from this study will help theological institutions develop onéaening

experiences which are designed to help students over the age of 25 continue to achieve.
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Institutions must remain diligent in discovering which variables cause norradjtonline
students to postpone or end their pursuit of a college degree. The discovery of théise speci
variables, along with the development of innovative, online educational programs, will have
positive benefits for both the institution and the online student. In contrast, failalentify
specific variables which may influence academic success of onlinenttude failure to design
programs designed to help these students can have negative results for both thenrastduti
the student (McGivney, 2004).
Terminology and Definitions
Age —Refers to the chronological age of the student.
Theological Institution- The Association of Theological Schools (2005) provides the following
definition of a theological school: “A theological school is a community of faith eahing
that cultivates habits of theological reflection, nurtures wise and skilledterialgractice, and
contributes to the formation of spiritual awareness and moral sensitivityA4). The
Association of Theological Schools has accredited over 250 graduate schooldmitdde
States and Canada.
Ethnicity —Students are categorized using the following ethnic descriptors (Horn, 1996, p. 52):
e “Asian/Pacific Islander: A person having origins in any of the originaplesoof the Far
East, Southeast Asia, the Indian Subcontinent, or Pacific Islands. This inclogés pe
from China, Japan, Korea, the Philippine Islands, Samoa, India, and Vietnam”;
e “African American (Black, non-Hispanic): A person having origins in any of thekbl
racial groups of Africa, not of Hispanic origin”;
e “Caucasian (White, non-Hispanic): A person having origins in any of the orjgogles

of Europe, North Africa, or the Middle East (except those of Hispanic origin)”;
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e “Hispanic: A person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South America or other
Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race”;
e Other: A person having origins in any ethnic group other than African Americam,As
Caucasian, or Hispanic.

Financial Assistance ldentifies students who receive financial aid such as federal loans or
grants.
Gender -Students are categorized as either male or female.
Grade Achievement (Pass/Fai)Grade achievement is indicated by a passing or failing grade in
the online course. Students who received a grade of A, B, or C were categopasdiag or
successfully completing the online courses. Students who received a grade 8¥PDND, WP,
or WF were categorized as failing or not completing the on line courses. A nahgeade of at
least 71 is required to receive a letter grade of at least a C at the undeggiecklaA
numerical grade of at least 78 is required to receive a letter gradieasiad C at the graduate
level.
Marital Status -Students are categorized as single, widowed, divorced, or married.
Nontraditional students Students who have attained an age of at least 25 and are now enrolled
in a religious, post-secondary degree-granting institution.
Number of Current Online Courseshe number of online courses (taken at the selected
institution) in which the student was enrolled during Spring semester 2007.
Number of Previous Online Course3 ke number of online courses (taken at the selected
institution) in which the student was enrolled prior to Spring semester 2007.
Online Course -A course offered by the selected institution in which the delivery method was

done entirely through the Internet via the e-learning software, Blackbdad®r$s obtain and
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submit assignments via Blackboard as well as interact with the professother students via
discussion boards, online chat rooms, and email.

Student Status Students are categorized as either part-time students or full-timatstude
Methods

Research Design

The research design implemented for this study was a quantitative, comegdldesign.
Logistic regression analysis was performed to determine whether or nof taeyeight
independent variables influenced the dependent variable. “Logistic regresssaa ito predict a
dichotomous criterion variable from a combination of several independent variaddestid
regression also involves a situation where the criterion variable is dagggim addition,
logistic regression analysis is used when some or all of the predictor vaaeblestegorical”
(Gliner & Morgan, 2000, p. 300).

The researcher was able to utilize the student database from the sektttgtbmto
obtain demographic and educational information for students enrolled in online coursgs durin
Spring 2007. Data were provided to the researcher by the Information Technologyri2apa
No identifying information was provided to the researcher with the student datg. Sudent
enrolled in the program during that particular semester was included in the&tede were a
total of 37 online courses with an enrollment of 899 students.

The researcher used a correlational logistic regression analysigydtst relationship of
the independent variables with the dependent variables.

This quantitative, correlational research study investigated theoredaips among age,
gender, ethnicity, marital status, financial assistance, student statusrmafrprevious online

courses, current online course lpadd grade achievement. “Although correlational research
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cannot demonstrate causal relationships, it is a necessary complementitoesxtpéresearch”
(Bauserman, 1996, p. 406). Correlational research has been described as nonexperimenta
guantitative research (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006). “In nonexperimental
guantitative research, the researcher identifies variables and may lodationships among
them but does not manipulate the variables” (Ary et al., p. 29). Nonexperimentathmediéfars
from experimental research in that researchers are not able to contrdbtirerdznexperimental
research studies. Researchers must simply take the data as they are¢essksdrt out the
data (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000).

