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Abstract
This study examines the relationship between retention and student satisfaction within a graduate
nursing program offered fully online by a large, private university in the northeast region of the
United States. Relying primarily on the persistence framework developed by Braxton, et al.
(2014), this study generates insights about the student experience within this program,
particularly through the lenses of cultural capital, communal potential, psychological
engagement, social integration, student-faculty engagement, and the role of institutional integrity
and perceived commitment to student welfare. Situating my work within emerging research on
the importance of building a sense of community and online retention (Byrom & Bingham, 2001;
Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2002; Wighting, Lue & Rovai, 2008; Tinto, 2012), qualitative interviews led
to specific insights from which six findings emerged and ten actionable strategies identified to
sustainably improve student retention. This study reinforces that a one-size-fits-all approach to
addressing retention issues is unlikely to be effective across institutions or programs. The
broader access afforded through fully online programs means blanket policies and interventions
may continue to fall short and supporting students within an online academic program requires a
more tailored and responsive approach based on unique student needs.

Keywords: online graduate degree, retention, student persistence, student satisfaction, communal
potential, institutional identity, social integration, student engagement
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Executive Summary
Improving student satisfaction and retention is an imperative for any institution regardless of
degree program delivery format. Online program retention has been identified as a concern
within the United States and internationally (Hart, 2012). While technology advancements have
enabled the development of improvements, online learning environments continue to present
unique social and cultural capital challenges. Creating productive and collaborative learning
environments within an online instructional space is a great start to healthy student satisfaction
and retention; however, it is only one piece of the puzzle and varies widely depending on
institution and programmatic context. My partner organization is a large, private university
located in the northeast region of the United States that has offered a fully online graduate
nursing degree program for nearly a decade. The program has historically enjoyed a strong
reputation and steady growth, but recently experienced a loss in revenue as a result of a retention
rate drop.
This worrisome dip in retention led the University to partner with consultants to conduct
quantitative research exploring the relationship between student satisfaction and retention as
measured by Net Promoter Score. Guided by the consultant’s findings and relying primarily on
the persistence framework found in Rethinking College Student Retention (2014), which was
developed by Braxton, et al., this study generates insights about the student experience in this
program. Through qualitative interviews, actionable strategies are identified to sustainably
improve student retention. Situating my work within emerging research on the importance of
building a sense of community and online retention, I pose the following study questions:
1. From the perspective of students, faculty, and staff, what is the relationship
between accommodations needed for online students and their persistence?
2. How is the value of peer interaction--online and offline--within the student
experience perceived?
3. From the perspective of interviewees, what most influences identification with the
program and University?
Technology has enabled increased access to a wider student population, many of whom bring
distinct and specific pedagogical, technological, and support needs. Adapting to these needs
requires added flexibility for online programs to successfully retain and graduate students. The
Braxton, et al. (2014) model has proven to be both applicable and adaptable across a wide range
of programs offered by differing institutions in a variety of delivery formats (Coyne & Stokes,
2017). A number of studies demonstrate the importance of social integration as a predictor of
student retention (Braxton, et al., 2014; Byrom & Bingham, 2001; Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2002;
Wighting, Lue & Rovai, 2008; Tinto, 2012). This study analyzes online program retention
though the variables identified in Braxton, et al.’s (2014) model, particularly through the lenses
of cultural capital, communal potential, psychological engagement, social integration, studentfaculty engagement, and the role of institutional integrity and perceived commitment to student
welfare. The qualitative interviews generated specific insights from which the following findings
emerged:
1. Burnout Experienced by Students Mid-Way;
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Unsustainable Sacrifice Required;
Impact of Financial Burden;
Significance of Support Staff Relationships;
Clinical Placement Anxieties; and,
Interactive Learning Frustrations.

Drawing upon these findings, I provide actionable recommendations to improve and sustain
student retention within this online graduate nursing program. My recommendations include:
1. Build a Culture of Coaching;
2. Expand Existing Tool into a “Success Roadmap” for Students;
3. Create Personalized Goal Planning Tool for At-Risk Students;
4. Reframe Clinical Placement Messaging;
5. Extend Technology Skill Development Opportunities to all Populations;
6. Improve Student Identity with Program and University;
7. Strengthen and Broaden Student Support Mid-Way;
8. Develop Shared Early Alert Tool;
9. Leverage Newly Formed Student Advisory Group; and,
10. Establish Iterative Intervention Evaluation Tool.
The sub-populations identified in the consultant’s quantitative analysis informed this study’s
analysis of inconsistent student experiences: students with responsibility for children under the
age of twelve; and, non-white students. Two additional distinct groups emerged during the
qualitative interview process: 1) students mid-way through the program, and 2) students unable
to be employed during the program. Analysis of these four sub-populations support a substantial
and generalizable finding. A one-size-fits-all approach to addressing retention issues is unlikely
to be effective across institutions or even across programs offered at the same institution. The
broader access afforded through fully online programs means that blanket policies and
intervention attempts may continue to fall short in addressing the needs of at-risk populations.
Supporting these populations within an online academic program requires a more tailored and
responsive approach based on unique student needs.
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Context and Problem
A. Institutional Context
The partner organization in this study is a large, private university located in the northeast
region of the United States and accredited by the New England Association of Schools and
Colleges (NEASC), according to the institution’s website. Through its School of Nursing, the
University has been educating health care professionals since 1902. The School of Nursing
programs are accredited through the Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (CCNE) with
nationally recognized faculty members. The institution’s website boasts a fifteen-to-one studentfaculty ratio and a ninety-six percent board passage rate, which is well above the national
average. The program advertises online programming advantages of 24/7 access to coursework,
dedicated admissions and student support services, an alumni network of more than 50,000, and
a placement team to help students secure clinical site placements near their local community.
According to the University’s website, their online Master of Science in Nursing – Family
Nurse Practitioner (MSN-FNP) program is designed to prepare Registered Nurses (RNs) to meet
today’s emerging health care needs through its academically rigorous, interdisciplinary
curriculum. RNs are looking to develop their skills, comprehension, and clinical expertise to
further their careers and seek greater responsibility in a primary health care provider role. Family
Nurse Practitioners can provide a broad spectrum of care including the assessment of patients,
ordering and interpreting diagnostic tests, as well as making diagnoses, creating and managing
treatment plans, and even the prescribing of medications for treatment.
The University’s MSN marketing materials present prospective students with critical
information to help them make a decision about pursuing their degree through this institution’s
online program option. Students can start the program having already obtained a Bachelor of
Science in Nursing (BSN) or take advantage of the institution’s RN-MSN option. This option
bridges the gap between an associate degreed RN and a BSN degree for students who have not
obtained their BSN. Students who have already obtained their BSN complete 48 course credit
hours and a minimum of 672 clinical hours. To try to accommodate the needs of students
juggling the demands of both professional and personal responsibilities while working toward
their degree, students can choose from three paces – full-time, part-time, or extended. Students
who choose the full-time option are on track to complete the program in six terms or twenty-four
months. Students who choose the part-time option can complete the program in seven terms or
twenty-eight months. Students who choose the extended pace option are on track to complete the
program in eight terms or thirty-two months.
Students pursuing the RN-MSN program option complete 68 course credit hours and a
minimum of 836 clinical hours. Mindful of the personal and professional demands students are
juggling, the University offers the same full-time, part-time, or extended pace options from
which students may choose depending on what works best for them. Students attending full-time
can complete the program in eight terms or thirty-two months. Students choosing a part-time
pace can complete the program in ten terms or forty months. While students opting for the
extended pace can attain the degree in eleven terms or forty-four months.
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MSN marketing materials also stress what core competencies students coming into the
program should have to be successful. These competencies include prior experience and
knowledge in the subject areas of microbiology, biology, anatomy, physiology, chemistry,
arithmetic, statistics, interpreting quantitative research, fundamentals of nursing, human health
and function, patient assessment, time management, organization, self-discipline, and selfmotivation. The program’s curriculum breaks down into three areas of focus: foundational
courses, a research project, and clinical practice. True to the name, foundational courses include
pharmacology, pathophysiology, and physical assessment. Using case study analysis throughout
these courses, challenges students to think critically like advanced practice nurses are required to
do. According to the University’s website, students build upon this foundational knowledge with
a scholarly research project, designed to further hone critical thinking skills through the critique
of qualitative and quantitative interdisciplinary studies. While the research project encourages
students to collaborate closely with faculty and classmates, the on-campus immersion weekend is
an important networking opportunity for students to form lasting bonds with classmates and
University faculty. The program curriculum culminates with students putting into action what
they have learned during clinical courses and site rotations.
The University offers this fully online program through its partnership with a large online
program management (OPM) company. The OPM company manages the learning management
system used to deliver all coursework to students in this program. It also provides students with
additional services like technology, admissions, student success, and clinical placement support
on behalf of the University in exchange for a share of the tuition revenue generated by the
program. The advanced technology tools and supports offered by the OPM allows the University
to offer its MSN program online while meeting the same standards of its on-campus MSN
program. This partnership enables the University to provide recorded lectures from full-time
University professional faculty delivered within the same platform students use to post
discussion responses, submit assignments, and receive grades. Students are also able to attend
weekly synchronous (live) sessions. In live sessions, students can see one another’s faces, as well
as the course instructor, and interact in real-time. The synchronous component is one of several
enhanced learning opportunities not typically found within online MSN programs offered by
other universities. Cumulatively, these offerings help to create an interactive online learning
community that fosters engagement and collaboration within the educational experience.
According to the OPM’s website, the University signed on as one of its first large institutions in
a partnership that has lasted nearly a decade. The online MSN was the first program launched
through this partnership. They have launched several additional programs with the OPM since
then.
B. Definition of Problem
The online MSN program has performed strongly as a source of net tuition revenue for the
institution. However, institutional retention data revealed a troubling downward trend first noted
in third-year retention statistics for the cohort that started in September 2016. This downward
trend ultimately represented a loss of revenue for the University’s 2020 fiscal year, prompting
the institution to hire a large, nationally recognized analytics and advisory company, identified
going forward as AAC, to help investigate the drop in retention by conducting a survey and
through data analysis. Ultimately, the AAC was engaged to analyze both undergraduate and
graduate programs delivered on-campus and online. While this study will occasionally refer to
9|Page
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the AAC’s analysis of the overall University, these references are intended to improve
understanding of the AAC’s study design and provide additional context and meaning to the
findings particular to the MSN program. To provide clarity, I have identified throughout
references specific to the online MSN program. The purpose of the AAC’s work was to help the
University better understand and manage the overall retention issues it faced by exploring the
relationship between net promoter score (NPS) and retention through the analysis of the
University’s NPS, as determined by survey results, and four years of available data provided by
the University and, when available, the OPM.

