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ABSTRACT 

This research study aimed to investigate the influence of online course design on 
the persistence of undergraduate students at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs). By examining the concept of persistence, the study aimed to 
enhance understanding of how integrated online learning materials can promote 
student engagement, academic assimilation, and social acceptance. The study 
considered the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on online education and sought to 
contribute to discussions on online course design effectiveness. The study was 
conducted at two HBCUs in the southern region of the United States. A qualitative 
research method was employed, utilizing purposeful criterion-based sampling. 
Seventeen undergraduate students who had enrolled in fully-online courses 
participated in semi-structured interviews, which were transcribed and analyzed 
using open, axial, and selective coding techniques. The findings revealed several 
themes related to student persistence in online courses. Participants expressed a 
preference for asynchronous learning, highlighting the flexibility it offered. 
Student-instructor interaction was identified as vital, emphasizing the importance 
of regular engagement, personalized guidance, and timely feedback. The value of 
multimedia resources and engagement with classmates was recognized, with 
participants valuing diverse materials and interactions that enhanced their 
understanding and motivation. Community-building activities, such as online 
discussions and group projects, were found to foster a sense of belonging and 
encourage active participation. These findings provide insights for HBCUs and 
higher education institutions to enhance online course design and support 
mechanisms for student persistence. The study underscores the significance of 
teacher presence, interactive learning environments, and institutional support for 
online educators and contributes to the advancement of online education and 
promotes successful student outcomes within the context of HBCUs. 
 
Keywords: Online course design, persistence, retention, historically black colleges and 
universities 
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INTRODUCTION 
With technological advancements making it easier for students to access and traverse the 
Internet, the second half of the 1990s witnessed significant growth in online enrollments, 
whereas an increasing number of institutions decided to provide online programs (Herbert, 
2006; Herron & Wright, 2006; Simonson et al., 2012). An appealing combination of greater 
flexibility and unlimited digital connectivity to vast amounts of knowledge is responsible for the 
rapid adoption of online education courses (Sitzmann et al., 2006; Zimmerman, 2012). The 
availability of online courses enables students to schedule their studies around other 
obligations, which may not otherwise be possible (Lee, 2017). Despite huge expansion, the 
persistence levels of online courses are much poorer compared to the ones delivered in-person 
(Xavier and Meneses, 2020; Muljana and Luo, 2019; Delnoij et al., 2020). Negative elements such 
as a lack of engagement with instructors and other classmates, problems with learning 
resources, infrastructure issues, and difficulties of work, health, and family obligations can limit 
the convenience of online learning (Greenland & Moore, 2014; Ilgaz & Gulbahar, 2015). This 
research attempted to answer questions concerned with the course design elements that may 
have an effect on the persistence of students enrolled in online courses at Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities.  
 
Purpose of the Study 
The primary purpose of this study was to examine the impact of online course design on the 
persistence of undergraduate students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). 
Despite the rapid growth and widespread adoption of online education, issues such as 
involvement, collaboration, dedication, integrity, and quality remain significant concerns. This 
study aimed to address these concerns and understand how integrated online learning 
materials could enhance student involvement. By examining the concept of persistence, the 
study aimed to contribute to a better understanding of how online courses can be designed to 
promote student engagement, academic assimilation, and social acceptance.  
 
The study took into account the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the 
adoption of online education worldwide. As educational institutions quickly transitioned to 
online delivery, the study recognized the need to examine the quality of online learning in this 
new and rapidly evolving landscape. It aimed to contribute to the ongoing discussions on online 
course design and its effectiveness in promoting student persistence. 
 
The study provided valuable insights for HBCUs and higher education institutions in general, to 
help them enhance online course design and support mechanisms to improve student 
persistence. The findings can inform institutional policies and practices, emphasizing the 
importance of teacher presence, interactive learning environments, and institutional support 
for online educators. Ultimately, the study sought to contribute to the advancement of online 
education and promote successful student outcomes in the context of Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities. 
 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Components of the social integration theory and the interaction equivalency theory were 
synthesized to understand the elements of online course design that contribute to developing 
an online learning environment in which students will choose to remain enrolled (Croxton, 
2014). This is represented by figure 1, which illustrates how the type of interaction (Interaction 
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Equivalency Theory) and the experience with the university system (Social Integration Theory) 
are tied to one another for the purpose of this research.  
 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework (Tinto, 1975,1993; Anderson, 2003) 

 

Social Integration Theory 
Online course designers understand the crucial role that interactions with students and the 
connection between students have in a student's decision to persist, as explained by Tinto's 
(1975, 1993) social integration theory and supported by the empirical literature (X. Liu et al., 
2007; Morris et al., 2005; Rovai, 2003; Tello, 2007). By addressing the requirement for students 
to integrate into both formal and informal academic and social systems of an academic 
community, making opportunities for deliberate, meaningful engagement a fundamental 
component of online course design may help to increase persistence (Croxton, 2014). In light of 
this, it is possible to partially explain persistence or attrition in the context of online learning to 
students' interaction (or lack thereof) with their online learning environment, including their 
interaction with students and instructors (Croxton, 2014).  
 