According to Ary et al. (2006), a significance level of .05 and .01 are used frequently i
research studies. The level of significance for the analyses in this sagdsystablished at .05.

The researchers utilized logistic regression analysis and descriptigicd to answer
the research hypotheses since it has been hypothesized that eight independesg (agiabl
gender, ethnicity, marital status, financial assistance, student statusmafrprevious online
courses, current online course load) may influence one dependent variable (gradeEnaent).
Research Context

The research activities in this study covered a four-month period, from January 16, 2007,
to May 5, 2007. The research took place at a small, four-year theological instituten i
southeast region of the United States. The institution has been in existence fars49 lye
institution has a long history of being involved with distance education. For almostrdQtiiea
institution has been offering courses in a distance education format to supplementske c
offerings in the traditional classroom format. In the late 1960s the institoéigan offering
correspondence (print mail) courses to pastors around the world who could not reltalate t

courses at the institution’s main campus. Correspondence courses became ptipthar wi
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institution’s distance learning students and these courses became a magob&oatrse
delivery for the institution. The institution continues to offer courses through didizerning to
supplement its course offerings in the traditional classroom format. Howevdistiece
learning courses are now being offered entirely online rather than through ailint m

The selected institution utilizes Blackboard software to offer online coursess t
students. Through Blackboard, students are able to access their online coursesaatavittier
the professor and other students taking the course via a live chat room and aodismessi.
Students are also able to obtain course materials such as announcements, taluwrsecylrse
schedule, online lectures, lecture notes, quizzes, exams, discussion questiorngraaldieks
which help students in fulfilling online course requirements. Online courses arecdifi an
asynchronous format which means that the professor and the students are not rehaired t
online at the same time in order to communicate with each other. Students may pespand r
to online discussions at anytime during a 24-hour day. This institution has beemgutiliz
Blackboard to offer online courses to its students for the past five years.

The courses offered by the theological institution are identical, regauaflése format
used to deliver the courses. The on-campus and online version of the courses have the same
course descriptions, objectives, assignments, and are normally taught &méhprefessor. The
selected institution offers six degree programs: one at the bachelef'sféer at the master’s
level, and one at the doctoral level. The four master’s level programs can inedbetairely
online.

The institution has approximately 1,047 students. The institution has a diverse student
body. The students’ ages range between 19 and 77, with an average age of 41. The ethnic

makeup of the student body population is as follows: 55% Caucasian, 32% Africanameric

Christian Perspectives in Educatioviol. 3, No. 1, Fall 2009

http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cpe/vol3/iss1/2



Williams: Successful Completion of Online Courses
Completion of Online Courses 17

9% Asian, 2% Hispanic, and 2% Other. Three hundred seventy-five (375) students &d enrol
in the institution’s undergraduate program (Bachelor of Arts in Religionh@idred thirty-

eight (638) students are enrolled in the institution’s four master's degraamogVaster of
Divinity, Master of Arts in Biblical Counseling, Master of Arts in Christatudies, and Master
of Arts in Leadership). Thirty-four (34) students are enrolled in the institstDoctor of

Ministry program. The student body population at the selected institution isylagyeprised of

part-time, male students. Of the 303 full-time students, 210 are male students anteaibe

students. Of the 744 part-time students, 575 are male students and 169 are female students.

The institution is primarily a commuter institution. Students either drive toaimpus to
take courses or courses are offered to students via the World Wide Web. Glasdfsed in
the traditional classroom format five days and three nights each week durirvgei 5
semester. The institution also offers Saturday classes which takeipé&a&aturdays during the
15-week semester. Each Saturday class lasts approximately eight hourg.tBeisummer, the
institution offers online classes during a 15-week semester.

The mission of the institution is to provide theological education to Christian ménister
and leaders around the world. A major goal of the institution has always been tatgradu
ministers who were competent in preaching and teaching the biblical mesdageding the
church to obey the Great Commission, in counseling and guiding the confused, anishgnasrit
an extension of ministry” (Witty, 1993, p. 32). The academic programs offered by theiorst
prepare students to serve in various leadership roles within the local church. Steckaes
training in Bible and theology, preaching, counseling, leadership, Christiartieduead other
ministry-related subjects.