Figure 1 provides a helpful visualization to understand the impact of the MSN program’s dip
in retention, but a few key takeaways are:
• Forty-three percent of students starting in September 2016 graduated after nine terms.
• This means these students were taking 150% longer than the expected time advertised in
program marketing materials.
• This period also saw a higher rate of leaves of absence requests, implying students may not
just take longer to graduate, but their risk of not returning is higher.
The University established key objectives upon embarking on this analysis process.
Assuming net promoter score was determined to be linked to retention, the University wanted to
understand if tracking and managing to this measurement could ultimately increase retention
across all its programs. Past establishing a correlation between NPS and retention, the University
sought to identify the influencers of NPS and increase retention by developing short- and longterm actions based upon those influencing factors. Further, the University wanted to guide
strategy through the insights generated about the student experience and NPS. Finally, they
hoped to pinpoint possible methods that would enable them to build upon the resulting research
to make future research even more robust.
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With the downward trend in retention negatively impacting the University’s 2020 revenue,
the need for swift action was clear. The University established principles to help guide their
decision making. With a goal of keeping the student’s voice at the center of improvement efforts,
student survey results, the AAC’s data analysis of those results, and the student experience
continue to inform the University’s strategy and the strategy developed must lead to action that
will be part of a continuous improvement process. This represents a new approach to retention
for the University that looks at the full scope of the student experience to develop strategic
initiatives. By relying on both quantitative and qualitative data, the University can better identify
its unique NPS influencers and their performance for each of those factors to develop retentionfocused initiatives based on the University’s needs and customized to meet their goals.
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Research Questions
From the perspective of students, faculty, and staff, what is the relationship between
accommodations needed for online students and their persistence? The University would like to
address barriers to retention for this population with more specificity than the quantitative survey
information from the large consulting firm (AAC) provided. How is the value of peer
interaction--online and offline--within the student experience perceived? From interviewee
perspectives, what are the things that most influence identification with the University?
Situating this study within emerging research on the importance of building a sense of
community and online retention, this study explores retention barriers experienced by students
balancing professional and familial obligations enrolled in the graduate nursing program
delivered online by the University. In addition to identifying barriers to retention, this study uses
research focusing on ways in which a sense of belonging positively contributes to program
satisfaction to develop potential interventions to improve retention.

Conceptual Framework
Program retention is an issue faced by every higher education institution, and a sizeable
body of research documents retention barriers across diverse programs and populations (Russel,
2011; Tierney, 1992; Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993; Tinto, 2012). Technology has significantly
improved student access and opportunities within higher education, and scholars have begun
exploring barriers to retention unique to this modality (Rovai, 2002; Wighting, Liu, & Rovai,
2008). Tracking and improving student satisfaction and retention is an imperative for any
institution regardless of delivery format, but online programs face unique new challenges. Hart
(2019) argues, “Lack of persistence in online education and its consequence of attrition is an
identified problem within the United States and internationally” (p. 19).
With increased access comes the introduction of student populations who have distinct and
specific needs for which program pedagogy, technology, and student support must adapt to retain
and successfully graduate students. Online programs enable students from any location to
participate in a program, which means students are not only differentiated by proximity to
campus and its inherent resources, but students previously hindered by scheduling constraints
now have the flexibility that comes from not having to be physically present. Students who are
already balancing both a professional career and familial obligations often turn to online
programs. For many institutions, addressing the unique needs of these students requires a
significant program structure shift. Engagement experiences that are available in residential
programs are not available to distance learners. Embedding opportunities to enhance engagement
and build supportive learning communities for students presents a new set of challenges and
potential barriers to retention for online programs (Byrom & Bingham, 2001; Hart, 2012;
Wighting, Liu & Rovai, 2008).
Though research regarding the importance of learning communities or support systems
within online programs is limited, numerous studies indicate that creating a sense of belonging
and community in any learning setting increases student’s identity with the program or group,
positively impacting satisfaction and thereby retention (Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam,
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2009; Leach, et al, 2008; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). In a study conducted by Hara and Kling (2001)
regarding the cause of higher attrition rates in what was then a still very new online learning
environment, students expressed feelings of isolation as one important stress factor they
experienced. Further, research indicates that a strong identity with the program or school
improves student satisfaction and therefore retention (Voelkl, 1997). Social identity theory,
primarily developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner (1985), will serve as a supporting
theoretical framework, but the persistence model seen in Figure 2, which was developed by
Braxton, et al. (2014), will serve as the primary conceptual framework for this capstone. The
model specifically addresses dimensions relevant to higher education persistence and retention,
particularly with regard to the role of social integration (Braxton, et al., 2014).
The University possesses significant quantitative data that point to several populations prone
to low retention, including those students balancing professional, familial, and program
obligations. This data captures much of the student characteristics found in the upper half of the
Braxton, et al (2014) persistence model and informs the research questions. The qualitative
interviews proposed by this study pertain to the social integration factors shown below in the
lower of the Braxton, et al (2014) persistence model.
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Study Design
A. AAC’s Study Design.
To better understand the data and analysis provided by the AAC, it is important to clearly define
and situate key components of their overall analysis. Definitions for retention can vary from one
institution to another and these nuances can make the data difficult to interpret. For the sake of
consistency, this study’s definition of retention matches the definition provided by the AAC.
First-year retention is defined as the percentage of students still enrolled one year after their first
term of enrollment. Figure 3 provides a retention rate comparison between all on-campus
programs and all online programs offered by the University.
As a comparison tool, other universities who also partner with the same OPM generally have
a first-year retention rate of eighty-six percent or better for their online MSN program. A leading
online MSN program at another institution sets an aspirational ninety-two percent retention rate.
Even those Universities offering an online MSN with less selective and more diverse
populations, like the University’s, have a rate of seventy-nine percent. Finally, the University’s
average retention rate between 2013-2018 for its on-campus MSN is ninety-five percent. While
the University accepts that it should expect differences between on-campus and online programs,
such a wide gap in retention rates between the two indicates that there is room for improvement.

The AAC’s report identified the overall primary objective of determining if a link existed
between students recommending the University, i.e., its net promoter score, and the likelihood of
students remaining enrolled in their program. Understanding the net promoter score (NPS) as a
measure and tool adds context and meaning to the methodology and findings of the AAC.
According to their report, net promoter score is used across a wide variety of industries to
measure client satisfaction or loyalty. This provides a means of quantitative measurement for
analysis and comparison. To determine NPS, respondents are asked to rank a single question on
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a 0-10 point scale, “How likely would you be to recommend [insert organization] to your friends
or colleagues?” While NPS has only recently come into use within the higher education industry,
it represents an effective tool for measuring overall satisfaction. For context, an NPS of 60 is
considered excellent and an NPS of 50 is considered good.
In addition to the single ranking question to identify NPS, the AAC included additional
questions for participants to answer to gain even deeper understanding regarding what individual
reasons and considerations most influence the likelihood of students retaining. Individual factors
that best predict retention were identified using regression analysis. The importance of each
identified factor as a predictor was also determined using regression analysis. The survey results
were used to measure the University’s performance on the identified factors. Using the
importance of the identified factors and the University’s performance for each of them, the AAC
was able to plot the two dimensions into one of four quadrants based on the level of importance
assigned to each factor and the University’s performance measurement on that factor. This
method enabled the development of a matrix that allowed for the quick identification of specific
areas at both the program-level and course-level. These areas represent the best opportunities for
the University to focus its energies and resources to improve retention rates.
AAC’s Quantitative Survey Design. Major metrics of the survey conducted by the AAC
included NPS, satisfaction, emotional attachment, as well as program and course specific metrics
for the program, overall University, faculty, and course. The AAC chose emotional attachment
and satisfaction because they each provide a different measure of total student experience and,
when combined, provide a more holistic perspective on the true student experience and how the
student feels about the program overall. Once created, all program students received the online
survey at the end of term. Data could be linked to retention for 1,318 students, 33 of which had
withdrawn and 153 of which had graduated. For the purposes of analysis, the University
provided retention related administrative data like graduation and withdrawal status, in addition
to grade point average (GPA), start date, and similar demographics. The AAC indicated it was
able to glean sufficient information from the available data and conduct analysis that was both
meaningful and robust.
AAC’s Quantitative Study Limitations. Of note, unique student identifiers were only
available for quarter four of 2017 and 2018 and for earlier data at the program-level only. The
OPM was prohibited from using unique student identifiers for the MSN course surveys, meaning
those responses to course surveys could not be linked directly to retention. In addition, gender
was not available for most students, so it was not used in the AAC’s analysis. Finally, students’
pre-enrollment academic profile data was not consistently available, so they were not used by the
AAC in their analysis.
B. Qualitative Methodology
By using the quantitative findings resulting from the AAC’s analysis, this study uses a
mixed methods approach. Qualitative data can inform and add depth to quantitative research. A
mixed methods design promotes openness and the use of multiple ways of sense-making (Patton,
2015). Viewing online program retention through the fresh perspective of social identity and
social capital theories, this study informs student retention through these lenses to help the
organization better understand and overcome these challenges. The quantitative data previously
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collected by the AAC via multiple surveys of graduate nursing students informed the conceptual
framework and provided background for voluntary qualitative interviews conducted with
students enrolled in the program, as well as program faculty and staff. These interviews enabled
a richer understanding of how students’ experiences affect their attitudes about the program and
their identification with the school.
Triangulation is often used in qualitative studies to aid in the development of more
comprehensive understandings of phenomena (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, &
Neville, 2014). This study satisfies three of Denzin’s (1978) four types of triangulation, which
serve to add breadth to phenomena of interest and can confirm findings. This research satisfies
the first type, method triangulation, through the use of multiple methods of data collection (Polit
& Beck, 2012). The use of different theories to analyze and interpret data satisfies the second
type of triangulation, and collecting data from faculty, staff, and students at both the University
and OPM satisfies the third type of triangulation, collecting data from different sources and types
of sources (Denzin, 1978).
The quantitative data previously collected by the AAC via multiple surveys of the
University’s graduate nursing students informed, found in Appendix A, informed the voluntary
qualitative interviews conducted with students enrolled in the program, as well as program
faculty and staff. Supporting analysis in this way gained a richer understanding of how students’
experiences impact their attitudes about the program and their identification with the school.
Using these same quantitative results provided by the AAC and conducting qualitative interviews
allowed the identification of ways to improve retention via specific intervention(s) founded in
scholarly research, and the added provision of an evaluation tool to measure the success of
interventions individually and cumulatively.
While this study’s research was minimally intrusive, gaining access to program faculty,
staff, and willing students was necessary to learn more about students’ feelings of belonging,
identity, and satisfaction. Interviews were all conducted via video conference. University
academic advising staff recruited interview volunteers by sending an email to the online graduate
nursing student population. The institution had agreed to follow up with calls, if the email did not
secure sufficient volunteers; however, sufficient volunteers agreed to participate. Participation at
any level was entirely voluntary, and volunteers were not compensated. Communication with
any member of the community only occurred after a participant first indicated interest in doing
so, and interviews were not conducted until volunteers completed the online informed consent,
seen in Appendix B, provided to them.
The interviews supported the project by focusing on the individual student experience of 18
graduate nursing program students, all of whom balanced personal and professional obligations
with those of the program. The design and methodology were developed with a focus on
determining what methods of both accommodations and engagement are currently taking place
within the learning environment, as well as stakeholders’ assessments of these existing methods.
Further, it sought to ascertain what constituents considered effective vehicles for student
engagement in an online program and, within the context of the online MSN program, what they
would consider a successful outcome. Identifying what forms of engagement are widely accepted
will help to build this sub-population of students’ identification with the institution at large.
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C. Qualitative Data Analysis
Following each interview, I conducted a close review analysis of the interview transcript,
cleaning up any transcription errors made by the transcription software, Otter.ai, which was used
to record each interview. I also compiled my thoughts and impressions into an analytic memo,
using the handwritten notes taken during each interview and the notes from the close review.
Then, I uploaded each interview transcript into the qualitative data software tool, NVivo. This
tool aided data organization and my analysis. I employed an iterative coding process based on
the three-stage approach to qualitative analysis suggested by Corbin and Strauss (1990) and
outlined in the Figure 4 diagram. Initially, my coding analysis, guided by the AAC’s findings,
sought to identify broad concepts and themes for categorization (Williams & Moser, 2019). By
first identifying broad categories and with the AAC’s findings as a guide, emerging themes were
then refined further and aligned (Cho & Lee, 2014). As broad categories and themes emerged,
axial coding helped identify patterns within the broader themes and categories for model
development, and selective coding then enabled me to integrate categories and organize the data
to illuminate richer meaning and begin to tell the story of the student experience within this
program (Williams & Moser, 2019). This software enabled me to identify patterns that I had not
anticipated, as well as to develop an interview coding matrix, seen in Appendix D, centered on
the core themes emerging from the interviews. The creation of a framework matrix helps
summarize qualitative analysis around patterns emerging from the coding to illuminate themes
and identify appropriate quotations from each interview conducted (NatCen Social Research,
2019).