 
Figure 2. Tinto's Social Integration Theory (1975, 1993) 
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The likelihood of persistence is increased when online students have a sense of community in 
their online learning environments (Liu et al., 2007; Morris et al., 2005; Tello, 2007). Liu et al. 
found a correlation between students' sense of community and decreased feelings of isolation 
as well as decreased possibility that they will drop out of their online courses in a case study 
involving 28 faculty members and 20 online MBA students (Liu et al., 2007). Tello (2007) found 
a significant, positive association between the usage of asynchronous methods of engagement 
by the instructor inside a course (i.e., discussion forum and email) and favorable student views 
regarding that course in a survey of 1569 undergraduate and 51 graduate students. Student 
views about interaction and course persistence showed a slight, positive association (Tello, 
2007). Further analysis of the study's data revealed that just 11% of the reasons students gave 
for quitting or declining to sign up for another online course related to instructor engagement 
(or lack thereof) (Tello, 2007). Morris et al. examined 354 undergraduate students' 
participation data in asynchronous online courses, of whom 284 continued and 70 withdrew, in 
order to examine the link between course interaction and persistence from a new perspective 
(Morris, 2005). According to Morris (2005), participation involves reading the assigned 
readings, participating in conversations, posting the latest comments, and replying to comments 
from other students. When student participation statistics were analyzed, it became clear that 
participants who completed the course had considerably greater engagement levels than 
participants who withdrew (Morris, 2005). The results of these research studies support Tinto's 
(1975, 1993) social integration theory by demonstrating that student persistence is 
significantly influenced by integration into informal academic systems (faculty/staff contacts) 
and informal social systems (peer groups) (Croxton, 2014). One of the key factors in a student's 
decision to continue in an online course is the interaction of the course, especially between the 
student and the teacher (Croxton, 2014). Therefore, online instructors intentionally create 
courses that provide students with plenty of opportunity to engage in meaningful and 
supportive interactions amongst one another and the teacher as part of the university's overall 
retention strategy (Croxton, 2014). 
 
Interaction Equivalency Theory  
Online courses allow for formal course interaction between students, instructors, and course 
materials (Graham & Massyn, 2019). Anderson (an accomplished distance education 
instructor) derived the interaction equivalency theorem using inductive reasoning after seeing 
that no single style of interaction is preferable in supporting the distance education process 
(Graham & Massyn, 2019). The interaction equivalency theorem was designed as a theory for 
understanding interaction in distance education courses, succeeding Moore's (1989) three-part 
theory of interaction, which includes of the student-to-content (S2C), student-to-teacher (S2T), 
and student-to-student (S2S) interaction dyads. The interpretations of student and instructor 
are self-explanatory, but the definition of content is less evident, as Anderson (2003) 
categorizes that student to content activities in online courses include specific interactions 
among students that compensate for the student to teacher interaction in an online course 
environment (e.g., interactive media, asynchronous communication in discussion boards, 
assessment programs, and videos). Anderson transformed Moore's three-part model of 
interaction (1989) into a theorem that includes two new dimensions: quality and quantity 
(Miyazoe & Anderson, 2010). Approximately 25 research studies were conducted on the 
interaction equivalency theory between 2007 and 2018, demonstrating persistent and 
widespread interest in the device (Graham & Massyn, 2019).  
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According to Thesis 1 of the equivalency theorem, just one strong arrangement of the three 
interaction groupings is required for profound and meaningful online learning, therefore the 
importance of all interaction dyads is equivalent to one another (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2015). 
The first thesis relates to closed systems in which both resource and time restrictions influence 
the preference for one form of strong interaction over another (Graham & Massyn, 2019). The 
second thesis applies to open systems where inadvertent interaction excesses, such as a guest 
lecturer, are plausible and enhance learning (Graham & Massyn, 2019). However, if another 
significant type interaction is implemented, the cost and duration will increase (Miyazoe & 
Anderson, 2011). Although adding more interaction types with the same strength may be 
advantageous, there still remain cost and time factors to take into account. (Figure 3)  
 

 
Figure 3. The Interaction Equivalency Theorem 

 
Interaction between students is crucial for online learners' pleasure (Croxton, 2014). Ivankova 
and Stick's 2007 cross-sectional study of 207 PhD students revealed evidence in favor of 
student-student interaction: those who successfully matriculated in the program received more 
relevant and constructive peer input than those who dropped out. Hollenbeck, Mason, and Song 
(2011) discovered that participants in a separate qualitative interview research of 32 
undergraduate and 22 graduate students reported they depended on student-student 
connectedness because it lessened the perceived danger of subpar performance in a course. 
These results suggest that student-student contact is crucial for online learners' persistence 
(Croxton, 2014).  
 
Online student happiness is significantly influenced by student-student interaction, while 
student-instructor communication is one of the most significant indicators of student 
satisfaction (Croxton, 2014). Thurmond et al. (2002) showed that having a range of methods to 
be assessed, knowing the teacher, and receiving timely feedback from the instructor were all 
strongly connected with student satisfaction, which serves as an example of this argument. The 
researchers found that in the same survey, people who gave the best answers on the question 
of how well they knew the teacher reported taking part more actively in online discussions 
(Thurmond et al., 2002). For the duration of a course, it is crucial that students believe they can 
reach their professors with ease and get quick, accurate feedback (Croxton, 2014). Students may 
feel more stable and integrated into the online learning environment by developing an 
interactive relationship with their instructor (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). This engagement may 
take place one-on-one or among student groups and the instructor (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). 
When at least one of the three types of formal interaction—student-student, student-instructor, 
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and student-content—is present at an elevated level, deep and meaningful formal learning is 
more likely to occur (Miyazoe & Anderson, 2015). Going back to the interaction equivalency 
theorem, all three types of formal interaction are beneficial to learning and satisfaction 
(Anderson, 2003). While social connection, particularly between students and instructors, 
appears to be a key component in meeting student requirements, student-content interaction 
has been proven to be a major predictor of student satisfaction and persistence specifically in 
online courses (Kuo et al., 2014).  
 
The interaction equivalency theory was created with the perspective of distance education 
course designers in mind, with the assumptions that there might be time and financial 
constraints on the course of instruction, that the final result is learning, and that the subject to 
be studied is the same regardless of the manner of which instruction is employed (Graham & 
Massyn, 2019). Several elements, including the learner's preferred learning style, the course 
designer's preferences, the course's market value, and the mode of delivery (e.g., classroom), 
are taken into account when designing an effective online course with adequate student 
engagement (Anderson, 2003) that may have the ability to positively impact persistence.  
 