The institution is governed by a seventeen-member board. The institution’s
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administration consists of the institution’s President, the Chief Acadeffiger, the Chief
Financial Officer, the Director of Student Affairs, the Director ofitasbnal Effectiveness, the
Registrar, the Librarian, the Admissions Director, and the Director oh€igaAid. The
institution has 14 full-time faculty members and 23 part-time faculty mesnibke institution
has 17 full-time support staff. The facilities consist of three buildings wiocdise the
administrative offices, individual classrooms, and the library.
Research Participants

The research participants for this study consisted of all students enradieléast one
online course offered at the selected institution during Spring 2007. The Regaffia€'s
provided a list of 37 online courses that were offered Spring 2007. All courses weee &dfe
college credit and were offered entirely online with no face-to-face coempoFrom these
courses, a total of 899 students were selected for inclusion in the sample. Thareavarage
of 24 students in each course. Since the number of students enrolled in online classastedpre
more than 80 percent of the entire student body, the decision was made to include all of the
students who enrolled in online courses for the Spring 2007 semester in the study. Thiemstit
has a diverse student body. The study consisted of 706 male students (79%) and 193 female
students (21%). The students’ ages ranged between 20 and 72 with an average age of 41. The
study included 610 graduate students and 289 undergraduate students. The ethnic makeup of the
study population consisted of 61% Caucasian, 31% African American, 5% Asian, 2% Hispanic
and 1% Other.

The student characteristics of the study population mirror that of the geneleitsbody
population. The description of the online learners at the selected institutioelfitsith Pallof

and Pratt’s (2003) and Gilbert’s (2001) description of online learners:
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There is an ongoing debate in the academic world about who is attracted to online
learning. It has been assumed that it is predominantly adult learners wiuonliake
courses because online learning allows them to continue working full time end ttt
their family obligations through the delivery of anytime, anywhere etucathe

“typical” online student is generally described as being over twentyéaes of age,

employed, a caregiver, with some higher education already attained, atiy ldagig to

be either male or female (Gilbert, p. 74). Online students may be nontraditional

undergraduate, graduate, or continuing education students. (p. 3)

In selecting which institution to include in the study, the researcher igergéveral
theological institutions affiliated with the same accrediting body whichedds theological
institutions. The researchers selected this particular institution due saygeenumber of
nontraditional students which makeup the student body population. Approximately 96% of the
students who enrolled in online courses during the Spring 2007 semester were 25 ypam of a
older. Today, nontraditional students make up a large portion of the student body on most
college and university campuses (Chao & Good, 2004; Evelyn, 2002; Kinsella, 1998; Miglietti &
Strange, 1998). This institution had a sufficient number of students for this typeyof stud
enrolling in online courses each semester.

Instrumentation

No research instruments were used in this research since the data whkicts&geto test
the research hypothesis had been previously collected and stored in the selgtttioniss
enrollment database and only needed to be extracted from the database for sstudythi
Procedures

The researchers identified and selected a theological institution in theastern region
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of the United States from a list of theological institutions accredited bsatihe national
accrediting agency. The researchers contacted the President ofitheanstia telephone and
written communication to schedule a meeting to discuss the proposed study. Tieheesear
provided the President with complete information regarding the study and requestesipa
from the President to use the institution’s data in the research study. Téremese explained to
the institution’s president that the following information from the institutiontslément/student
database was needed for the study: age, gender, ethnicity, marital stahsafiassistance,
student status, number of previous online courses, current online course load and grades of
students who enrolled in online classes during Spring 2007.

After obtaining approval from the institution’s president to include theurisin in the
study, the researchers contacted the Institutional Review Board (IRB)esty University to
obtain approval to use human subjects in the proposed study. Approval was granted by the IRB
on May 31, 2007. Since research involving human subjects may have ethical issuetedssocia
the pre-existing data collected for the study from the student/enrollmebidatwas collected,
recorded, and maintained in such a way that anonymity of the participants andrtatiidef
the student information was preserved.

The selected institution collects demographic information on its students iatehe t
students apply for admission. This information is transferred from an online stpgéoaton
to the institution’s enroliment/student database. At the beginning and end of eastesethe
institution also collects information regarding students’ grades in its studabtida which
includes information regarding grades students receive in courses, cumulade@gra
average, withdrawals from courses, financial assistance, the current rafrotestit hours in

which students are enrolled, and the previous number of credit hours students haveadesady t
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All eight independent variables and the one dependent variable were extractéaefrom
enrollment/student database.
Data Collection

The data for this research study were collected from the enrollnueletistdatabase of
the selected institution. The theological institution providing data for this stadyan institution
which has been accredited by the Transnational Association of Christian CGol&ehools
(TRACS). TRACS was recognized by both the United States Department cltibduend the
Council for Higher Education as a national accrediting body for theologi¢altimns, colleges,
universities, and seminaries. Most institutions have a standard procedure fdimgplle
demographic, enrollment, and course grade data from students. These data arg colfecaédd
at the time a student applies for admission to the institution as well as whenagedebmitted
at the end of each semester. Annual requests of enrollment data from TRACS I|ateythged
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) compel these institutiossite the integrity
of the data which are collected and maintained in their enroliment/student database
Data Analysis

The analysis began with descriptive statistics. Summary statistatsas means and
standard deviations, were computed and histograms were generated for quantiiatesvar
Frequencies were tabulated and bar graphs were generated for categaabies.