A total of 18 students volunteered to participate and followed through with their interview,
which was sufficient for patterns within the data to emerge. Figure 5 shows important
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demographic details for all interview participants. Of note, only one male graduate nursing
student was among the volunteers. Of the eighteen students, sixteen were married and twelve had
children under the age of twelve living in their home. On average, students indicated that they
spent a minimum of seventeen hours per week tending to familial obligations and
responsibilities. Half of the interview participants were about midway through the program, six
were in their last term and two were in their first. Several races/ethnicities were represented, with
four participants who identified as African American, one as Asian Pacific, two as Hispanic, and
the remaining eleven identified as Caucasian. Only four of the eighteen participants were
maintaining full-time employment during the program. Seven either were working part-time
when they started the program or had transitioned to part-time employment since starting the
program. Significantly, seven were either not employed at all when they started the program or
had terminated their employment since starting the program. The University provided access to
several faculty and staff for the purposes of this study. I conducted interviews with three faculty
members and four staff members, all of whom were females. This study benefited further from
the participation of three staff members from the OPM – two male, one female.

D. Interview Guide Development
I interviewed students, faculty, and staff using a standardized interview protocol to enable a
fuller and richer understanding of the student experience and retention in the online MSN
program. I asked volunteers open-ended questions, which were informed by the outcomes of the
AAC’s quantitative study and the Braxton’s, et al. (2014) conceptual framework seen in Figure
2. The questions included in the interview guide were intended to help me identify how
psychological engagement helped students integrate socially within this program, supporting
persistence and retention. Taking this exploration further to gain a better understanding of what
role cultural capital played in student’s proactive social adjustment, communal potential, and
psychological engagement will help the University identify ways that they can nurture student’s
social integration in support of retention. The need for authentic community and ties binding
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learners, teachers, and schools is supported by numerous studies (Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2002; Roval
& Jordan, 2004; Rovai & Wighting, 2005).
Braxton’s, et al. (2014) persistence model also points to ways institutional integrity and
commitment to the welfare of students supports social integration and therefore persistence and
retention. Identification with academic programs and/or universities has been noted in other
studies as having the potential to positively impact a student’s sense of belonging and increase
the student’s commitment to persist (Rovai, 2002; Rovai & Wighting, 2005; Tajfel & Turner,
1985; Tinto, 1993; Voelkl, 1997). The interview guide included questions to learn more about
students’ overall perception of the University, the MSN program, administrative leadership,
faculty, and staff. Establishing a clearer understanding of how students are or are not identifying
with the University and/or program provides the context needed to determine if there is room for
improvement, and, if so, what activities or changes would have the most impact.
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Analysis and Findings
A. AAC’s Key Quantitative Data Findings.
The AAC’s analysis results provided enough compelling evidence that net promoter score
(NPS) serves as a predictor of retention for the University to decide to use this measurement tool
going forward. Significantly, the MSN’s net promoter score is well below their goal and may
indicate that the downward retention trend will continue without any intervention or change in
course. Key NPS influencers for the MSN program were identified as technology and
community but these are lagging indicators, meaning factors associated with these two areas
confirm the downward trend but do not predict it, making understanding what will improve
performance on these factors and measuring the impact of future interventions addressing these
factors challenging. Both asynchronous materials and professors were identified as key
influencers for MSN course satisfaction, but those are also lagging indicators.
Another important takeaway that emerged from the AAC’s overall analysis points to an
inconsistent student experience for MSN students. Student experience inconsistencies appear to
exist based on race, age, and lifestyle. Full demographic, withdrawal, and other factors were not
available to the AAC due to restrictions placed on availability of this data from the OPM.
However, some of this information was available for analysis from the University’s existing
student database of 5,745 students since 2013. Including this information in the analysis revealed
higher withdrawal rates among students who are older, non-white, and/or did not receive
scholarship assistance in comparison to withdrawal rates for younger students, Caucasian
students, and/or scholarship recipient students. Applying this information to the analysis enabled
the AAC to confidently identify these factors as important to predicting retention.
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Inconsistent experience by age. The AAC’s analysis of the MSN program revealed
inconsistent student experience by age where performance could bear improving. As seen in
Figure 6, students in the age range of 35-44 account for over twenty-five percent of the
program’s population and eighty percent of students in this same age range have children in the
home. The analysis indicated that the increased presence of children decreased NPS scores.
Parker and Patten (2013) of the Pew Research Center dubbed this uniquely identified age range
segment as the sandwich generation. The sandwich generation is characterized as having both
younger children in the home and aging parents. Juggling multi-generational responsibilities
adds additional burden for students belonging to the sandwich generation who are working
towards their graduate degree online (Parker & Patten, 2013). The particular barriers faced by
this sub-population add a level of complexity, presenting the University with an opportunity to
explore ways to provide these students with improved support. The University sought to explore
what this told them about their program, specifically regarding its flexibility, even questioning
the timing of when live sessions are offered. Interestingly, despite this sub-population’s low
NPS, their likelihood to recommend the University was not impacted by children at home, which
the AAC noted as indicative of strong adaptability.
The University’s overall net promoter score, including all undergraduate and graduate
programs delivered on-campus and online, was lower than their goal. Significantly, the MSN
program’s individual net promoter score was only half of the University’s overall NPS.
Understanding why this gap is so large may help the University address this program’s
downward retention trend. In comparison to another online graduate program offered by the
University also included in the AAC’s analysis, the MSN curriculum scores were significantly
lower than the other program’s curriculum. However, the MSN’s technology score is
considerably higher. While the MSN’s student support score is analogous to the other program’s
score and its section instructor rating is higher, the program’s asynchronous material and overall
course evaluation score is lower in comparison.
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MSN Course – Importance-Performance Matrix. As seen in Figure 7, online live streaming
was identified as an area of high importance, but low performance at the course-level, which
means it is an area ripe for improvements. The AAC’s study also brought to the forefront the
important role professors play in the student experience not just instructionally, but also how
they interact with students, ways they work to generate excitement about their subject area, and
the level of caring they express about students as individual. Essentially, being a subject-matter
expert is only a part of the student satisfaction equation for today’s online learners. They seek
both knowledge and a relationship. This desire held true for student interaction with any staff
they interact with, as well.

