
Hello again
So far in this series of talks about distance education I’ve concentrated on student support as the way 
of increasing student success.
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But of course when it comes to increasing student retention there’s another avenue 
to explore – course design.  I’ve spent most of my life in student support and my 
experience of course design is largely in trying to help students who’ve run into 
difficulties trying to understand something in a course.  In addition there doesn’t 
seem to be much research into course design for retention so in this talk I’m 
exploring some unknown territory. 
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There may be four ways of designing courses to increase student retention (you may 
think of others).  I’ll take these in turn. 
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Course Workload would seem an obvious area in which retention would be affected. A high 
workload would lead to high dropout given that students tell us again and again that the main 
reason they dropout is because of lack of time.

But several studies in the OU have found no link between reported high workload and 
dropout.  That’s seems not only counter-intuitive but counter to some tutor’s experience 
such as my own.  A number of years ago I taught a course ‘Technology of Music’ which it 
rapidly became clear was very overloaded for its credit rating – it was a victim of ‘course 
team exuberance’ – they could resist throwing in everything that interested them.

So our research methodology may be at fault somewhere or maybe it’s as my students used 
to tell me - it wasn’t the quantity of material but the sheer number of new, different and 
often unrelated concepts that was the problem.
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Let’s look then at course structures.  Some colleagues of mine looked at courses with 
high dropout .  They found that they had these characteristics.

But there are two problems
1. The findings are now quite old – the OU has no TV programmes and very few 

residential schools these days
2. More importantly – the student intakes to these courses may well be different.

We do now have ways of predicting a student’s probability of success using statistical 
methods, so we could now ‘benchmark’ courses – that is we could see what their 
retention rates should be for their particular student intake.  I believe that there is 
a project taking this forward at the OU now.

Another colleague of mine took a different approach
#
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She studied an OU course that was known to have unusually high retention compared 
with similar courses.  It was called AD317 ‘Religion Today: Tradition, Modernity and 
Change’.  

She found that the course differed from others in the same faculty, in that it had very 
high level of flexibility in the choice of materials to study, the time at which it had to 
be studied, and in assessment topics.  

In effect it seems to me that the course recognized the reality of how distance 
learners have to study.  I think we often have an idealized view of how our students 
study that doesn’t recognize the reality of their lives, and their need to skim skip and 
scrape just to get through.
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When it came to course assessment strategies there were two main ways for 
improving course retention.  One was to introduce ‘Formative assessment’ -
assignments at the beginning of a course which were assessed and feedback given to 
the student but which didn’t form part of the course assessment.
#
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In the OU there was a course which was rewritten and brought in formative 
assessment.

This is the ‘rivergram’ that I showed in my first presentation.  It shows how students 
dropped out during this course before formative assessment was brought in.  Imagine 
that students are salmon travelling upstream and having to leap over various weirs 
which are assignments.  At each weir or assignment some salmon or students make it 
over and continue upstream in the ‘progress’ channel but some dropout down the 
exit channel.

Some skip the first assignment and come back to the second but very few.  More 
dropout at each successive assignment. 

Now in the rewritten version of the course the first assignment was formative:
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- we found that whilst some students skipped the formative assessment more 
students did it than in the first version of the course.  And more students came back 
to do the second assignment.  Overall more students continued on in the progress 
channel than in the first version.

So we believe that formative assessment works and more OU courses are now using 
it.  Interestingly both Professors Mantz Yorke and John Hattie believe that formative 
assessment is one of the most crucial factors for increased retention.   

The second assessment possibility was to do away with the final formal exam
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-and it replace it with an ‘end of course assessment’ – essentially an extended piece 
of continuous assessment.  This did push up completion rates by 10% or more but 
there’s a price to be paid – how do you maintain academic credibility in purely 
continuous assessment system?  And there will always be higher level courses with an 
exam to come!

But there’s still a lot of work to be done on assessment and retention, and I think 
there’s a lot of possibilities particularly using online formative assessment – short 
rapid feedback items - as a way of giving students quick formative feedback
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My fourth possibility for retention is course content. I think there may be two theories that 
might be helpful: 

#  These are Keller’s ‘ARCS’ theory which is a motivational model, and

‘Cognitive Load Theory’ (Sweller) which is a cognitive model.

The two theories may be helpful together as they address students holistically 
rather than as either purely emotional or cognitive entities.

Take Keller’s theory first
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Keller suggests that in order to motivate students to learn you need to 

• Get their Attention

• Ensure that what you are doing is Relevant to what their needs 

• Enhance their Confidence in the process

• So that they are Satisfied with the outcomes.

But even if true what are the ways in which you can apply those concepts?