One of the first steps in conducting a logistic regression was to check for
multicollinearity. “Multicollinearity occurs when there are high iotarleations among some set
of the predictor variables. In other words, multicollinearity happens when two erprexdictors
contain the same information” (Morgan, Leech, Gloeckner, & Barrett, 2004, p. 127). The

measures which were utilized to assess collinearity were the tolefrsneeand the variance
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inflation factor (VIF) (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998).

These measures tell...the degree to which each independent variable is explaineed by

other independent variables. In simple terms, each independent variable become a

dependent variable and is regressed against the remaining independent variables.

Tolerance is the amount of variability of the selected independent variableptahes

by the other independent variables. Thus very small tolerance values denote high

collinearity. The VIF is equal to 1/tolerance. (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, &BpRa93).
VIF greater than 10 is generally considered to be an indication that muleewoity exists in the
data (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black).

A logistic regression model is frequently used when the dependent variable is
dichotomous. LeY be the dependent variable, which takes on values 1 (event) and O (nonevent).
Further, lep denote the probability that an observation is an event, tha£iB(Y = 1). The
logistic regression models the log-odds of an event as a function of a lindanatam of the

intercept and slope parameters:

In(liJ =a+ X+ X, + 4 B X,

Unlike the ordinary regression, there is no closed-form solution for the paraniéiensfore,
these parameters must be obtained by an iterative process using a coem@uisPSS).
With the obtained estimates, it can be shown that

expla + }91}1 + 523(2 +eet B\k,\xk}
1+expla + SX, + X, ++-+ B X}

p=

which gives the estimated probability that an observation évant. Usually, when this
probability is greater than 0.5, the observation is classafiegvent. Otherwise, it is classified as

nonevent.
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Like the ordinary regression, there are several optmmegafiable selection. In the
present study, a backward-elimination method is used. Nantatje of this method is that it
can include a variable that does not have a strong atisnciath the dependent variable by
itself but has some contribution in the model with the presenather variables. Of course,
such a variable will not be detected when a forwardzgetemethod is used.

To check the model fit, the correct classification rate seasidered and the Hosmer-
Lemeshow test was used. The Hosmer-Lemeshow test stagststres the correspondence of
the actual and predicted values of the dependent variatblettér model fit was indicated by a
smaller difference in the observed and predicted classific@itiain, Anderson, Tatham, &
Black, 1998). The significance of the test was assdssadhi-square distribution. A good
model fit was indicated by a nonsignificant test result (Haidekson, Tatham, & Black).
Results
Description of Participants

During Spring 2007, there were 899 students enroll&T ionline courses at the selected
theological institution. Of the 899 students who were enrolledline@courses at the selected
theological institution during Spring 2007, there were 706 n{@@%) and 193 females (21%).
At the end of the semester, 712 (79%; 563 male, 149 fe¢staldents passed the online courses
and 187 (21%; 143 male, 44 female) students failed the ardumses.

Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables

According to the descriptive statistics (minimum, maximum, maad standard
deviation) for the three quantitative, independent variables ageious online courses, and
current online courses), students who failed the online eswvere slightly younger than those

who passed the online courses. Furthermore, the studeatsassed the online courses had
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more experienced taking online courses than those who &aitkthey took fewer courses
during the current semester than those who failed. Acaptdithe descriptive statistics for the
five categorical, independent variables (ethnicity, gendentahatatus, financial assistance, and
student status), more males enrolled in and passed the cwmlirees than did females and more
Caucasians enrolled in and passed the online coursegithamy other ethnic group.
Furthermore, no Hispanics failed any online courses takendescriptive statistics also show
that more married students enrolled in and passed the oalirges than did any other group.
Furthermore, no widows failed any online courses takeaddlition, more students who
received financial assistance enrolled in and passed the oalinges than students who did not
receive financial assistance and more part-time studentéeenroand passed the online courses
than did full-time students.