MSN Program – Importance-Performance Matrix. Sense of community and online
technology emerged as influencers at the MSN program-level on which the University should
focus its efforts to improve its NPS, as seen in Figure 8. While the AAC’s analysis identified
quality of the technology interface and asynchronous materials, this study will focus largely upon
the influence of and considerations stemming from sense of community. The AAC has
conducted research with numerous universities that demonstrates the importance of both
advising and mentorship on student success. The AAC identified the following sense of
community related items unique to the University, which fall in the top 10 of its low performers:
I feel like a member of my University community; I have an inspiring mentor at the University; I
network with fellow students; and professors care about me as a person.
Key Opportunities Identified by the AAC. The University should strive to leverage their
current efforts and consider implementing similar communication modeled by their other online
graduate degree program, which have proven successful in developing a sense of community. As
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with any organization facing a significant imperative to improve, the University also has the
opportunity to innovate in the areas identified as likely to improve NPS and retention, even to
establish the University as a leader in this new holistic approach to retention. Specifically, the
AAC stressed that the University should look to develop innovative ways to foster a sense of
community within the online learning environment and think creatively about ways to better
accommodate the program’s older students. The AAC also noted that improving onboarding,
coaching, mentoring, and training of faculty and developing stronger oversight might serve to
promote a more consistent student experience.
Though the University is facing an uphill battle, they have an opportunity to build upon the
existing research both they and the OPM have, as well as the AAC’s analysis to deepen their
understanding of the MSN program’s unique retention barriers while prioritizing strategies. This
study is to support the University’s efforts to gather more robust qualitative data about the
student experience so that the institution can gain a better understanding of key retention
influencers and even explore other potential considerations. By conducting qualitative research,
the University may stimulate innovation, creative solutions, and potentially find new ways to
differentiate the institution through its focus on improving retention. Further, the AAC suggested
the University continue to identify best practices within the University’s individual programs that
have potential to apply more broadly. To improve subsequent research, the AAC suggested that a
more comprehensive research design might include more data on University brand perceptions in
an effort to establish if there is a connection between retention, NPS, brand, and any other
measures. Additional goals for subsequent research noted by the AAC include the improvement
of data collection and management and ensuring that unique student identifiers tie to data, which
will enable an aggregate analysis of findings.
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B. Key Qualitative Findings.

Qualitative data gathering began with a series of interviews conducted with members of the
University’s faculty and staff, as well as OPM staff members assigned to the partner University.
Figure 9 shows the results of the open coding completed by NVivo, which was refined further
through axial and selective coding. This process included the exemption of overly general codes
like class, course, program, nursing, etc. The top ten most frequently referenced codes across all
faculty and staff interviewed included live session, life, immersion weekend, faculty,
group/team, clinical, and support. With every faculty interview, issues related to the live or
synchronous class session were a topic of discussion. Faculty voiced a strong commitment to
delivering an engaged learning experience in live sessions, and program leadership have been
working on ways to help faculty excel in the online learning environment. One faculty member
asked a meaningful question related to how the impact of the training opportunities being offered
will be measured. How can program leadership gain a clearer understanding of what skills are
gained during offered profressional development, if those skills are being employed in
synchronous class session, and what impact these new skills are making on the learning
experience for students?
University faculty and staff expressed frustration linked to aspects of the clinical placement
process beyond their control for various reasons and how best to explain to students why so
many insurmountable challenges exist and what proactive steps students should take to help
ensure they find placement sites.
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Once interviews with University faculty and staff and OPM staff were completed, qualitative
data gathering continued with voluntary student interviews. Figure 10 shows the results of the
open coding completed by NVivo, which was refined further through axial and selective coding.
This process included the exemption of overly general codes like class, course, program, nursing,
etc. Overall, the ten most frequently referenced codes across all students interviewed included
clinical, group, life, immersion, breakout, time, and advisor.
Students frequently expressed frustrations centered on curriculum and the classroom experience
in live session. Students also noted the inconsistency of quality instruction experienced from one
professor to another within synchronous class sessions. While ten of the eighteen students cited
frustrations with the use of breakout sessions, over half of them also indicated that time spent in
breakout sessions played a role in their identification of desirable members for study group
formation.
Existing group formations were solidified by students’ experiences at immersion weekend. For
students who had already attended immersion, the excitement they felt at being able to meet their
cohort members, especially those with whom they had bonded, was palbable. While suggestions
on ways the weekend activities could be improved upon were made, program leadership has
already made significant progress in redesigning the immersion experience since the time of my
interviews. One concern that was expressed signals the sensitive balance leadership must strike
between ensuring enough opportunities for students to network and relationship-build while also
providing ample opportunities for students to take advantage of this one-time only in-person
instruction time for hands-on learning experiences.
Another significant finding emerging from the qualitative interviews relates to the relationships
students built with their student support advisors.
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Over two-thirds of interview participants shared that their experience within the program led
them to believe the University has little understanding of how to address the unique needs of
online learners. The sentiments expressed indicate that students do not feel this lack of
understanding is willful or malicious, but that it stems from the prevalent culture of residential
undergraduate norms deeply entrenched within higher education. Despite having offered this
program for so long and its obvious successes, students in the program continue to feel a
disconnect they attribute to the University’s failing to completely shift out of the traditional
model paradigm and fully embrace the dynamic and diverse needs of online learners. This
sentiment is not unique to students in this program. The struggles experienced by colleges and
universities in making such a significant shift has been the subject of many studies (Hara &
Kling, 2001; Hart, 2012; Rovai, 2002; Roval & Jordan, 2004; Wighting, Liu, & Rovai, 2008).
As I conducted student interviews, common patterns began to emerge within two distinct
categories: 1) students who are mid-way through the program (i.e., in term three or four); and, 2)
students who are unemployed while pursuing this degree. Based on the AAC’s quantitative
findings, I also explored common themes among non-white student interview participants and
those participants with children under the age of twelve for whom they are responsible. Finding
details for each of the four sub-sections analysed are listed below.

Interestingly, students in the first term and final terms expressed greater overall satisfaction with
the University, the program, and their decision to pursue their degree at the institution. In
comparison, those mid-way through the program expressed quite the opposite. Given the
universally held negative sentiment so strongly expressed among students mid-way through the
program, I analyzed this sub-section of interview participants for any commonalities and
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patterns. Terms falling into the same overall coding category were grouped together, and the
same generalized terms were removed as were in the previous overall population analyses. As
seen in Figure 11, the four most common themes emerging among students mid-way through the
program in order of frequency strength were related to study/group/study group, time,
clinical/placement, and discussions/questions. Among students mid-way through the program,
study group related references were made by each student and with more frequency than any
other coding node by a margin of over sixty.

Inconsistent student experience for those with family responsibilities was a retention factor
identified by the AAC’s study. I examined the sub-section of interview participants who are
responsible for children under the age of twelve for any commonalities and patterns. Terms
falling into the same overall coding category were grouped together, and the same generalized
terms were removed as in previous analyses. As seen in Figure 12, the four most common
themes emerging among this sub-section in order of frequency strength were related to study
group/group, time, sessions/live, and clinical/placement with week/weekend close behind.
Among students with responsibility for children under the age of twelve, study group related
references were made by each student and with more frequency, and references related to time
closely followed with a margin of less than twenty.
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The number of students who had shifted from full-time to part-time employment or who were
unable to work at all came as a surprise during student interviews. I examined the sub-section of
interview participants who either chose to or were unable to be employed while they worked
toward completing this program for any commonalities and patterns. Terms falling into the same
overall coding category were grouped together, and the same generalized terms were removed as
in previous analyses. As seen in Figure 13, references related to time, study/group, and
clinical/site/placement matched in rate of recurrence and with more frequency than any other
coding node by a margin of nineteen. Support and sessions/live matched and followed in rate of
recurrence.
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Inconsistency in student experience for non-white students emerged as a finding in the AAC’s
study, so I examined this sub-section of interview participants for any commonalities and
patterns. Terms falling into the same overall coding category were grouped together, and the
same generalized terms were removed as in previous analyses. As seen in Figure 14, the most
common theme emerging among this sub-section related to clinical placement/clinical/placement
and study group/study/group occurred second most frequently by a narrow margin of 1. Time
and sessions/live followed, with life and advisor tied for fifth most commonly referenced coding
node.
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Discussion of Findings
1. Burnout Experienced by Students Mid-Way.
Finding one relates to the anxieties and
overall feeling of burnout consistently
expressed by students who are about midway through the program. It is important to
note that students mid-way through the
program at the time interviews were
conducted had also experienced the introduction of a number of change measurements during
their time in the program thus far. The appearance of the change node among this subpopulation’s top twenty most frequently recurring and its lack of appearance in any other subpopulations top twenty bears out the realities of how these change measurements have impacted
this group’s program experience.
2. Unsustainable Sacrifice Required.

Students expressed feeling as though the University
oftentimes did not recognize that they are serving a
vastly different population than on-ground students.
The feasibility of sustaining the required balancing act
and level of performance simply was not doable for
many students. Particularly, students with children
under the age of twelve shared stories about feeling
like they were not being a good parent, spouse,
employee, or student.

Married students who really took care to involve their
spouse in the decision to pursue this degree and created at least a loose plan around what it
would look like and mean for their families prior to enrolling indicated less dissatisfaction than
those who casually discussed it without planning more specifically. Regardless of planning, the
strain of one spouse
essentially becoming a
single parent for so many
months took its toll on
relationships and family
dynamics.
3. Impact of Financial Burden.
Anxieties regarding the financial burden the program placed on them were expressed by fifteen
of the eighteen students interviewed. Nearly half of those interviewed were not employed at all
and four of those interviewed had shifted from full-time to part-time employement during the
program due to the amount of time the program required of them to be successful. Six students
made other huge financial sacrifices like downsizing their home, foregoing travel of any kind,
selling valuable possessions, limiting costly extra-curricular activities for their children, etc.
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While only 7 participants represent diverse
races or ethnicity, truly harrowing tales stood
out to me, which two of the four African
American participants shared. Both students had
at least three children under the age of twelve,
for different reasons both were single parents.
One student had recently married, but their spouse lives in another country. Only months after
her wedding and early during her program, this student suffered a life-threatening miscarriage
that required surgery. Subsequent complications required a lengthy hospital stay all while being a
single parent to her three young children and pursuing this degree. To further complicate matters,
her one adult child was imprisoned and facing serious charges that required costly legal
expenses. Unsurprisingly, this student had to take a leave of absence from the program but had
managed to restart and continue toward meeting her goals.
The other student had recently given birth to her fifth child, which took place while she was
in the program. A month after the birth, her husband abandoned the family with no warning.
Subsequently, she lost her home and her vehicle was repossessed. Her job did not make enough
money to cover childcare expenses for three small children and balancing work and parenting
with this program proved too difficult. She and her children ultimately moved into a small
apartment and she decided not to work while in the program. Regardless of race or ethnicity,
these experiences served as poignant reminders of the need for higher education institutions to
always be cognizant of the wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds making up their student
populations. Further, both students were managing to persevere and continue in the program
despite serious challenges that would have understandably stopped other students. Exploring
factors contributing to these students’ remarkable resiliency and commitment to goals may prove
worth further study as the University works to develop goal planning tools to aid in retention.
Deeper exploration into the socioeconomic differences that may place Caucasian students on
better footing to succeed in comparison to non-white students could also make for meaningful
further study.
4. Significance of Support Staff Relationships.