#
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There are perhaps two aspects of attention – getting it and keeping it

#
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According to psychologists there are a number of ways of getting attention, most 
importantly through 

1. Incongruity – humour is the best example –

2. Displaying empathy – difficult in text but stories and sharing personal thoughts 
can go some way

3. Authority - displaying expertise

Many OU distance texts seem to take an opposite line 

– They are serious – humour seems to out of place

- Sometimes written in impersonal terms and ignoring (for instance) that students 
may be feeling anxious about the material they’re trying to learn

- Sometimes anonymous or only the author’s name given without any 
qualifications.

-which is strange
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I suspect that keeping attention uses much the same qualities as getting attention but 
adding in readability– matching text to students’ reading skills.
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There’s been a little work in the OU on reading levels.  Datta and Ross found that new 
OU students would have significant difficulties reading the opening pages of their 
course material – and we know that most students dropout at the beginning of their 
course.
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We looked at readability a little closer.  There’s a number of possible measures - we 
used the Flesch Reading Ease Scale (just because it comes automatically with 
Microsoft Word)
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You may well be familiar with the scale.  It depends on the sentence length and 
syllable length of the text.  The lower the score the more difficult the text

#

18



Applying this to newspapers gives us some predictable results with the Sun and Mail 
being the easiest to read and the Guardian and Telegraph being the most difficult.
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If we then apply the same test to the initial pages of OU foundation courses we find 
that almost all of them are more difficult to read than the Mail and Sun.  That's hardly 
surprising but it means that many OU students are having to make leaps in their 
reading right at the start of their courses. 

But it may not just be the text content but the text layout that might be an issue
#
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This is the first page of an Open Polytechnic of New Zealand text on communication

#
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It has a Flesch score of 13.5 – Very difficult.  It’s harder to read than the Harvard Law 
reviews
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Just by re-arranging the layout and not altering the text at all we can double its Flesch 
score.  Of course that adds paper costs…

#

23



What are the effects of fonts on readability?  There’s a lot of choice but it’s not very 
clear what’s best.  I remember when I was working in Ghana many years ago the local 
newspaper the ‘Kumasi Pioneer’ had run out of complete font sets so they used 
whatever they had.  It was quite legible but after a couple of pages you did get an 
eye-rolling effect...

# There has actually been research into the effects of fonts on student behaviour.  
This study shows that students are more likely to change their behaviour from 
reading a more legible font.  I’m not sure if that isn’t a finding from the Department 
of the Bleeding Obvious however.
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There are issues about type layout.  Personally I find justified left and right type hard 
to read and even harder if the paragraphs are long – Henry James will always be a 
closed book to me... 
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Ragged right and more paragraphs make it easier to read
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And columns can be even easier as the eye has less far to move
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So I’d suggest that when designing especially the opening pages of a correspondence 
text it’s not a bad idea to take a few ideas from newspapers to see how you might 
keep your reader’s attention
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Keller’s R is for Relevance which actually relates to Cognitive Load Theory so I’ll deal 
with that in moment.
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The C in ARCS stands for ‘confidence’ and it does strike me that since ‘knowledge 
expertise’ is the most important quality demanded by students of their tutors that 
maybe there should be more emphasis on that in course material.   
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The final letter is S for satisfaction.  Professor Hattie says that the most important 
factor in students progress is ‘self-reporting’ – so students know how well they are 
doing.  Hence the need for ‘Self-assessment’ questions in the text.  Altho’ no-one has 
found way of ensuring that students don’t just skip them in paper text.  Perhaps that’s 
one place where online text might have an advantage by inserting questions in the 
text which students have to answer to progress.  But I've seen no evidence on that.
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The second theory that might help with the design of retention-friendly course 
materials is ‘Cognitive Load Theory’.  This models learning as something that is taken 
initially into the working or short term memory (the memory that enables you to 
remember phone numbers or what you went into the kitchen for – possibly).  That 
then needs to be transferred into your long-term memory

# 
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Something like this?

# # # #
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Sweller says that there are three types of cognitive load 

1. # Intrinsic – the subject is just difficult

2. # Extraneous due to the way the information is presented – that is in the text in 
distance learning

3. # Germane – how the information relates to previous knowledge

# Intrinsic load can’t be reduced as such – it just has to be managed – for example 
segmenting it into smaller lumps of learning.

# Extraneous load should be minimised by ensuring that the material is relevant and 
not redundant (like Keller), and  avoiding ‘split attention’.  Split attention is where 
materials is offered in two ways which are not both essential – like putting up a quote 
in PowerPoint and reading it out at the same time.

# Germane load – confusingly, germane load in this theory needs to be maximised by 
ensuring the links between new knowledge and knowledge in the long term memory 
are made.