Histograms (Figures 1 — 3) for the quantitative, independetdbles are presented
below. “A histogram is used to indicate frequencies @nge of values. A histogram is used
when the number of instances of a variable is too largei to list all of them” (George &
Mallery, 2006, p. 84). Figure 1 shows a clearly-defipedk in reference to age for students who
passed the online courses and students who failed thecdbhespeaks in both instances are
fairly close in value to the mean. There are no obviotieeaiwith this particular quantitative

variable.

Christian Perspectives in Educatioviol. 3, No. 1, Fall 2009

http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cpe/vol3/iss1/2

24



Williams: Successful Completion of Online Courses
Completion of Online Course5

Figure 1.Histogram for Age
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Figure 2 shows a clearlyefined peak in reference to previous online caufsestudent:
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are no obvious outliers with this particular queative variable

Figure 2.Histogram for Previous Online Cour
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Figure 3 shows a peak in reference to current eccourses for students who passed
online courses and students who failed the cowrbésh is not as clearly defined as the peak
Figures 1 and 2. The peaks for students who pdksathline courses and students who fe
the courses are fairly clesn value to the mean. There are no obvious ositigth this

particular quantitative variable.

Figure 3.Histogram for Current Online Cour:
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Bar graphs (Figures 48) for the categorical, independent variables &e resented belo
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Figure 4.Bar Graph for Gender
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Figure 4 shows that the majority of students whmkiad in and passed the online courses \
male.

Figure 5.Bar Graph for Ethnicit
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Figure 5 shows that the majority of students whmkiad in and passed the online courses \
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Caucasian.

Figure 6.Bar Graph for Marital Statt
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Figure 6 shows that the majority of students whmkied in and passed the online courses \
married.
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Figure 7.Bar Graph for Financial Assistar
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Figure 7 shows that the majority of students whmkiad in and passed the online cour
received financial assistance.

Figure 8.Bar Graph for Student Stat
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Figure 8 shows that the majority of students who enrolleshéthpassed the online courses were
enrolled part-time.
Mulitcollinearity

One of the first steps in conducting a logistic regressionaevalseck for
multicollinearity. The measures which were utilized to assdbsearity were the tolerance
value and the variance inflation factor (VIF) (Hair, Andersbatham, & Black, 1998).

When performing the descriptive analysis on the eight iexlégnt variables, it was
discovered that no Hispanic and no widowed students failedfahe online courses. This
observation caused a problem for conducting a logisticssigre To resolve this problem, the
Hispanic and the Other categories were combined for ethaiit the divorced and widowed
categories were combined for marital status. New varidbtesthnicity (“ethnicity2”) and
marital status (“marital2”) were created as follows:

“ethnicity2”: (1 = Caucasian; 2 = African American; 4 = Asi& = Hispanic or Other)
“marital2”: (1 = Married; 2 = Single; 5 = Divorced or Widowed

To assess multicollinearity (i.e., interdependence) amongdiep@mdent variables, an
ordinary multiple-regression analysis was conducted. bfogtg, both “ethnicity2” and
“marital2” variables were converted into sets of indicatoraides (variables that take on only
Os and 1s). For example, for “ethnicity2,” the indicatoraldes were:

U; = 1 if Caucasian

U; = 0 otherwise

U, = 1 if African American
U, = 0 otherwise

U, = 1if Asian
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U, = 0 otherwise
No indicator variable was created for the Hispanic-or-Othtegory because this group can be
defined by setting all thrdds to zero.

A multiple-linear regression was conducted to compute theneariamflation factors
(VIFs). The dependent variable, grade, was used fguuhmse of assessing multicollinearity
(i.e., VIF values do not change regardless of what akpervariable is selected). All VIFs are
less than the conventional criterion value of 10. This sugtestthere is no significant
interdependence among the independent variables.

Logistic Regression

Logistic regression analysis was performed to determinégwher not any of the eight
independent variables influenced the dependent varialbgistic regression is used to predict a
dichotomous criterion variable from a combination of sevaddpendent variables. Logistic
regression also involves a situation where the criterionblaria categorical. In addition,
logistic regression analysis is used when some or all girtrdiictor variables are categorical”
(Gliner & Morgan, 2000, p. 300).

Model Selection

A logistic regression analysis was conducted using gratteatependent variable and
age, gender, ethnicity2, marital status2, financial assistar@gpus online courses, current
online courses, and student status as the independent \arfableckward-elimination method
was used to select the best predictors of grade. A sigriédamel of 0.05 was used for the
removal of the least significant variable at each step. &bkeward-elimination method removed
a total of five independent variables, which were marital stages®ler, current online courses,

financial assistance, and student status, in that particular dtdemdependent variables which
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remained in the model were age, ethnicity2, and previoliiseocourses. Both age and ethnicity2
havep-values near zero, indicating that these variables havedaggees of contributions in the
current logistic regression model. Tipalue for previous online courses was .018.