Furthermore, this study sought to capture student perspectives regarding the impact of online 
course design on their persistence through the lens of both the Social Integration Theory and 
the Interaction Equivalency Theory. Tinto's theory of social integration addresses both 
academic and social integration, but the interaction equivalency theory provides context for 
analyzing how these components might be actively encouraged in online and distance education 
courses (Anderson 2003; Tinto, 1975, 1993).  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Even at some of the greatest colleges, online programs have been badly constructed or designed 
poorly (Vai & Sosulski, 2016). Faculty and students may feel disoriented if they lack assistance, 
structure, or a feeling of community (Vai & Sosulski, 2016). Good, well-intentioned colleges 
have seen programs fail because they were unable to produce courses that consistently engaged 
and challenged students (Vai & Sosulski, 2016). Flat materials, such as static text documents, 
are insufficient for creating online courses that achieve elevated levels of interactive 
engagement and student happiness; multimedia education has been highlighted as a critical 
component of student satisfaction in an online setting (Liaw, 2008; Bollinger & Wasilik, 2009). 
Faculty may use their creativity and adaptability to create an engaging and inspirational online 
educational experience by using a range of media assets such as text, audio, video, and graphics 
(Haley, 2010). Effective online learning, on the other hand, is the outcome of a well-thought-out 
instructional design effort that addresses pedagogical requirements (Murray et al., 2012).  
 
Moore and Fetzner (2019) investigated online institutions with similar retention rates to their 
face-to-face counterparts in order to better understand successful online course design. They 
discovered that successful online universities used a system-wide approach to utilizing Sloan- 
quality C's framework, which focuses on five pillars of learning: efficacy, access, scalability, 
faculty satisfaction, and student happiness (Moore & Fetzner, 2019). These institutions used a 
variety of tactics to improve access, including customizing the learning environment, training 
students to be online learners, and providing accessible courses (Moore & Fetzner, 2019). 
Student happiness was improved through a number of tactics, including the creation of a user-
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friendly space in the online classroom devoted to student achievement in order to improve 
student readiness (Moore & Fetzner, 2019).  
 
Another study explored both the methodical approach to, and the technology for, course design 
and development, with the goal of assisting the transition from traditional teaching to online 
learning and increasing students' interest in the themes of e-learning and Web courseware 
creation (Hoic-Bozic et al., 2009). Findings revealed that students were pleased with the 
educational approach, and their academic performance was also higher than predicted (Hoic-
Bozic et al., 2009). Additionally, the dropout rate was significantly reduced, which might be 
attributed to students' happiness with the help they received from both the system and the 
professor (Hoic-Bozic et al., 2009).  
 
Multimedia platforms assist educational instruction by enabling flexible and real interactions 
between teachers, students, and content (Almara'beh et al., 2015), with digital tools frequently 
offering simulated opportunities to improve learning (e.g., Vagg et al., 2020). It has been 
demonstrated that using multimedia in online courses has a favorable effect on education (e.g., 
Kostolansk et al., 2019) and increases learning and participation among students (e.g., Martin 
et al., 2018). King (2014) discovered, for instance, that screen-casting that make instructors 
more visible have pedagogical benefits, and that video-based instructor introductions can 
facilitate the formation of relationships with professors, resulting in more constructive course 
evaluations (Jones et al., 2008). In learning environments, mobile and digital technology can 
offer substantial benefits and affordances, such as fostering and supporting creative, 
collaborative, critical, and communication skills (Cobcroft et al., 2006). Inclusion of media tools 
(Havice et al., 2010) may stimulate learners' desire to learn and increase students' engagement 
with course content; however, instructor inexperience with digital tools has frequently been 
observed to inhibit student learning during the COVID-19 pandemic (Chu et al., 2021). Videos 
have been suggested as a medium for fostering social, cognitive, and teaching presence (Di Paulo 
et al., 2017), with asynchronous video being an excellent tool for fostering students' perceptions 
of teaching presence and immediacy (Crawford, 2018).  
 
Similar to the arguments in favor of multi-modal asynchronous tools, the arguments in favor of 
synchronous video conferencing in online courses appear to be more theoretical than empirical 
(Goroshit, 2018; Hart, 2012; Leeds et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2009; Northrup, 2009; Zhan, & Mei, 
2013), as there are few empirical studies on the actual use of synchronous video conferencing 
tools in online courses. To address this, Skylar (2009) conducted a study comparing 
asynchronous and synchronous online instruction with forty undergraduates obtaining teacher 
certification. Almost three-quarters of the students responded that they would prefer to enroll 
in an online course that employs synchronous video conferencing technology rather than one 
that relies only on text-based asynchronous technologies (Skylar, 2009). When there are no 
face-to-face contacts, students tend to believe the instructors are less supportive and feel less 
happy, therefore some researchers have determined that the similarities between synchronous 
meetings and face-to-face meetings are vital for students to feel satisfied (Paul & Jefferson, 
2019). Because low-quality synchronous online meetings have a detrimental impact on student 
learning satisfaction, the quality of synchronous online meetings is critical (Fatani, 2020).  
 
However, blended delivery, which combines asynchronous and synchronous tools, is 
recommended in the literature as a more effective course design (Gilpin, 2020). Typically, only 
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one type of technology is used; however, the literature suggests that blended delivery, which 
combines asynchronous and synchronous tools, is the most challenging to design (Hart, 2012: 
Joksimovic et al., 2015; Leeds et al.; 2013; Liu et al., 2009; Northrup, 2009; Zhan & Mei, 2013). 
While this may be true, one study indicates that both sorts of tools hold promise (Gilpin, 2020). 
Clark et al. (2015) evaluated quantitatively the impact of asynchronous and synchronous video 
as well as a text-based conversation on the levels of social presence in an online teacher 
education course for undergraduates. Sixteen students self-reported in a survey that their social 
presence increased significantly when using the video both asynchronously and synchronously 
(Clark et al., 2015).  
 