The other thing you need to do in this theory is to help the working memory to be as 
efficient as possible.
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There’s more to the theory than I can illustrate such as these suggestions for 
improving working memory – you can Google it for more details.  

But to take one example, researchers suggest you can help working memory by using 
worked examples.  When I checked through some OU course materials I found a 
curious lack of worked example of assignments.  In particular I note in the maths 
course I teach there are no worked examples for the assignments so I shall produce 
one and see if that encourages students to submit. 

Given that I’m no expert on this theory why have I highlighted it? 
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It’s partly because in a fairly wide literature search it was the only article I found that 
addressed retention and course text.  The author claimed to have rewritten his course 
using cognitive load theory and that this had increased both learning and retention 
on the course.  But the article didn’t really give sufficient detail to understand how he 
had done that.

# 
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So where are we?  How can we test courses for retention capability? 
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Traditionally we’ve used questionnaires to assess how good a course is.

This is just a screen shot of the front page of the OU’s Courses Survey which goes out 
to a sample of students each year on new courses.

But it’s of limited usefulness

1. - the questions are too general.  For example there’s a statement ‘The printed 
materials helped me learn effectively’.  But if a student disagrees with that you don’t 
know why.
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2.  - it only goes to students who’ve completed the course.  So you’ll see in this 
example of results that 95% of the students are satisfied with the quality of the 
course.  But that leaves out the students who withdrew and of course it’s not too 
difficult to get data like that if you only survey successful students ….  

#



So for many years I urged colleagues in the OU to do some ‘crash testing’ with 
students who had withdrawn from courses.
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I tried to devise some questions which might pinpoint particular weaknesses in the 
course which caused them to withdraw.  But I never persuaded anyone to do this.
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Returning to my ‘scattergram’ of course exam pass rates versus getting to the exam 
rates.  Remember that I said that there are wide and unexplained variations such as 
the two technology courses which are diagonally opposite each other. 

We approached the course with the really low retention and asked if we could help in 
any way.  “Sure it has low retention” they said.  “It’s a tough course!”

And I think that’s probably the most difficult design factor to deal with – the attitudes 
of staff.
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I think that there are a range of attitudes to study.  At one end people believe that 
study should be hard, serious, even painful and exclusive.  At the other end of the 
range people believe that study should be enjoyable exciting and inclusive 

#At one end you have the #Darwinistas – they see their task as to weed out the unfit

#Somewhere in the middle you have the #Fatalistas – their job is to provide a high 
quality learning experience but that’s the extent of their responsibility

#At the other end you have the #Retentioneers who believe in helping students be 
the best they can be.

And as I suggested before it’s these attitudes that are the biggest barrier to student 
support for retention.  I suspect that they’re also the biggest barrier to course design 
for retention.

Now I’ve conned you because I haven’t mentioned e-learning
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One of the beguiling characteristics of e-learning is that it offers the course designer 
so many options.  It’s difficult to resist using as many of these options as possibkle 
when designing an online course.

But Cognitive Load theory says that you should avoid redundancy – presenting 
material in several overlapping ways.  Another way of thinking of that is to take the 
concepts of learning time and learning value.

#
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By ‘Learning Value’ I mean the quality and amount of learning a student gets 

from a particular medium.  Learning time needed is the amount of time a 

student needs to access that learning via that medium.

So for example I guess that one of the highest learning values comes from 

studying paper text. #   There’s some evidence that reading online is up to 

30% less effective for comprehension so I’d put that there. #   (I don’t know 

where e-books will appear on this diagram yet). 

Other media will appear all over the place #x10.  I’ve placed these arbitrarily 

and in any case the placings will be different for different students and different 

courses.

Students are chronically short of time so if they are offered a choice of media 

they’ll tend to use those which are most efficient from their point of view.  So 

you can draw a ‘Use line’ #x2

– media below that line – high learning value and short learning time – will tend 

to be used at the expense of modes above that line – lower learning value and 

higher time. 

So it maybe that the effort and expense of providing extra modes of e-learning 

may not be as effective as people hope.  
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Finally you also have to take into account that different modes will have 

different costs so your diagram actually needs to be three dimensional with the 

third dimension being costs to the institution # #

So your media will appear as points in 3 dimensions 

#x7

And your use line will appear as a use surface 

#

Even this isn't subtle enough as there are two costs involved – the cost to the 

institution and the cost to the student.  So we really need a 4 dimensional 

diagram….  I’ve emailed Stephen Hawkins but apparently it’s too difficult for 

him.

But enough already!  It seems to me that there are still two views of e-learning 
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#

E-learning is either a technological tapeworm…

# Or it may surprise us yet.
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