The logistic regression model utilized in this study, with thredipt@rs, was:

In(ﬁj =a+ BiX + foX, + fXs.

With the obtained estimates for the parameters, the fitted medehsvfollows:

|n(1 pr — 0.811+ 0.037(age + 0.054 preonling
—0.832caucasian—1.772africaname) — 1.425 asian).

To illustrate this fitted model, for a 35-year-old Caucasiasqgewho has previously taken 6

online courses, the estimated log-odds of passing the coarse

|n(1 P j — 0.811+ 0.037(35) + 0.054(6)
—0.832(1) —1.772(0) —1.4250) = 1.598
Therefore, the estimated probability of passing the cdarglis person was:

exp{l.598
1+exp{l.598

p= - 0832

Because this probability was greater than 0.5, this persattvee classified as passing the
course.
Predictive Power and Model Fit

One way to assess the fit of a model is to examine its predmdiwer. This may be done
by considering the model’s correct classification rate. Basdtie current model, 711 out of the
712 individuals who passed the online courses were classdreekctly as passing. Thus,
“sensitivity” was 711/712 = 99.9%. However, only 2 outted 187 individuals who failed the
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online courses were classified correctly as failing. Thepsecificity” was 2/187 = 1.1%. “False
positive” was 185/896 = 20.6%, and “false negative” was=133.3%. The overall rate of
correct classification was 713/899 = 79.3%.

It is evident that the current model classifies individuals wissguhthe course well but
not those who failed the course. This was due, in partettatt that the number of individuals
who failed was very small in the data (only 20.8% of thal teample size).

The current model classifies a large number of individuapgmasing and a very small
number of individuals as failing the online courses. Thus,may use the cut value of 0.75
instead of the conventional 0.5. By using this higher cut yéseasitivity” is 527/712 = 74.0%,
“specificity” is 79/187 = 42.2%, “false positive” is 108/896.7.0%, and “false negative” is
185/264 = 70.1%. The overall correct classification rate &38® = 67.4%.

In addition, a Hosmer-Lemeshow test was conducted tssasefit of the current
model. The null hypothesis for the Hosmer-Lemeshow test'i#g@ Model fits,” and the
alternative hypothesis was yHVlodel does not fit.” For the current model, the result of the
Hosmer-Lemeshow test wg¥8) = 9.592p = 0.295. At the 0.05 level of significance, this test
was nonsignificant, which indicates that there was no sutataaidence of lack of fit.

Discussion

The results of the findings supported the research hygistivbich stated that there was
a relationship between some of the selected variablesgagger, ethnicity, marital status,
financial assistance, student status, number of previous @olimees, current online course
load) and grade achievement of nontraditional, online studettie selected institution. A
logistic regression, backward-elimination method was utilizegterchine which of the eight

independent variables were the best predictors of gréuevament. Ap-value ofp < .05 was
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utilized to determine the removal of the least significant vaisaBliwe of the variables (gender,
marital status, financial assistance, student status, and comiiet course load) hgsvalues
greater than .05 and thus were removed from the mokedeTf the eight independent variables
(age, ethnicity, and number of previous online counsesg found to have a statistically
significant relationship with the dependent variable (grade aament). Age and ethnicity had
p-values near zero, indicating that these variables haddagyees of contribution in the current
logistic regression model and number of previous onlinesesthad @-value of .018. In

addition, approximately 79% of the students enrolled in thie@nourses for the selected
semester were male and approximately 21% were female.

This research sought to discover whether certain variatflasnced the grades of
nontraditional, online students at a particular theological institufitthough online courses are
becoming more popular with nontraditional students on uniyezainpuses, past research has
shown that these students do not always have successpietiomthese type courses. High
drop out rates among online students have been consistgmilyed on college and university
campuses across the United States. By discovering thélearighich may impede the academic
success of nontraditional online students, theological instituteomsl@velop policies and
programs which can help these students consistently succeed
Interpretation of the Findings

The research findings indicated that a student’s age, ethraniiythe number of
previous online courses the student had taken has antiorpatether the student will pass an
online course. In the model developed for this study, ageatstrong association with grade
achievement, having a positive slope coefficient of (+0.087Qeneral, this indicates that as a

student’s age increases, the likelihood that the student willpassline course also increases.
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Research results showed that the older students weremolmned to pass the online courses
while the younger students were more inclined to fail the onboeses. This finding concerning
age was consistent with earlier findings by Didia and Had8&8) and Wojciechowski and
Palmer (2005). Didia and Hasnat found that “the oldertthdest, the better the grade” (p. 105).
Research conducted by Wojciechowksi and Palmer foundltdtert students faired better in
online courses than the younger students in that the oldenssugceived higher grades in the
courses.