The fourth finding highlighted just how
important support is to program satisfaction. Over
half of student participants raved about the
relationship that they formed with their student
support/success advisor. These support persons
are seen as not only the “go-to” person when a
student had questions, but also as a lifeline of
sorts in their providing an ear to listen, making it hard to underestimate the value of those who
fulfill this role.
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Significantly less interaction took place between students and their academic advisors. At the
time I conducted interviews, University academic advising indicated that contact with each
student was made at least twice per term, usually
via email. While students acknowledged or
recalled having received an email, a lack of
engagement and relationship development with
their academic advisors was clear based on their
responses. With around 1,700 students in the
program and two academic advisors employed by
the University at the time of my interviews,
resource constraints on relationship building are
understandably significant.
My interviews with University academic advisors and OPM student success advisors revealed a
significant barrier to communication regarding at-risk students. While the University and OPM
have shared access to general student information. The University’s early alert tool, Starfish, that
helps University faculty and staff communicate regarding at-risk students, is not accessible by
the OPM, whose student success advisors were identified by students as their primary resource
for information and the first person they discuss concerns or issues they are facing both in the
program and in their personal lives. Without a shared access communication tool, guaranteeing
that University faculty and staff are fully aware of individual concerns facing at-risk students is
left up to other methods of sharing this information. While student success advisors know to
communicate concerns to appropriate University personnel and regular meetings of both
stakeholder groups are scheduled regularly, the role of student success advisor at the OPM has a
relatively high turnover rate. This means relying on less process-oriented means of
communications, allowing ample opportunity for helpful information regarding at-risk students
to not be shared with appropriate University personnel in time for the University to provide
needed support or accommodation to the student.
5. Clinical Placement Trepidations.
Finding five focuses on concerns expressed regarding the clinical placement process.
Students felt that the reality of the clinical placement support experience versus what was
advertised was stark. Concerns regarding the feasibility and impact on their family life as it
related to two specific clinical placement policies were recurring themes expressed.
The challenge many students felt due to the 99-mile, one-way radius policy was significant.
Essentially, this policy stipulates that the clinical placement team can secure a placement site for
students as far as 99-miles, one-way from that student’s home address. While not every student
ultimately ends up having to experience a 99-mile, one-way drive several times a week, just
knowing it is a possibility creates anxiety for most students. For those who did end up with long
commutes, it was at this point those who had
been employed could no longer continue to
hold down a paying job. In addition to the
financial burden this loss of income created,
the commute presented serious challenges for
those students also juggling responsibilities for
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children under twelve. Similarly, two students shared struggles they endured due to the late
timing of when clinical site placement information was released to them. Clinical sites often
have specific schedule requirements and releasing this information too close to the clinical start
date left these parents without enough time to adjust their schedules and responsibilities
accordingly.
6. Interactive Learning Frustrations.
The sixth and final finding highlights the significance a sense of belonging played in
students’ experiences and identification with the program and University. Apprehension about
the online learning environment meant that students are more likely to need support to overcome
online barriers to relationship building and networking.
Group formations often stemmed from
small group projects that spun off and
organically evolved from there. The
groups formed have established their own
sub-group communication methods and
norms. However, breakout sessions during
live sessions are not viewed as
meaningful, unless instructors make them
highly structured. Instructors do not often
offer other in-class interaction opportunities. Casual ice breakers and polls were well received for
those given an opportunity to participate in such.
Immersion Weekend represented a major opportunity for students to connect with fellow
students, the University, faculty, and staff. However, several students expressed frustration with
the added level of anxiety they felt by having to complete their head-to-toe examination during
that weekend. One student shared wishing
the weekend could have been timed in a way
to optimize both in-person networking time
and instructional time, time using the tools
expressly purchased for the skills training
scheduled during Immersion Weekend.
However, overall, students really looked
forward to this one-time opportunity to meet
their faculty and classmates in-person. Many students noted leaving the experience feeling like
the bonds they had created during synchronous sessions and group study opportunities had been
solidified and strengthened by the opportunity.
These findings indicate the University needs to focus on creating a consistent and positive
student experience, building a sense of belonging within the learning community, and
strengthening student’s identity with the program and institution as core elements of healthy
retention and persistence. In the following section, I propose specific action steps the University
can make to improve retention, as well as opportunities for the University and OPM to
collaborate.
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Recommendations
1. Build a Culture of Coaching.
Balancing the workload in this graduate program was a universal concern among interview
participants. The University has already implemented measures in acknowledgement of the
hardship balancing coursework with their professional and familial responsibilities is for
students. The AAC’s study determined that students taking a leave of absence were at a much
higher risk of not persisting. Determining the best course of action was not to alter the leave of
absence policy, but the University offered some variations on their part-time track to completion
to provide students with more options on how best to manage their course loads. Further,
program leaders conducted a curriculum audit and developed a new curriculum. This new
curriculum was developed with a focus on ensuring it aligned with the academic rigor and
quality the program is known for, while keeping the student experience and work-life balance
needs in mind.
I recommend that the institution strive to create a culture of coaching. Creating a culture of
coaching can help the University build upon the relationships students develop with their
admissions representative and student success advisor (Drawdy, 2020). Such a culture could also
help lessen the apprehension students feel regarding the many barriers each of them are working
to overcome so they can achieve this graduate degree. While calling, texting, and emailing
remain viable forms of communication, they are also very transactional interactions. For
example, the financial burden of going back to school was a common theme among students.
Most universities send an email or letter to students notifying them of what financial aid options
are available to them, which is helpful but also very transactional in nature. A culture of
coaching might take this interaction a step further by providing students fifteen to thirty-minute
meeting opportunities with financial aid to discuss their options in more detail (Drawdy, 2020).
Taking this another step closer to transformational instead of transactional, the conversation
regarding the financial realities of embarking upon a graduate program and how students and
their families can best plan for managing these challenges could become a topic students are
encouraged to discuss with their student success advisor. After all, students referred frequently to
how their relationship with the student success advisors went beyond addressing everyday
concerns about their progress in the program. In fact, nearly half of interview participants
indicate their student success advisor knew a lot about their personal life and the challenges they
face outside of their program.
2. Expand Existing Tool into a “Success Roadmap” for Students.
The University provides students with the layout of their entire program curriculum. In
support of a culture of coaching, there is an opportunity to build upon the tool already in use
through the development of a more detailed and robust strategic roadmap to success. Like the
information already in use, students should receive this expanded success roadmap as soon as
they enroll in the program. This roadmap would not only lay out program courses, important
dates, deadlines, and expectations regarding the amount of time they should anticipate dedicating
to their studies in order to succeed, but it would also suggest how students should allot time for
the various aspects of their coursework, such as watching lectures, completing a case study,
preparing for weekly quizzes, etc. The University can take this tool to the next level with the
inclusion of self-care tips and reminders and suggested talking points for how students and their
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partners can create a plan for how responsibilities and needs will shift while the student is in the
program. Perhaps the university should consider also including ideas for how students talk to
their children about what “Mom” or “Dad” going back to school will look like for their lives,
why it is important, and ways their children can support mom and dad.
A success roadmap would serve as a tool to keep the student on track, but it could also serve
as a tool to help students celebrate milestones met throughout the program. According to Grant
& Shin (2011), expectancy theory proposes effort is a function of the following beliefs:
expectancy, instrumentality, and valence. Expectancy is the belief that effort will lead to
performance (Grant & Shin, 2011), Instrumentality is the belief that performance will lead to
outcomes, and valence is belief that those outcomes are important or valued (Grant & Shin,
2011). Giving students an opportunity to track their progress and celebrate achievements may
reduce students’ feelings of discouragement that can lead to lack of persistence.
The University could then expand upon the helpful guidance provided on the more robust
“success roadmap” by developing a monthly e-newsletter or e-tips series centered on providing
students with useful ideas on how to juggle all the competing demands they are facing. If the
University has the ability in their CRM to design this recurring series so that it appears to be
coming “from” each students assigned academic advisor, it could also prove to be a helpful tool
in strengthening students’ relationships with this key role linking the student to the University.
3. Create Personalized Goal Planning Tool for At-Risk Students.
To address lower retention rates, particularly for at-risk students, the University and OPM
should consider how to deepen the impact of the work admissions representatives do on the
front-end with prospective students. Admission representatives already discuss career plans and
goals with students to help them develop personalized career plans prioritized by the students’
intended goals. Each student’s plan could then become a part of that student’s records that are
visible to their student success and academic advisors as they progress through the program.
These plans can serve as a catalyst for student success and academic advisors to support and
encourage at-risk students as they progress through the program. In practice, these plans should
be used as “working” documents that are revisited and revised by students and advisors. Doing
so supports the creation of a culture of coaching.
Identifying plans and setting goals is a common success factor found among self-directed
learners (Rovai, 2002). Completing tasks and meeting deadlines is often self-directed in the
online learning environment. Drawdy (2020) points to the critical importance of providing added
student support to remove barriers to success. A goal planning tool not only provides an
additional layer of support, but also a prioritized action list that can empower students to take
their next steps with confidence, secure in the knowledge that their action is the next step toward
success. Students with less years of professional experience frequently expressed apprehension
during interviews about what acceptable proactive steps they should take. This is another
example of how a culture of coaching boosts student satisfaction and persistence. In such a
culture, students would feel encouraged and supported in asking the questions they have as they
work toward their goals. Celebrating small wins can prove to be a surprisingly powerful
influencer of overall feelings of satisfaction (Amabile & Kramer, 2011).
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4. Reframe Clinical Placement Messaging.
First and foremost, it is critical that the University ensure what is being sold to students
regarding the assistance provided in securing clinical placements is what students will actually
experience. Clinical placement issues frequently arise. There is no avoiding that reality. Students
recognizing the realities of what resources are available to them and standard preceptor