Persistence of Online Students at HBCU’s 
An assortment of studies has investigated the elements that influence student persistence in 
online programs (Rahim, 2020; Stone & Springer, 2019; Moreno-Marcos et al., 2020; Gilpin, 
2020). However, extraordinarily little research currently exists on overall students’ persistence 
in online courses specifically at HBCU’s. This study seeks to address this gap in literature by 
focusing on understanding the impact of online course design on the persistence of students 
enrolled in fully online courses at HBCU’s. According to the U.S. Department of Education's 
National Center for Education Statistics (2011), African Americans are more likely than any 
other demographic group to enroll in and finish their entire college academic curriculum online 
(Moore, 2014). Paradoxically, just 18% of the 107 historically Black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs) provide online degrees to their students; showing a much slower integration to online 
learning than predominantly white institutions (Alston et al., 2017).  
 
The demographic usually served by HBCUs faces academic, social, and economical problems, 
and these educational institutions must be prepared and willing to assist students in navigating 
the aforementioned obstacles in order for them to achieve academic success (Davis, 2006). 
Researchers found that low-income students, students who were academically unprepared 
(Figlio, Rush, & Yin, 2013), African American students (Xu & Jaggars, 2014), male students 
(Figlio et al., 2013; Xu & Jaggars, 2014) and students who had lower prior grade point averages 
(Cochran, Campbell, Baker, & Leeds, 2013; Figlio et al., 2013; Xu & Jaggars, 2014) were all 
members of at-risk populations in higher education.  
 
Although a scarcity of research exists on persistence of online students at HBCU’s, there are 
several global studies that analyze factors contributing to the persistence of online students at 
both international universities and predominantly White institutions in the United States of 
America. Using data from a path analysis of 321 distance learners from one of Malaysia's public 
universities, Rahim (2020) discovered that the link between online student engagement and 
student satisfaction and learning outcomes was moderated by students' level of persistence in 
their online courses. This conclusion suggests that distance learners who set an objective and 
stick to it have a good chance of succeeding, and that the more courses a student completes, the 
closer he or she is to earning a degree (Rahim, 2020). This study's findings imply that 
administrators in charge of online education programs should work to establish a sense of 
camaraderie with their students as soon as possible (Rahim, 2020). It is important for online 
programs to encourage and help set up support networks for distance learners to help them 
overcome personal or professional obstacles that may be causing them to consider dropping 
out of their courses (Rahim, 2020).  
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Salvo, Shelton, and Welch (2019) performed a comprehensive qualitative study investigating 
the academic, economic, and technological influences, as well as the obstacles, faced by ten 
African American male undergraduates who successfully completed online courses at a public 
university in the southern United States. Lack of professor engagement, lack of expedient 
feedback, inadequate number of examples, scarcity of notifications, unavailability of teacher-
directed learning, and absence of teacher-mediated evaluations were the most significant 
challenges and difficulties encountered by many participants within the study (Salvo, Shelton, 
and Welch, 2019).  
 
There have been many efforts to help students succeed in school (Fetzner, 2013; Hart, 2012; 
Roby, Ashe, Singh, & Clark, 2013), yet some students still struggle to keep going even after 
numerous interventions. Predictions about persistence in online courses can be formed thanks 
to the abundance of empirical facts offered by numerous researchers showing retention and 
attrition tendencies (Boston et al., 2011; Hachey, Waldis, & Conway, 2012; Hart, 2012; Ice, 
2012). However, it is important to note that learners may possess the ability to persist even if 
stats indicate that they will not (Budash & Shaw, 2017). When compiled, this information 
presents future researchers with a confusing maze of contradictory findings on what drives 
people to stick with online courses (Budash & Shaw, 2017). Some researchers have found that 
students' lack of preparation for online learning is more to blame for their low persistence rates 
than the format itself (Cochran et al., 2014; Lee & Choi, 2011; James, Swan, & Daston, 2016; 
Wilson & Allen, 2011). The fact that many adults who take courses online are also juggling other 
commitments means that they may have to take a nontraditional approach to meeting their 
educational goals (Haydarov et al., 2013). This can make it difficult to pinpoint an appropriate 
time to test persistence (Boston, Ice & Burgess, 2012). Therefore, it is assumed that poorer 
retention rates are a constraint on the expansion of online learning options (Allen & Seaman, 
2015).  
 
The review of literature emphasized the importance of well-designed online programs and their 
impact on student persistence, particularly in the context of historically Black colleges and 
universities (HBCUs). Poorly constructed online courses can lead to disorientation and 
dissatisfaction among faculty and students. Successful online institutions employ multimedia 
tools, a system-wide approach, and blended delivery methods to enhance engagement and 
student satisfaction. Factors such as student engagement, satisfaction, and support networks 
play crucial roles in promoting persistence. Addressing the challenges faced by HBCU students 
is vital for their academic success. Further research is needed to better understand the 
dynamics influencing persistence in online courses and to develop targeted interventions. 
 

METHOD 
A qualitative research method was used in this study to understand the impact of online course 
design on the persistence of undergraduate students at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities.  
 