Furthermore, in the model developed for this study, etlyniais also found to have a
strong association with grade achievement among nontradittomnizle students. Overall,
ethnicity had g-value near zero, indicating that this variable contributedlgreathe success
of online students. This finding concerning ethnicity wassient with earlier findings by
Clayton and Cate (2004) and Strage (1999) who alsalfthat an individual’s ethnicity
impacted the person’s ability to pass an online course.

The research results also showed that the Hispanic/Othgopateiith ap-value of
0.019) had the highest percentage of students passinglthe courses, followed by the
Caucasian category, the Asian category, and the Africagridam category. The slope
coefficients for the indicator variables related to ethnicigyenall negative (—0.832 for
Caucasian; —1.772 for African American; —1.425 for Asidhg results indicate that these three
ethnic categories of students were less likely to pass ominsas compared to Hispanics/Other
category of students. In particular, Hispanic/Other studeetts more likely to pass online
courses than African American students. These resultssupported by other studies by
Clayton and Cate (2004) and Strage (1999) who alsalfthat a particular ethnic group

performed better than others in online courses. ClaytoiCatelfound that White and Hispanic
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students performed better than Asian students, while Stragd tbat White students performed
better than Hispanic and Asian students.

Finally, the model showed that previous online coursethethird variable which had a
positive association with grade achievement among nontraditamiade students, having a
positive slope coefficient of (+0.054). This finding sugg#sés the more previous experience a
student has in taking online classes, the greater the likdlibiothe student passing subsequent
online courses. The research results showed that antelering majority of the students who
had previously taken a large number of online courseseplatheir current online courses. This
finding concerning previous online courses was consistiéntearlier findings by Duplin-

Byrant (2004) and Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005). Wolmeski and Palmer found that
there was “a positive and statistically significant relationship batwlee number of previous
online courses taken and the grade students receivetina oourses” (p. 14). Duplin-Byrant
found that previous online courses had a positive assocwitiostudent performance and,
therefore, was identified by the researcher as a variadtleahnld be used to distinguish which
students would complete an online course.

Although logistic regression demonstrated that both age &wibps online courses have
a positive impact on whether or not nontraditional students wiasdd online courses,
correlational analysis showed that these two variables asegmificantly correlated with each
other ¢€(897) = —.006p = .851). Further analysis of these variables individudgiyonstrated
that as the age of students increase, their chances ofgoaskne courses also increase.
Similarly, as the number of previous online courses as&g, the probability of a student

passing subsequent online course also increases.
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Implications for Practice

As institutions of higher learning increase their understandihgw certain
demographic and academic variables influence gradevachént, institutional administrators
may discover ways to enhance their academic prograchstadent support services to
overcome barriers which may hinder a student’s succesdiime courses. In addition, the
discovery of specific variables which may influence gractievement of nontraditional, online
students may also impact the way professors design aalurses and the various teaching
methods professors utilize when delivering online coursestrlictor preparation, course
development, instructor accessibility, and course monitorig@lécritical elements of effective
online courses” (McEwen, 2001, pp. 101-102).

The study results revealed that students between thefaZ@suwad 34 did not fare as
well as the older students when taking online courses. Thg #gults also revealed that
students who had taken four or fewer online courses mere likely to fail subsequent online
courses. Students who are younger and/or have nmpssanline course experience may “lack
the necessary independence and time management skileirfeeg@ersistence” (Wojciechowski
& Palmer, 2005, p. 12). Based on these results, institutammainistrators may want to consider
whether it would be beneficial to require some form of orpilaeement testing or possibly a
prerequisite course related to online instruction and computanagy before allowing
younger students and those students who have no preribine experience or very little online
experience to enroll in online courses.

A standardized set of guidelines could be constructed thaireeattendance at an

orientation session, or block a student from taking the onér&on at all (if a more

traditional format was available). No one wants to prevenestsdrom taking their
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choice of classes, but prerequisites are already in placeaioy higher education
courses, and placement tests are commonly used ®giladents into remedial and other
courses. Results from this study indicate that a set oframgfoerequisites could be
created for online courses as well to help enhance stadecess rates. (Wojciechowski

& Palmer, p. 13)

These measures may serve better to familiarize youngemssuals well as students who are new
to online course work with the rigors of online study and/ipkethese students with an
opportunity to begin their online experiences with a grezdtance of succeeding.