placement practices may reduce the clinical placement frustrations expressed so often. The
University has reviewed its marketing and recruitment materials to verify they accurately
promote this offering and spell out clearly that the clinical placement team assists students in
securing placements, but does not go so far as to imply preceptor placement is fully handled by
the team or guaranteed. Building upon this key first step, I recommend the program create tips
for how students should work with the clinical placement team and communicate with them as
they work together to secure sites. Admissions representatives, student success advisors, and
academic advisors should make every effort to encourage students to communicate with the
placement team, while also being proactive on their own behalf to secure their clinical site
placements.
Further exploring the need for strengthened lines of communication, the University and OPM
could work together to develop an easy way for the placement team to share with students the
status of the medical practices they have contacted. There are several challenges making this
difficult to accomplish. The University and OPM have to be careful that, in an attempt to openly
communicate with students about the status of their clinical placement, they do not endanger
their existing agreements with medical practices who have processes to follow and are not
receptive to over-communication from both the institution and student. While it would be
convenient for this suggested tool to be created so that it operates within the existing mobile
application students are already accustomed to, it is not required. Students simply want to feel
like they have a good handle on what it is they need to do to succeed, so this tool does not have
to be unnecessarily complicated.
5. Extend Technology Skill Development Opportunities for all Populations.
Interview participants often expressed frustration with live class sessions, particularly the use
of breakout sessions. Ensuring learning experiences online are designed to facilitate more than
content-learner interaction is key in realizing not just asynchronous (Rovai & Wighting, 2005),
but also synchronous learning’s full potential. The University should invest more in the
preparation of its faculty to teach in the online learning environment through onboarding,
coaching, mentoring, and ongoing training opportunities. This type of investment will also serve
to improve the consistency of the student learning experience. As this graduate nursing program
is one of several offered fully online by the University, starting a teaching forum dedicated to
online teaching and learning best practices and emerging technology trends impacting online
pedagogy could serve as a beneficial resource for faculty. This forum could host monthly
meetings or even drop-in training opportunities throughout each semester. Offering opportunities
such as this for faculty to further improve their
effectiveness in the online learning environment
supports the creation of the culture of coaching
recommended above. Faculty adopting the coaching
mindset will be key to this culture’s adoption and
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offering skill enhancement opportunities for faculty will help them feel supported. To broaden
technology skill development opportunities to reach students, as well as faculty and staff, the
University should consider developing suggestions on how students can effectively network in
an online environment, as well as tips on how to form a study group with their peers.
6. Improve Student Identity with Program and University.
The positive effects of commitment to school, when partnered with strong social integration
and goal setting, have been the focus of many studies (Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler,
1992; Rovai & Wighting, 2005; Tinto, 1993; Workman & Stenard, 1996). The University should
consider developing a communication tool to help students learn more about the University, its
history, and its culture. This tool could be used leading up to and following Immersion Weekend.
A number of formats might prove effective including a trivia or bingo format, either of which
would create additional engagement opportunities. If shared via email, it represents another
relationship-building opportunity for students with their academic advisor. If shared via social
media, it offers an engagement opportunity for current students in the program with alumni,
faculty, and staff. Frequency of these communications could vary depending on needs and
engagement levels. If sending the communication via email, I suggest a monthly or quarterly
frequency. If shared via social media, more frequent posts may be advisable depending upon
engagement levels.
The inclusion of a more interactive opportunity for students to get to know the University
during Immersion Weekend should also be considered. One option to consider is having the oncampus tour already offered during that weekend led by another University student or even an
administrative leader from another department. Getting to know another University student or
leader outside of the School of Nursing might improve student’s identification with the
University as a whole. The University should also include in its immersion budget a small
investment in a few University branded gifts for students to receive upon arriving at Immersion
Weekend. Doing so will help to create a sense of belonging and provide them with a tangible
way of identifying with the University.
7. Strengthen and Broaden Student Support Mid-Way.
Given this study’s finding of program satisfaction expressed being linked to student’s
program progress, strengthening and even broadening the support offered to students as they
progress from term two to term three and even through term four might help students
experiencing program burnout feel more supported and possibly improve their satisfaction. The
OPM student support model provides the student with opportunities to regularly connect with
their student support advisor at the outset of the program, with these points of contact becoming
less frequent as the student progresses through the program. However, the student interview
findings do not support tapering off outreach efforts. In theory, the OPM model makes sense.
Provide a high-level of responsive outreach in the beginning while students get their bearings
and then gradually reduce these interactions as the student progresses and gains confidence in
their ability to succeed. However, the weight of program demands seem to compound, increasing
students’ feelings of overwhelm and frustration at the exact same time the one regular point of
contact they have with the program is reaching out less. Thus, denying these students the same
level of access to support with which they began the program. The burnout and resultant
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frustrations expressed by students mid-way through the program indicates that there may be
opportunities for the OPM to positively impact program retention not just for this University, but
potentially their other partner universities, by strengthening the communication outreach of its
student success advisors for students mid-way through the program and building upon that
existing relationship. If student loads were to lessen for academic advisors, the University could
also consider implementing more student outreach and engagement opportunities as a way to
provide added support to students and to strengthen the academic advisor-student relationship.
8. Develop Mutually Accessed Early Alert Tool.
Though the MSN program offered by the University has a strong reputation for excellence and
graduating high quality nursing professionals, the program is actually far less selective than
several peer institutions. Having modernized early and developed this online program nearly a
decade ago, the University prides itself on helping students from all backgrounds achieve their
dream degree. However, it naturally follows that remaining committed to this mission, also
means the University serves a large student population that is diverse in gender, location, age,
education, experience, race/ethnicity, socio-economic background, technology skills, and more.
With such a varied population, the University often needs to assess and address at-risk students.
According to Rovai & Wighting (2005), there can be success in overcoming both academic
preparedness and online student skill deficiencies through early intervention efforts.
Interviews with both University and OPM staff members impressed upon me the earnest
desire all parties have to help every student succeed and the sincere effort parties on each side
put into communicating to their counterparts. However, these conversations also revealed the
systems used that have shared access between the OPM and University are not necessarily the
systems used to assess and address at-risk student concerns. While the University uses a
dedicated early alert system, only University faculty and staff have access to communicate needs
and plans for individual at-risk students. The lack of an early identification mechanism for at risk
students that is visible by both the OPM and University staff, as well as University faculty,
represents a significant opportunity for the OPM and University to not only make a measurable
impact on retention but also to partner and innovate.
Further, identifying the factors which indicate a student may be at risk and ensuring all
parties are aware to be on the watch for these factors could enhance efforts to improve retention.
For example, spotting potential risk based on financial burdens, time constraints, issues arising
from family needs, and even lack of academic preparedness for program rigor are all factors that
could warrant identifying a student as being at risk. Without a shared understanding of factors
that endanger student persistent and a mechanism for OPM staff and University faculty and staff
to provide notification and share potential resolutions, developing cohesive interventions to
address student concerns will remain a barrier. There is a significant body of research including
tools that could aid the University and OPM in determining the specific mutually agreed upon
risk factors they identify (Rovai, 2002).
Creating a shared access mechanism for the early identification of students at risk of not
persisting may prove to benefit student retention not only in this MSN program, but has the
potential to be a tool supporting retention for all universities that partner with the OPM.
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The University and OPM should work together to strengthen and formalize communications
between student success advisors, who are employees of the OPM, and academic advisors, who
are employees of the University. While regularly scheduled meetings between both staffs
currently take place, a more formalized process should be created for how these parties
communicate with one another about the assigned students they share, when certain
communications should take place, and how are they holding one another accountable these
communications . Like the early alert example, the method of communication between the
University and OPM would also be strengthened by the added clarity gained through full access
and mutually agreed upon processes. For example, what criterion or set of criteria triggers a
University faculty or staff member or OPM staff member to formally document a student
concern where University counterparts can see it? Is that method of documenting sufficient
notification? How is progress tracked? Without a concise and clear, mutually agreed-upon
policy, the impact of developing a new shared access tool may not be fully realized. I argue that
both are necessary, but at minimum documenting a clear, mutually agreed-upon process is
necessary if only to ensure enduring consistency despite the sheer volume of students and natural
employee turnover.
During this study’s interviews, it became apparent that there is a significant gap between the
level of support students experience from their academic advisors versus their student success
advisors. Academic advisors can reach out to students only one or two times per semester via
email, unless a student has a specific need. During the fall 2019 term, the University employed
two full-time academic advisors tasked with managing a student load of 1,700, which a high
volume of students. Recognizing this reality, the University has since hired a third full-time
academic advisor and can now focus on exploring innovative ways to use these critical staff
members to help improve student’s identification with the program and the University. However,
three academic advisors for approximately 1,700 students is still a high volume. Finding ways to
innovate around such large student loads will help the University maximize the efforts of the
program’s academic advisors. To best capitalize on the program’s academic advisors and realize
retention gains, the University should consider offering group sessions centered on specific areas
of concern among at-risk students. Potential session topics could include how to read research
articles, overcoming writer’s block, triumphing over math anxieties, pharmacology study tips,
and more.
9. Leverage Newly Formed Student Advisory Group.
A broad yet well-defined use of the recently established student advisory group might prove
a useful tool. Created in fall 2019, this advisory group holds promise as a useful tool to help the
University address its retention issues while maintaining its student focus guiding principle.
While the student advisory group had only just formed at the time of my research, members of
this student advisory council could provide unique insight into what supports and efforts they
find meaningful. As this new group continues to take shape, the University should focus on how
best to maximize the benefits of the student experience and stories each member brings to the
table. The student advisory group has potential to develop innovative, student-focused ideas to
help students gain confidence and poise for networking and forming groups in an online
environment.

