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Introduction: The Education Situation in the US  

Higher education requires a student to pay $24,466 per year for tuition, room, and board (Fast Facts). Often, students borrow student loans to cover some or all of this cost. Therefore, the average student graduates with $27,000 in student loans (Ellis).  Also, to supplement the rising cost of education, many students work one or more jobs during their time at the university, leading to distraction from classes and possible delays in graduation. Therefore, an American might leave the university with no degree, but with student loan debt that must be paid off. Simply attending university classes for a few years does not grant a student much advantage in the job market.

To compound the problem, in the past, students were expected to graduate within four years. My father graduated in three. I graduated in four. Now, with students working jobs and changing majors more than once, 53% of students graduate in six years (Marklein). Sixty percent of full time students take seven years to earn a Bachelor’s degree (Complete College America). Even pushing students to graduate in five years seems ambitious. 

Complete College America is a non-profit initiative that spurs colleges and universities to develop strategies and programs that assist students in completing courses and programs, earning certificates and degress that lead to increased employability.  But for us, moving students successfully from their first course to graduation day and then to their first job in a timely and efficient manner is about more than just fulfilling a national mandate. We are concerned about at-risk populations for personal reasons. We are personally motivated to finding strategies to increase student retention, completion of courses, completion of programs, and completion of college/university study. Furthermore, we want to do so while increasing employability and employment AND increasing critical thinking skills in students. 

We are not ambitious at all. 
Background: Quality Matters

We call our presentation “beyond Quality Matters” because at our university, Kennesaw State University outside Atlanta, Georgia, in the US, all of the courses offered online must meet Quality Matters, or QM, standards. QM is the best known and most widely used and researched system to measure quality of online and hybrid courses in the US. It is based on a collection of evidence regarding best practices in teaching. And it contains 21 “essential standards” that must be met. For example, to meet standards, a course must have measurable course goals and a clear syllabus. The grading information must be logical and clearly presented, and the content included must relate clearly to course goals. It’s a very common sense set of standards. You can learn more at the QM website at http://www.qualitymatters.org.
Research Summary: The Research Points to Directions for Solutions

In the United States, the population most at-risk is African American males (Arum and Roksa). We have theorized that any strategies to achieve our goals that target African American males will  also benefit all other American populations. Also, we have developed our strategies for online class implementation, although we also theorize that if they work in online courses, they will work in face to face courses. According to recent research, several strategies have been proven to increase retention, completion, and graduations. These are 

1) Clear paths through courses and programs. Students should be given clear, measurable goals for each course and each online module. Also, students should be given clear directions regarding how to achieve the goals for each online module and for the course (Kamenetz). Many believe the EduPunk movement will “save” American education if universities will only relent and embrace its advocacy of “Do It Yourself” learning principles. “DIY” education has been available in America almost since its founding in the form of public libraries and for at least 50 years through the Public Broadcasting System, public access, and other television channels, which offer entire courses for free to interested viewers. New arrivals such as Udacity and Coursera have reinvigorated these approaches promising to render the traditional delivery models obsolete, but the long history of these developments has proven otherwise. However, across the centuries, the mere availability of education has not equated with greater levels of attainment. Citizens, and students, need help.  