In reference to the ethnicity of students taking onlineses) African-American students
and Asian students did not perform as well as the Hispanies/@tla the Caucasian students.
Institutional administrators may consider requiring all faculty tmens (full-time and adjunct) to
incorporate an online component in all traditional, face-to-€aceses offered by the university.
Although this idea has been suggested by institutional administréatbas not been made a
mandatory requirement for all faculty members and thexefome traditional courses have been
developed with no online component. Including an online compioin all traditional, face-to-
face courses may serve as a less intimidating introductioe tante environment for African-
American and Asian students, provide a smoother transitiomimitee course work, and
possibly help these students perform better in future ootineses.

Prior research has proven that not all students are suitdgefonline environment.
Therefore, institutional administrators may want to considerigrgy additional training for
academic counselors who provide academic counseling terstuctlated to online courses.
This training may assist academic counselors in helping sgidelect the learning environment

which is most appropriate for their learning needs. “Witlargety of course venues available, it
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is important to select the format that provides the greatesttopiity for each individual
student” (Wojciechowski & Palmer, 2005, p.11).
Limitations of the Study

The current study had several limitations which must be meutidiee study was
limited to one theological institution with a majority student populadiomontraditional
students. Approximately 95% of the students enrolled atefleetsd institution were 25 years of
age or older. Approximately 96% of the participants in théystample were 25 years of age or
older. The study was also limited to one dependent variat@ldg@chievement) and the
following independent variables: age, gender, ethnicity, nhatagus, financial assistance,
student status, current online courses, and previous oolimgec The participants in the study
were limited to the students who enrolled in online courses aetheted institution during
Spring 2007. This semester was selected because titwtims had its highest online enrollment
(899 students) in the institution’s history and the institutionreff¢he highest number of online
courses (37 courses) in its history. The sample sizeedfligpanic/Other students can also be
considered a limitation of the study. Even though the daigestithat Hispanic/Other students
perform better than the other ethnic groups in online esugven the small number of
Hispanic/Other students included in the study, this could hem@r@d by chance. The study
was limited to courses which were offered completely onlinig, no face-to-face component.
No hybrid courses were included in this study.
Recommendations for Future Research

Based on the findings from this study, several recomatents are suggested for areas
of future research related to nontraditional, online studehtsniajority of the participants in

this study were part-time, nontraditional students. Futurenesehould be conducted to
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determine if the findings from this study can be replicatedhiaraheological institutions with
full-time, traditional students. Approximately 21% of the stusl@vho enrolled in online courses
at the selected theological institution during Spring 2007 faileddlirses in which they were
participating. A qualitative study should be conducted to déterthe reasons students were not
academically successful in these courses. Interviews ctetlwith actual online students could
provide institutional administrators with factors related to onlinessotailures from a student
perspective. Approximately 23% of students who had naque online course experience or
very little online course experience failed the online coursesich they participated. Further
research should be conducted to determine what factsedthese students to perform poorly
in their initial experiences with online course work. Could thdent’s poor performance be
related to a lack of computer skills, a lack of motivation (eitfirnal or external), a lack of
discipline, the structure of the online course, or some tdlb&rs?

Moreover, the study results revealed that the performain&fican-American students
and Asian students in online classes was not equivalent tertioerpance of Hispanic/Other
and Caucasian students. Further research should becteddo determine if there are any
problems specific to these two ethnic groups such as laadusgers which may hinder their
success in online courses. The study results revealedldea students perform better in online
courses than younger students. Further research steuatthducted to determine if the maturity
level of the students significantly impact their success in emourses. Further research should
also be conducted to determine if the older students wadeiate or undergraduate students.
Online courses traditionally have high drop out ratestl@past five years, the selected
institution has had an average online drop out rate of 13@&2%emester in its online courses.

Further research should be conducted to determine ifithaneelationship between the
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institution’s online drop out rate and the academic and/oecgaals of the online students. The
retention of online students is a prevailing concern at most instisu Given the size of the
student body at this particular theological institution, the retenfigs students, in particular its
online students, should be of utmost importance.
Conclusion

This study was a four-month study of nontraditional, onlindesits at a theological
institution located in the southeast region of the United StatesalQtke results of the research
conducted in this study may have important implications for oeltheeation and nontraditional
students. Determining which variables impact the succesdinéstudents can assist online
faculty in designing online courses as well as assist theml@ating the best teaching methods
to utilize when delivering online courses. In addition, theanrederesults can assist the selected
institution in designing academic programs and students dugggoices which may help online
students continue to achieve. Although the findings from thdysdo not fully explain all the
reasons why nontraditional, online students do not alwaygeddo online courses, the findings
from the study do help advance the research in thisespacially as it relates to theological

institutions.
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