Research Setting 
The study was conducted at two higher education institutions with a historical focus on serving 
African American students, commonly referred to as Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs), situated in the southern region of the United States. Institution A and Institution B 
were identified by pseudonyms. Selected institutions are situated in the States of Louisiana and 
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Mississippi. Institutions A and B have demonstrated advancements in efforts to enhance 
accessibility of online courses and programs offered to students. Institution A received funding 
from the state and is part of a separate institutional system, while Institution B received funding 
from the state and is governed by a state-wide board of higher learning. Institution B received 
federal funding through the Morrill Acts of 1890, which designated it as a land-grant university.  
 
Population 
The population for this research consisted of all of the matriculated undergraduate students at 
University A and University B. There were approximately 2,308 undergraduate students at 
University A and 2,533 undergraduate students at University B when the research was 
conducted.  
 
Sample and Sampling Technique 
This study utilized purposeful criterion-based sampling in order to identify research 
participants. The primary goal for this sampling technique was for the selected participants to 
be representative of the population of interest while the sampling frame is that of the population 
from which the sample itself will be drawn (Neuman, 2003). The criteria for students to be 
included in this study was that they must have enrolled in one or more fully-online 
undergraduate course(s) during the previous semester. Completion of the course was not an 
inclusion criterion. This was done in an effort to allow the opportunity for more diverse student 
perspectives to be explored during the research process. A list of undergraduate students who 
were enrolled in online classes for the selected semester was requested from the selected 
university. Based on this list, whether these students are full-time or part-time was not 
specified. Students were not chosen based specifically on their major, however, students who 
were enrolled in the same course at the university were sent a recruitment letter.  
 
For qualitative research, it is recommended that at least 10 participants who have direct 
experience of the target phenomenon be examined through the use of long interviews (Creswell, 
2005). In order for this study to be doable, the total sample size consisted of 17 students. There 
was an effort made to ensure that the demographics include men, women, and students from a 
variety of racial and cultural origins. Interviews were conducted with 17 individuals who agreed 
to participate in the study. Interviews continued until the data reached a level of saturation. This 
assisted in developing a thicker, more richly detailed account of the experiences of the 
participants as well as gaining a deeper comprehension of those experiences (Creswell, 2009).  
 
Instrument of Data Collection 
Data were collected through semi-structured 60-90-minute (about one and a half hours) 
interviews that took place one-on-one and/or over the zoom online platform. The purpose of 
conducting interviews was not simply to get answers to questions, but to understand the 
experiences of the participants. In-depth interviewing is extensively relied on by qualitative 
researchers (Marshall et al, 2022). In relation to this study, interviews were essential because 
the aim was to gain an understanding of the perception and experiences of undergraduate 
students in relation to their persistence in online courses based on the design of the course.  
 
To ensure the best possible reproducibility, questions were structured to ensure the 
comparability of the experiences recorded (Yin, 2014). The interviews began with broad 
questions, then progressed to questions regarding the demographic of the participants (i.e., 
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length of time as a student), proceeded by questions related to their experience in the online 
learning environment as noted in the interview guide (Seidman, 2019). Participants were 
expected to give honest, in-depth, and descriptive responses.  
 
Data Analysis Procedures 
In order to analyze the data, each interview was transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions were 
then read multiple times in order for the researcher to fully immerse themself in the data. 
Following Creswell’s (2007) method of data analysis, the transcripts were marked with words 
and phrases in the margins and then transferred to a list to create a coding system. Open coding 
was the initial cycle of coding that was done for this research. During open coding, the data were 
dissected analytically in order to scrutinize previously held beliefs and provide room for the 
development of novel concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The data were sorted into categories 
based on the ideas that reflect concepts with comparable impressions. Second, during the open 
coding phase, axial coding categories were utilized to build linkages with the other categories 
and subcategories that were identified (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In the end, a selective coding 
approach was taken in order to develop an analytical plot. This choice of coding was made after 
considering the requirements of the study's methodology as well as its conceptual background.  
The codes were subject to change as the data continued to be processed and reprocessed. These 
codes were then organized, analyzed, and synthesized to reveal clusters and themes that 
emerge from the data. The term "theme" refers to "a statement of meaning that runs across all 
or most of the important material or one that is in the minority but carries substantial emotional 
or factual effect," according to one definition of the term (Ely, 1991). This assisted in organizing, 
analyzing, and gleaning insights from the semi-structured interview replies, in addition it 
assisted with the coding of the participant information according to the thematic research.  
 
A theoretical proposition is the desired method of analysis because it establishes a principle 
focus to analyze the data from (Yin, 2014). In this study, the research questions served as 
theoretical propositions. Data were then classified and grouped based on the themes and 
subthemes which they represented. Exposition of the data followed with an interpretation of 
how the student participants recounted their experiences with taking courses online. 
 

FINDINGS 
Presentation of data resulting from the demographic characteristics obtained during the in-
depth interviews.  
 
Study participants were undergraduate students from each university enrolled in a variety of 
academic majors and at various stages of academic matriculation on each campus. Every 
participant had taken an entirely web-based course at least once during the previous semester. 
Five individuals completed at least 10 online courses and had considerable online course 
experience. One student had spent the previous three years engaged solely in online 
coursework.  
 
The study sample consisted of 17 students. Most, 13 study participants, identified as African 
American. Twelve participants were selected from Institution A and five participants were 
chosen from Institution B. Table 2 provides a summary of the demographic characteristics of 
study participants. The participant names were changed to pseudonyms to adhere to IRB 
informed consent regulations. There were six male and eleven female study participants. All 
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participants were 18 years of age or older with ages ranging from 21 to 58. The average age of 
the study participants was 25-40. Participants had prior knowledge of synchronous instruction, 
asynchronous instruction, and hybrid instruction (which combines online and in-person 
instruction within the same course).  
 
Most participants, 12, had experience with all three types of instruction. Five participants 
resided on campus, one participant was a distance learner (living more than 100 miles from the 
institution), and the remainder, 11, lived off campus in the same city as the institution. Many, 15, 
were employed, and 12 worked in areas related to selected degree programs. 
 