39 | P a g e

Thriving Online
Harkleroad 2020
10. Establish Iterative Intervention Evaluation Tool.
The program’s new leadership has worked assiduously to re-vamp the student experience. These
improvements include a full revision of the University’s curriculum, which will help address
both the quality and feasibility curricular concerns most often expressed by student interview
participants. Program leadership has also revamped the Immersion Weekend experience to
include more opportunities for cohort members to network with one another and University
faculty & staff. While the full analysis report for 2020 is not yet ready to share at the time of this
study’s conclusion, the AAC was able to share that the University’s efforts have resulted in a
significantly higher net promoter score this year. This is promising news and it means that the
University has managed to begin regaining ground in the last eighteen months. To be able to
sustain and build upon that success, the University should consider how best to evaluate the
impact of their efforts and where to go from here. It is important that the impact of these efforts
is measured, so that the University can truly embark upon a continual improvement process. I
have outlined below an evaluation plan, which could help guide the University’s way as it works
toward creating a strong evaluation tool to meet this program’s ever-changing needs.
Example Evaluation Plan. The purpose of this evaluation plan is to aid the University in
Determining if the intervention(s), if implemented, improve retention for online nursing graduate
students. Key evaluation questions are based on short-term, medium-term, and long-term
outcomes. Short-term outcomes focus on setting the stage for successfully assessing the
intervention(s) impact, by beginning to document and track, for future comparison, the
intervention(s) impact on consistency of student experience, factors influencing decisions to
withdraw or persist, factors contributing to success for those who persist; and barriers
experienced by both those who did not persist and those who did. The short-term outcomes
objectives are to begin gaining a clearer understanding of what, if any, impact has intervention(s)
had on likelihood of student persisting and completing the program, as well as what specific
barriers were impacted by intervention(s) implemented. Further, the short-term outcomes hope to
identify what factors ultimately influenced existing online graduate nursing student persistence,
what factors influenced those who did not persist, what prevented them from doing so or
influenced their change in course. Medium-term outcomes should build upon short-term
outcomes indicated above, as well as begin to enable the identification of impacts based on
aggregate data like by term and by identified targeted sub-populations.
Finally, long-term outcomes should enable the University to determine how effective the
implemented intervention(s) were in improving retention and/or recruitment long-term.
Identifying the impact over time of each individual intervention implemented based on
stakeholder – students, faculty, staff, and the University. Long-term outcomes should determine
if intervention(s) implemented increase student participation in group interactions (e.g. study
groups, group chats, supporting other students, etc.), and, if so, what were some of the
improvements to their skillset, or, if not, what barriers hindered improvement. Finally, this
should enable the University to determine if the intervention(s) implemented enhance student’s
identification with the University. Some key questions in determining the implemented
intervention(s) impact center on determining what interventions best support student persistence,
were they structured and supported in a way to maximize student completion, was the
infrastructure in place sufficient, and what supports or barriers to facilitated or prevented
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completion. Finally, establishing individual student factors for those students who did and did
not persist will help aggregate the intervention(s) impact for deeper analysis.

Evaluation Design.
This is an outcome evaluation of how graduate online nursing student retention rates
compare pre- and post- intervention(s) implementation institution. As part of the evaluation
design, quantitative data on program enrollment; persistence, and completion rates can be
accessed through the University’s records or the OPM’s records. A survey using the questions
previously indicated will be sent to all online graduate nursing students, including recent
graduates to identify existing or ongoing retention barriers, as well as any new retention barriers.
The data from this survey will be used to form pre- and post- intervention(s) implementation
comparison groups for interviews and focus groups. Comparison groups will be formed based on
identified targeted student sub-populations: (i) those students identified as “at-risk;” (ii) those
students easily identified as balancing familial responsibilities; (iii) race; (iv) age; (v)
employment status. Then, focus groups and interviews of identified targeted student subpopulations will be conducted, as well as convenience interviews of other non-student
stakeholders. Then, triangulate data by comparing completion rates among online graduate
nursing students from qualitative study to completion rates in nationwide data. This mixed
methods quasi-experimental design will identify linkages between activities (intervention(s)
implementation) and outcomes (program completion).
Data Collection Methods.
Enrollment, persistence, and graduation rates will serve as this evaluation’s quantitative data,
while surveys, interviews, and focus groups will serve as its qualitative data. This structure
mirrors the design of this study’s combined use of quantitative data from the AAC’s report and
qualitative data through conducting interviews. Comparison to graduation rates of other
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institutions is also possible through national graduate nursing completion rates collected annually
by the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN). According to their website, the
AACN works to establish quality standards for nursing education; assists schools in
implementing those standards; influences the nursing profession to improve health care; and
promotes public support for professional nursing education, research, and practice. Every year,
AACN's Institutional Data Services and Research Center (IDS) issues an annual report of the
most current statistics on a number of factors including student enrollment and graduation rates
for undergraduate and graduate nursing programs. Accessing this report is easy and affordable.
The standard price is $130, and the member price is $65. (American Association of Colleges of
Nursing (AACN), 2020)
Students will be surveyed to isolate continuing and/or new persistence barriers. Then data
will be gathered regarding how, why, and/or why not students persist directly from stakeholders
through interviews/focus groups. These stakeholder groups include online graduate nursing
students; student support/success advisors; academic advisors; University faculty and staff; and
OPM staff. Surveys will be sent to all online graduate nursing students. Purposeful sampling will
be used to recruit students to participate in interviews and/or focus groups, selecting students
based on set criteria. Convenience sampling will be used for other non-student stakeholders.
Analysis Procedures.
Survey results will be analyzed to identify trends and measure the success of the
intervention(s) implemented. Several software options designed to quickly analyze and
summarize online survey results are readily available to support this exploration of survey
results. Both Qualtrics and SurveyMonkey offer such tools to their users. Coding and analysis of
the qualitative data resulting from the interviews and/or focus groups will enable the University
to draw inferences that may not have been captured in the survey data analysis. Qualitative data
analysis tools like NVivo, which was used for this study, can support coding and analysis efforts
and provide visualizations of the qualitative data analysis that help communicate the information
uncovered by the qualitative data in a way that is easy to understand.
Practical Significance and Utility.
This evaluation tool is relevant not only to the understanding of the impact made by the
intervention(s) suggested in this study that are implemented, but also as an added tool to bolster
persistence, which is a strong indicator of the impact and effectiveness of the overall
improvement retention efforts. Further, this tool may prove useful in measuring the impact of
interventions implemented to improve retention in other programs offered by the University. The
magnitude of this evaluation’s effect could be broader than this program or the University’s other
program offerings. Determining the impact of the intervention(s) implemented may ultimately
have bearing on how the OPM designs the structure of existing and future online programs with
this University and even other partner institutions.
The findings resulting from this evaluation are meaningful in that they will permit key
stakeholders to understand which intervention(s) successfully increased the likelihood of
persistence. Having a fuller understanding of which intervention(s) supported retention will
enable quicker implementation of any further programmatic adjustments so visible
improvements are timely. Results of this evaluation have the potential of leading to the
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development of a method for tracking a variety of intervention impacts like how to track impact
of implementations separate from those launched previously or tracking interventions impact
individually. Finally, potential broader implications arising from this evaluation include the
confirmation of the linkage between satisfaction as measured by net promoter score and
likelihood of a student retaining.