2) Communication with the professor. Studies show that students who communicate with their professors do better than those who do not (Arum and Roksa). Students should be encouraged to communicate with their online professors via email, telephone, Skype, or other methods that are agreeable to the professor. That means that professors who limit student-faculty conversation to classtime or face to face meetings or otherwise discourage conversation can actually stand in the way of student progress through a course. Of course, faculty should set reasonable rules for faculty-student interaction. But faculty who have policies such as, "I will respond to one spontaneous email from you during the semester" may very well be standing in the way of student graduation.
3) Rigorous courses. Studies show that students will do more and be more satisfied about a course when more is expected of them--if those expectations are clear and reasonable. Studies also show that 20 pages of writing during a semester and 40 pages of assigned reading will increase critical thinking abilities in students, which will lead to increased employability. As one example of what faculty could do, research shows that “When students are asked to read and write in their courses, when academic coursework is challenging, and when higher-order thinking is included in the coursework, students perform better on tests measuring skills such as critical thinking and writing” (Arum and Roksa). This finding is echoed in Means’ 2010 metastudy on distance education. Many believe that online elements that instructors can add, such as quizzes and videos, improve the online experience for students. But Means concluded that “The [online] practice with the strongest evidence of effectiveness is inclusion of mechanisms to prompt students to reflect on their level of understanding as they are learning online,” such as one-minute reflection writing assignments or shorter writing assignments that ask students to address what they have learned in a particular context (Means 52).
4) Clear identification of skills learned in class and clear explanation of how those skills can be marketed to employers. We teach our students so many important things, but how many of us stop and tell students, "This assignment was a research proposal. When you look at job ads and they ask for proposal writing experience, or when you are in an interview and you are asked about your experience with proposal formats, you can say that you have written a research proposal for a research assignment in a college course, and that you learned about proposal components and submission processes." While to us as faculty it is very obvious why we are teaching our students what we are teaching them, it is a good idea to take that extra step and translate the classroom experience into a marketable skill (Kamenetz).
5) Goal setting. Studies show that by encouraging students to set goals, we increase their chances of reaching them. Research shows a high correlation between intention to do something and follow-through. The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) says there is a causal relationship between behavioral intention and actual behavior (Davis, Bargozzi, and Warshaw 984).
All of these factors have been identified by research as being important to creating courses and programs that foster retention and completion and lead to employed graduates. We wanted to share all of these factors with you, but today we will be talking about our foray into creating course components that encourage goal setting to increase retention and completion. 

Our Results: Our Approach, Methods, and Preliminary Findings
Our first strategy is very low tech. While our faculty at KSU have many options for scheduling their online courses during the semester, we encourage them to present one module per week, with a constant due date, such as midnight each Tuesday.  Our first test course was just such a course. Therefore, after examining all the components in an online course, we present students with several schedules that they could adopt in order to complete the course successfully. We usually create one schedule that involves a unit of time each day in the week. Next, we create one schedule that focuses only on the weekend. Last, we create one schedule that involves a unit of time for three weekdays. We are mindful of due dates. As you can see, the sample schedules must be created individually for each course participating in the strategy. 

The third step is to present these sample schedules to the students during the first week of class and then present students with a blank schedule in a word processing program. Students are given the assignment to fill in the schedule with a plan regarding how they will successfully complete the course. They are also asked to share two personal goals and two professional goals, and they are graded with a rubric that they are given along with the assignment (clear expectations). The current assignment template in use at KSU is created in SoftChalk. You can view that version here or download and adjust the current template here, if you have SoftChalk. I have also created an html version, if you would like to adapt the template to serve your needs, using a variety of formats. 

This research-based strategy was piloted this summer in an abnormally large online technical writing course. This course had 44 students. Normally, the average section size is 27, and the average retention rate for this online course is 88% with an average of 80% active participation. The drop date for the summer course was June 27. The course is still being taught, and it ends July 29. But as of today, the course has 43 students remaining in the course (97% retention) with 42 students actively participating (95%). 
Our second strategy is still in the incubation stage, with planned roll out in summer of 2014. It involves giving students a graphic representation of the achievement of their goals each week.  To create this tool, each module goal in the course has been tied to a series of self-assessment created using the free Hot Potatoes program. Because the self-assessment is in html, it can be attached to a series of algorithms that create a graphic representation for the student, showing him or her how well he or she is progressing in the course. Meeting the goals is represented by a jug filling up a tube. The higher the tube is filled, the better the student performed during the week. In addition, students can look at overall progress. Students can also set personal and professional goals, and apps can be recommended for students to use to achieve those personal and professional goals.  It is our hope that constant feedback regarding goal completion will spur students to continue pursuing their goals. 
Conclusion: Results and Future Research
We plan to implement our schedule activity on a wide scale in fall and continue with the research on retention and completion using this simple tool. We will also add the second strategy by next summer to see if it improves retention and completion as well. Future strategies for research include phenomeongraphic strategies to increase student retention and completion by changing their perceptions of course goals, and using online career portfolios to prompt students to connect courses and course activities with marketable skills. We also hope to use surveys to measure student intention and relate that to course completion, and we hope to track program completion and employment after graduation. Ultimately, we want to find the perfect formula for moving students from entering college to graduation and employment. And that formula will also increase the students’ abilities to think critically.
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