In the following presentation and analysis of data, student perspectives on online course design 
that contributed to creating an online learning environment, which encouraged students to 
persist and remain enrolled online at Historically Black Colleges and Universities were assessed. 
The study was guided by the Social Integration and the Interaction Equivalency Theories. Study 
research questions were:  

1. How does the interaction (student-student, student-faculty, or student-content) with the 
university system impact persistence in online courses?  

2. How does integrating online students academically and socially impact student 
persistence in online courses?  

3. How does the level of commitment to future goals impact student persistence in online 
courses?  

 
Several themes emerged in response to each research question. Emerging themes for research 
question 1 were Preferences for Asynchronous Learning, Importance of Student-Instructor 
Interaction, and Value of Multimedia Resources and Classmate Engagement. For research 
question 2, identified themes were Importance of Community-Building, Access to Resources 
and Support, and Engagement and Motivation. Themes emerging for research question 3 were 
Motivations for Academic Achievement, Hindrances to Persistence, and Goals and Aspirations.  
 
Preferences for Asynchronous Learning  
The study findings revealed a strong preference for asynchronous learning among the 
participants, with 14 out of 17 expressing their favor for this course format. Students 
appreciated the flexibility of asynchronous learning, allowing them to effectively manage their 
time and work independently without the constraints of weekly meetings. They felt that 
meeting with instructors on a weekly basis slowed them down and interfered with their ability 
to complete assignments and study at their own pace. The ability to access course materials 
whenever needed was highly valued, enabling participants to review lectures and readings at 
their convenience. The availability of all course materials at the beginning of the semester was 
also desired, as it allowed them to complete tasks ahead of time and accommodate their busy 
schedules, avoiding the stress of meeting weekly responsibilities. 
 
On the other hand, some participants acknowledged the benefits of synchronous learning but 
found it challenging to remain engaged in online classes, often leading to distraction or even 
falling asleep during lectures. However, a small number of respondents preferred a weekly 
schedule due to their poor time management skills and tendency to procrastinate. They found 
that having weekly due dates for assignments provided a clear structure and helped them stay 
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motivated and on track. Breaking the course workload into smaller segments reduced their 
stress and improved their time management, ultimately leading to better performance in class. 
Importance of Student-Instructor Interaction.  
 
Participants emphasized the importance of student-instructor interaction for a fulfilling and 
successful educational experience. They highlighted the significance of regular engagement, 
personalized guidance, and timely feedback from instructors, which they considered crucial for 
academic success. Establishing consistent and individualized communication channels with 
instructors was seen as vital for students, with some expressing the need for face-to-face 
interactions to feel motivated and connected. Having direct access to instructors' contact 
information and utilizing various communication channels such as email, phone, and online 
chat platforms was valued by participants, as it provided flexibility and convenience in reaching 
out to instructors. Interactions with other faculty members were also seen as beneficial in 
gaining alternative explanations and additional support. 
 
While some participants preferred minimal interaction and valued the flexibility of online 
courses, others reported higher satisfaction with instructor interaction, particularly those 
residing on campus or nearby. In-person meetings with instructors were seen as an opportunity 
to establish a better connection and a sense of community, with participants feeling that 
meeting face-to-face made the learning experience more personal and connected. Overall, 
participants believed that student-instructor interaction played a significant role in creating a 
supportive and engaging online learning environment. 
 
Value of Multimedia Resources and Classmate Engagement 
Participants in the study expressed the importance of diverse multimedia resources and 
engagement with classmates in the online learning experience. The availability of multimedia 
resources such as digital textbooks, pre-recorded lectures, and external articles was highly 
valued by the participants. These resources offered flexibility in reviewing materials and 
enhanced their understanding of course content. While some participants preferred physical 
textbooks, the majority utilized digital textbooks. Video-recorded lectures were particularly 
beneficial, as they allowed students to review the material multiple times and improved their 
academic performance. Engagement with classmates through live Zoom sessions, discussion 
boards, and external group chats was also considered invaluable. Students found value in 
interacting with their peers, gaining different perspectives, and staying motivated. 
 
Furthermore, older participants found it beneficial to interact with younger students, as it 
provided diverse opinions and viewpoints. On the other hand, some participants did not 
prioritize communication with classmates unless they were particularly knowledgeable about 
the course. Female participants reported higher rates of communication outside the online 
course, using personal texting, group chatting on various platforms, or exchanging contact 
information. In contrast, male participants had decreased levels of interaction with fellow 
students, often due to a lack of meaningful connections and maturity. One participant even 
engaged in entertaining himself during online classes by changing clothes, using virtual 
backgrounds, and attempting to distract others, without anyone noticing. 
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Importance of Community-Building 
The importance of community-building in online courses was highlighted by participants in a 
study. They found that students who felt connected to their peers and instructors were more 
likely to engage actively and persist in their academic pursuits. Various activities, such as online 
discussion forums, group projects, and virtual social events, were identified as effective in 
fostering a sense of community and enhancing student satisfaction and engagement. 
Participants shared their experiences, emphasizing the value of community in creating a 
supportive environment where individuals could share ideas, ask questions, and feel 
encouraged and supported. They believed that being part of a community helped them stay 
motivated and engaged in their courses. 
 