Study Limitations
The mixed methods approach is a strength of this study’s design because it provided the
benefits gained from both qualitative and quantitative data, with each offsetting the inherent
weakness of the other. Weaknesses arising from this design include the availability and
collection of data and barriers to determining causal connection. Access was not granted to
former students who left the program prior to completion, and a better understanding of those
students’ experiences would provide opportunity for the University to more closely examine the
specific circumstances that ultimately led to these students’ failure to retain. Time and financial
resources may present challenges for the University in implementing the interventions proposed.
Depending on the adoption of the proposed evaluation tool or something like it, collecting and
analyzing the impact of the intervention(s) implemented may prove challenging. Further,
reliability of data will remain a concern until sufficient time passes for collection of enough data
for the purposes of benchmark comparison. Prior to 2019, the OPM and University were
collecting less relevant data than they are collecting now due to the AAC’s findings. Further,
establishing causal linkages for the intervention(s) impacts will be challenging due to the number
and variety of interventions that have been implemented over the last eighteen months in
addition to those proposed in this study and the absence of a continuous improvement evaluation
plan.
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Conclusion
While the retention challenges the University is facing are not unique to this online graduate
nursing program, the needs of its students are diverse across distinct sub-populations. The
proactive way the University has committed to addressing its retention concerns is to its
advantage and indicative of the level of care, engagement, and genuine concern expressed by
each member of the University faculty and staff, as well as the OPM staff. In many ways, the
ability to open access to a broader range of students as a result of advancing technology is both a
blessing and a curse. The University has a history of innovating to meet the demands of
traditionally underserved populations and remains committed to maintaining academic rigor
despite not being as selective as some of its peer institutions. This commitment requires adopting
a student-centered, nimble, and flexible structure.
Study Question 1: From the perspective of students, faculty, and staff, what is the relationship
between accommodations needed for online students and their persistence?
The qualitative interviews conducted with representatives of all three of these key stakholder
groups, revealed that the level of importance each places on the relationship between
accommodating online students’ needs and their persistence is high. While there is value in the
greater understanding this study gained regarding faculty and staff perspectives, the students’
perspective remained the central focus for the interventions proposed. Students overwhelmingly
felt that the University and program continued to lack understanding or acceptance of just how
different the online graduate student population is in comparison with traditional, residential
populations. Accommodating the vast diversity of student needs and experiences for this
program’s population is the foundation upon which each recommended intervention in this study
is built.
Study Question 2: How do students perceive the value of peer interaction, online and offline, to
their experience?
Study group emerged from the student qualitative interviews as the dominant theme. Students
placed a high value on having a connection with peers who were also experiencing the same
challenges. One student shared, “The people in my study group have become my closest friends.
They are the only people in my life who can come close to claiming they understand all the
demands and challenges I’m juggling. They are my lifeline.” Given the value placed by students
who have created peer groups, the University has an opportunity to improve program satisfaction
by finding effective ways of encouraging and supporting the development of these beneficial
peer groups. Several of this study’s recommended interventions directly impact or support this
opportunity.
Study Question 3: From the perspective of students, what most influences their identification
with the program and University?
Though students placed less value on the importance of identifying with the program or
University in comparison to peer interaction, the excitement and feedback they shared regarding
the Immersion Weekend experience indicates its potential value. With minimal time on-campus
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or in-person, creating a strong tie to the University requires more than employing traditional
means. This is one area that the University has an opportunity to distinguish itself among its
peers by embracing new ways of creating student identity with the University and program,
continuing its established success as educational innovators and early adopters who strive to
meet students’ needs.
This study identifies ten recommendations for consideration. Acknowledging limited
resources, implementing every recommendation is not likely to be an option. The following
outlines the top three recommendations and supporting justification based on the potential value
each presents. Establishing an iterative evaluation tool, as discribed in recommendation ten, will
have significant and lasting impact on the program. Awareness of each new intervention effort
launched by the University in the last twelve months presented challenges for this study. The
speed with which the University has implemented so many intervention efforts is impressive, but
doing so without an established iterative evaluation tool in place means that understanding the
impact of each intervention is impossible. An evaluation tool woud allow the University to track
the performance and value of subsequent interventions going forward, enabling them to focus
their limited resources where they know the most could will result.
The remaining top two recommended interventions have the potential to positively impact
both the University and the OPM. Strengthening and broadening the support offered to students
mid-way through the program, as described in recommendation seven, could help these frazzled
and overwhelmed students feel more satisfied overall with the program than they currently do at
this point in their studies. As practiced now, the opposite takes place at the mid-way point in the
program just as students’ frustrations and exhaustion are mounting. Developing a shared access
early alert tool, as described in reommendation eight, holds a lot of potential benefits. Not only
would such a tool help this program identify at-risk students and collaborate effectively to meet
their unique needs more quickly, but it could bring amazing value to the OPM’s current and
future University partners.
Technology’s role in education is expected to continue to grow. When harnessed effectively, it
has the ability to bring educational opportunities to those who would otherwise not experience its
advantages. This study’s findings provide the University with a clearer understanding of how
they can improve engagement and program identity to increase retention across the diverse
populations they serve. Technology has happened faster than our ability to harness its value or
control its unintended consequences. As the University nears a decade of offering online
programming, MSN program leaders have an opportunity to implement changes and build
processes that help the University more fully realize the possibilities that technology has
provided.
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Appendix B
Interview Protocols
Student Interview Protocol
Focus: These interviews will support the project by focusing on the individual student
experience of 10-12 Nursing graduate program students balancing family obligations with those
of the program and full-time employment; what constituents consider effective vehicles for
student engagement in an online graduate program; the existing methods of both accommodation
and engagement, their assessment of existing methods’ success, and what would be considered a
successful outcome; and what forms of engagement help to build this sub-population of students’
identification with the institution at large.
Research questions: From the perspective of students, faculty, and staff, what is the
relationship between accommodations needed for online students and their persistence? The
University would like to address barriers to retention for this population with more specificity
than is provided by the quantitative survey information from the advising and analytics company.
How do students perceive the value of peer interaction, online and offline to their experience?
From their perspectives, what are the things that most influence their identification with the
University?
Conceptual frameworks: Persistence theory; community of practice; social identity/social
capital theory
Ice Breaker
• How far along are you in the program?
• What has been your favorite part of the program?
Persistence Factors Stemming from Family Obligations
• Do you have children whose care you are responsible for?
• How many children do you have that are still in school? Ages?
• How much time per week do you spend to meet their basic needs? Extra-curricular?
• Do you provide elder care for a member of your family as part of your responsibilities?
• How much time per week do you spend to meet their needs?
• Do you have specific time and place set aside every week in which to complete your
asynchronous work? Attend synchronous session? How do you communicate that to
those who rely upon you within your family?
• What would you say has been your biggest challenge in balancing all the demands?
• Tell me about a time when something you considered important to your family had to go
undone? How did you communicate that to your professor and/or peers? Did you feel
able to request a deadline adjustment from your professor? How did you communicate
this to your family?
• Can you give me an example of a time when a professor or program leader provided you
with an accommodation due to family obligations? Was your request reasonable? Their
response reasonable? What was the importance of this accommodation to you and your
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family? Do you feel the academic product or result this accommodation was a higher
quality or lower quality representation of your efforts?
Communities of Practice
• How would you describe the sense of community with fellow classmates that you feel?
• How do students become a part of the cohort community? (What are the norms that
support?)
• What is expected of students in the program? How do new students learn what is
expected?
• How would you describe the relationship between University administrators and
students?
• How would you describe the relationship between faculty and students?
• What do you like best about those relationships?
• Is there anything about them that you would like to change or improve on?
• What responsibilities do faculty and administrators hold in the program setting?
• What are the responsibilities of students in this setting?
• How do you know/learn what the responsibilities of students are?
• Who decides what the responsibilities of students are in the program setting?
• How do you handle conflicts with program faculty or administration? University?
• Can you provide an example of a time when a conflict was resolved by the
program/University to your satisfaction? Can you describe a time when it was not
resolved to your satisfaction?
• What is most important to you about your relationships with program and University
staff?
Student Engagement
• Have you formed a supportive relationship with fellow classmate(s)?
• What is your role in the context of that/those relationship(s)?
• How do you hear about things that are going on in the program and at the University?
• If you are concerned about something in the program or in a course, what do you do?
• What opportunities exist for students to engage with one another during synchronous live
sessions? Group projects? Immersion? Outside of coursework?
o What do you like most about those opportunities? Least?
• Do you communicate with your Academic Advisor regularly? Student Success Coach?
o How often?
o What do you think about your interactions with each? What purpose do they
serve? What, if anything, do you learn by communicating with either?
• What (other) engagement opportunities does the program offer for students?
o What do you like most about those opportunities? Least?
• How do you perceive these opportunities are determined?
• How would you define “student engagement”?
• What would you say are the benefits of student engagement? Are there any downsides?
• Is there any form of engagement not offered in the program or at the University that you
would like to see implemented?
• Are there any forms of engagement currently offered that you would like to eliminate?
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Social Identity/Social Capital
• What has been your experience interacting with other students in the program?
University?
• What motivates you to engage in activities with other program or University students?
• What relationships in the program or at the University do you value most?
• Can you give me an example of a student activity you participated in that made you feel
part of the program and/or University community?
• How about a time when you felt most connected to other students in the program? At the
University? A time when you felt excluded from the program? From the University?
Wrap Up
• Is there anything else you would like to add to our discussion?
• May I contact you again if I have any additional questions?
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Consent for Participation in Interview Research
The interview consent can be accessed by clicking here.
Once approved, the consent form will be delivered via email to graduate nursing students who
have expressed interest in participating in an interview. It will be accessed using a personalized
link generated by Qualtrics; only those receiving email invitation to review can access the online
consent form and the personalized link will be used to tie consent form to interview participant.
Interview Consent
The following information is provided to inform you about the research project and your
participation in it. Please read this form carefully and feel free to ask any questions you
may have about this interview study and the information given below.
Your participation in this interview study is voluntary. You are also free to withdraw from this
interview study at any time. In the event that new information becomes available that may affect
the risks or benefits associated with this interview study or your willingness to participate in it,
you will be notified so that you can make an informed decision whether or not to continue your
participation in this interview study.
1. Purpose of the study:
You are being asked to participate in an interview study in order to help Nursing learn more
about the ways in which graduate students balance program, professional and family obligations.
This interview will focus on your individual student experience.
2. Procedures to be followed and approximate duration of the interview study:
This interview study will take approximately 60 minutes. You will be asked to provide some
general information and respond to questions related to your experience in this online program.
3. Expected costs:
Not applicable.
4. Description of the discomforts, inconveniences, and/or risks that can be reasonably
expected as a result of participation in this interview study:
If at any time after beginning the interview study you do not wish to continue, you may
voluntarily withdraw from the interview study. You do not need to give any explanation for why
you do not want to participate in or complete this interview study.
If at some point after completing the interview study you feel uncomfortable as a result of being
interviewed, you may contact Laralee Harkleroad (423) 612-4328. Laralee Harkleroad will
attempt to contact you within 24 hours in order to discuss your concerns.
5. Anticipated benefits from this interview study:
a) The potential benefits to the online graduate Nursing programs that may result from this
interview study are a better understanding of the needs and barriers to retention experienced by
students balancing program, professional, and familial obligations; and propose potential
interventions to improve retention.
b) There are no direct benefits to you from this interview study.
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6. Compensation for participation:
There is no compensation for participating in this interview study.
7. What happens if you choose to withdraw from interview study participation:
This interview study is completely voluntary. Withdrawing is not penalized in any way.
8. Contact Information.
If you should have any questions about this interview study or possible injury, please feel free to
contact Laralee Harkleroad at (423) 612-4328 or laralee.f.harkleroad@vanderbilt.edu or my
Faculty Advisor, Dr. Chris Quinn Trank at (806) 787-9781.
For additional information about giving consent or your rights as a participant in this interview
study, please feel free to contact the Vanderbilt University Institutional Review Board Office at
(615) 322-2918 or toll free at (866) 224-8273.
9. Confidentiality Statement.
All reasonable efforts will be made to keep the personal information in your research record
private and confidential, but absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. Your information
may be shared with institutional and/or governmental authorities, such as the Vanderbilt
University Institutional Review Board, if you or someone else is in danger, or if we are required
to do so by law.
STATEMENT BY PERSON AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY
By clicking the button below, you acknowledge that your participation in the interview study is
voluntary, you are 18 years of age, that you are aware that you may choose to terminate your
participation at any time and for any reason, you have read this informed consent, any questions
have been answered, and you freely and voluntarily choose to participate.
Please note that this online consent form will be best displayed on a laptop or desktop
computer. Some features may be less compatible for use on a mobile device.
o I consent to participate in this interview study
o I do not consent, I do not wish to participate
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Student Interview Recruitment Email
Dear [Name],
Nursing leadership is always exploring ways to improve your student experience. Hearing from
our students is important and we invite you to be a participant in an interview study. As a
participant, you will be interviewed about your experience in the online graduate Nursing
program. We are contacting you for this study because we value the insights you may be able to
share as it relates to balancing professional, personal, and program responsibilities and overall
engagement in the program.
Should you agree to participate; the researcher will contact you to set up a phone or video
conference interview call at a time convenient to you. During the 45-minute call, the researcher
will ask you about your engagement and experiences in the program.
We hope you will choose to participate in this important study that will benefit current and future
Nursing students. If you are willing, please email back confirmation and the researcher will
follow up to schedule a call.
I look forward to hearing from you.
Thank you,
[Contact Information] –University Graduate Nursing Student Academic Advisors will be sending
this communication
Vanderbilt University
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Appendix C
IRB Approvals
IRB #192053 Approval Letter from Vanderbilt University, October 14, 2019
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IRB #192053 Stamped Approval from Vanderbilt University, October 14, 2019
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Letter of Cooperation from Partner Organization
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Interview Coding Matrix
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