Participants employed different approaches to building relationships with their online 
classmates. Some actively sought interpersonal connections by demonstrating friendliness, 
openness, and a willingness to reveal weaknesses. They engaged in cooperative efforts and 
initiated conversations about class work, leading to exchanging contact information and 
establishing more engaged relationships. Others, however, preferred to focus on independent 
work and limited interaction with classmates, believing that personal determination and drive 
were key to their success. Maintaining professional interactions, seeking feedback from 
previous classmates, and participating in group chats were highlighted as ways to benefit from 
peer relationships while maintaining a focused mindset. Overall, participants reported 
favorable outcomes from their interactions with classmates, such as personal development, 
ethical growth, and the resolution of academic challenges. They valued the support and 
encouragement offered by their peers and recognized the impact of these interactions on their 
perspectives and future aspirations. 
 
The study participants also proposed strategies for community-building, such as collaborative 
group projects and virtual social events. They found that working together on assignments 
created a stronger sense of connection and camaraderie among students, enhancing the 
learning experience. Virtual social events, like group Zoom sessions, were seen as enjoyable 
opportunities to engage with classmates and foster a stronger bond. The role of instructors in 
promoting community-building activities was emphasized, with participants highlighting the 
importance of instructors encouraging interaction, providing feedback and support, and 
creating a positive learning environment. Instructors who actively fostered a sense of 
community were seen as pivotal in shaping the overall experience of online courses. 
 
Access to Resources and Support 
Participants in the study emphasized the importance of access to resources and support in 
online courses. They highlighted the need for clarity regarding available resources, 
technological assistance, and support services. Participants recognized the significance of 
library resources, academic support, and tutoring services in helping them perform well in their 
online courses. Timely feedback from instructors was also considered crucial for academic 
success. Participants valued feedback as it provided them with a better understanding of their 
performance and guidance for improvement. They believed that poor faculty-student 
interactions could lead to decreased motivation and persistence in online courses. Participants 
appreciated instructors who were responsive, available to address concerns, and demonstrated 
interest in their personal growth and success. Informal interactions with instructors, such as 
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texting and phone calls, were preferred and were seen as a means to increase satisfaction and 
motivation in online courses. 
 
Engagement and Motivation 
Participants in the study emphasized the significance of support in maintaining high levels of 
engagement and motivation in online courses. Motivated and engaged students were more 
likely to actively participate in the course and put in increased efforts. Instructional techniques 
such as gamification, personalized feedback, and collaborative learning were recognized as 
effective strategies to foster engagement and motivation. Participants praised the gamification 
feature, which added an element of enjoyment and friendly competition with classmates, 
leading to increased motivation to complete the course successfully. Personalized feedback from 
instructors also played a substantial role in maintaining engagement, as it demonstrated 
attentiveness to individual needs and showed investment in student success. 
 
Collaborative learning was highlighted as another valuable approach to enhance engagement 
and motivation. Participants reported that relationships with other students influenced their 
motivation to finish the course. Receiving reminders and motivational messages from peers had 
a meaningful impact on their persistence. Collaborating with classmates on group projects 
created a sense of accountability and motivation to strive for excellence. Working with peers 
also provided valuable opportunities to learn from different perspectives and gain a deeper 
understanding of the course material. Seeking assistance from classmates when facing 
challenges further emphasized the importance of having a reliable support system readily 
available. 
 
While some participants acknowledged the value of peer interactions, the majority attributed 
their academic performance to intrinsic motivation rather than the relationships formed with 
fellow students. These individuals exhibited high levels of independence and self-drive, 
emphasizing that changes in communication with classmates would not affect their personal 
determination or capability to successfully complete the online course. 
 
The findings further outlined the complexity of motivations that drove participants towards 
academic achievement. Participants shared intrinsic and extrinsic motivating factors, such as 
personal growth, career aspirations, and a desire for recognition or validation. Participants 
further elaborated on struggles encountered during the online course and the impact these 
hurdles had on progress and ability to stay engaged. Obstacles encompassed a range of factors 
including time management challenges, external responsibilities, lack of self-discipline, 
technological issues, and difficulties in adapting to the online learning environment. 
Participants also shared personalized visions for the future and how these aspirations 
influenced commitment and motivation in the online course. Goals ranged from specific short-
term objectives, such as improving grades or completing assignments, to more long-term 
aspirations, such as pursuing higher education, career advancement, or making meaningful 
contributions to the community. 
 
Motivations for Academic Achievement  
Participant motivations for academic achievement varied among students, but all recognized 
motivation as a crucial factor for persistence. Some students were intrinsically motivated to 
excel in their coursework, while others prioritized successfully completing the course while 
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managing other life obligations. Several participants aimed to leave a lasting positive 
impression, focusing on professionalism and building strong relationships. Passion for the 
subject matter also drove motivation, as students like Amber were dedicated to making a 
difference in their communities through their chosen fields, such as social work. 
 
For some participants, the primary objective was to positively influence individuals they 
encountered while pursuing their career paths. India expressed a desire to help others and 
contribute to community betterment. Many participants reported experiencing intrinsic 
motivation to persist in online courses, driven by their genuine interest and satisfaction with 
the topics. Aubrey's motivation stemmed from personal experiences, growing up in a household 
that could have benefited from the support of a social worker. Jordan, as the first in her family 
to pursue higher education, recognized the importance of the academic journey and was 
motivated by her family and newborn child. 
 
Despite varying motivations, participants emphasized the need to remain focused and 
committed to their academic goals. Joelle aimed to reach both accessible and harder-to-reach 
individuals through her work as a social worker, and Amber focused on leveraging her strengths 
to achieve her degree. Regardless of their specific motivations, participants recognized the 
importance of reinforcing their initial purpose and aspirations to combat distractions and 
maintain perseverance throughout their online courses. 
 
Hindrances to Persistence 
Participants in the study identified several hindrances that affected their persistence in online 
courses. The most common issue was the limited accessibility of web-based courses, which 
posed challenges in meeting graduation requirements and led some students to consider 
institutional withdrawal. The unavailability of required courses, particularly during the summer 
semester, was a significant concern for students like Katrina, who had to delay graduation. 
Participants stressed the importance of instructors offering courses online during the summer 
and viewed it as a crucial advancement to improve accessibility. The importance of strong 
academic performance was highlighted by many participants, although some aimed for the 
minimum satisfactory level to complete the course. External commitments such as work, family 
responsibilities, and childcare hindered their ability to allocate sufficient attention to online 
studies. Striking a balance between family and coursework proved challenging, and participants 
like Nichole had to prioritize family needs over academic commitments. Technical issues, 
including slow internet connections and malfunctioning equipment, were additional challenges 
that hindered persistence. Participants emphasized the need for institutions to address these 
hindrances by providing better course availability, schedule flexibility, technical support, and 
adequate academic and social support systems to facilitate student persistence in the online 
learning environment. 
 
Goals and Aspirations  
The majority of respondents expressed a desire to pursue higher education, driven by financial 
benefits and the opportunity to make a difference. They recognized the importance of online 
coursework in achieving their academic and professional goals. Participants found online 
learning convenient and stress-relieving, allowing them to navigate degree requirements while 
managing busy schedules and responsibilities. They had ambitious academic goals and planned 
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to pursue postgraduate studies in Education, aiming to create innovative curricula and make a 
positive impact. 
 
Many participants were motivated to achieve excellence in their respective fields and leave a 
lasting impression. They emphasized the importance of building positive relationships and 
ensuring client satisfaction. Additionally, several participants expressed a desire to positively 
influence others and contribute to the betterment of their communities. They aimed to foster a 
supportive environment and enhance the quality of life for those around them. While most 
participants were willing to enroll in online courses and complete their degree programs online, 
a few preferred hands-on teachings and would limit their online course enrollment. However, 
they acknowledged the value of online education in overcoming scheduling conflicts or 
significant barriers to pursuing their desired degrees. Overall, the participants displayed a 
strong motivation to succeed academically, make a difference in their chosen fields, and utilize 
online learning as a flexible and convenient pathway to achieve their goals. 
 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
Effective online course design has been shown to have a positive impact on the persistence of 
online students. However, the specific factors contributing to student persistence may vary 
based on the course context and the needs of the learners. The present study aimed to identify 
student perspectives on the factors contributing to the persistence of online students, such as 
communication, engagement, and multimedia resources. The availability of diverse multimedia 
resources, including digital textbooks and pre-recorded lectures, was found to be a crucial 
element contributing to the sustained engagement of learners in virtual courses. These findings 
align with previous research that has emphasized the importance of effective course design in 
promoting the persistence and success of online students (Fischer, 2020).  Moreover, the 
present study found that course format, such as synchronous versus asynchronous delivery, can 
impact student persistence, with a majority of the participants expressing a preference for an 
asynchronous course format. This preference for asynchronous learning may be due to the 
flexibility it offers, which allows students to manage their time effectively and work 
independently without the constraints of weekly meetings. This sentiment is consistent with 
previous research that has highlighted the benefits of asynchronous learning in promoting 
student engagement and persistence (Ching et al., 2018).  
 
In addition, the present study emphasized the importance of communication and engagement 
in effective online course design, which aligns with the findings of previous research (Ching et 
al., 2018). Consistent and individualized communication with instructors and peers was found 
to positively impact student engagement and persistence. Establishing a sense of community in 
online courses was also found to be crucial in promoting engagement and persistence, with 
students appreciating when instructors took the time to create a welcoming and supportive 
environment that made them feel valued as learners. Instructors who created opportunities for 
interaction, provided feedback and support, and fostered a positive learning environment were 
identified as key contributors in promoting community-building (Berry, 2017). The participants 
in this study preferred that instructors actively facilitate community- building efforts in online 
courses. The students also emphasized the importance of having a clear understanding of what 
resources are available to them, including technology support and mental health services. 
Personalized feedback, gamification, and collaborative learning were identified as effective 
ways to promote engagement and motivation, which in turn could lead to persistence in online 
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courses (Huang et al., 2019). Participants in the study emphasized the importance of feeling 
connected and supported to maintain high levels of engagement and motivation, which is 
consistent with previous research that highlights the importance of social presence and 
instructor immediacy in promoting student engagement and motivation in online courses 
(Zummbrun, 2014). Moreover, participants highlighted the value of collaborative learning as a 
way to enhance engagement and motivation, which is consistent with previous research that 
has found that collaboration in online courses can lead to higher levels of student engagement, 
learning, and satisfaction (Xu and Jaggars, 2013).  
 
The research findings also align with previous literature that highlights the importance of 
motivation for persistence in online courses (Jaggars & Xu, 2016; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). 
Students who are intrinsically motivated to learn are more likely to persist in online courses 
than those who are extrinsically motivated (Swafford, 2018). In addition, the finding that 
students prioritize coursework differently based on personal life circumstances is consistent 
with previous research on the role of life context in online learning (Wu, 2014). The study also 
emphasizes the importance of addressing hindrances to persistence, which is in line with 
previous research that highlights the need for adequate academic and emotional support for 
online students (Salam et al., 2019; Rovai & Jordan, 2004).  
 
However, the study also offers some unique findings. For instance, it highlights the role of 
passion for subject matter in motivating students to persist in online courses. The importance 
of passion for learning has been noted in previous research (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004), but this study emphasizes its relevance specifically in the context of online learning. The 
study also sheds light on the role of aspirations and career goals in motivating students to 
persist in online courses, which is an important factor to consider when designing online 
courses and supporting online learners. Table 1 provides the relation of each research question, 
theme and the related conceptual framework construct from the social interaction theory 
and/or the interaction equivalency theory. 
 

Table 1 
Research Questions Themes Conceptual Framework 

Construct 
RQ1. How does the interaction 
(student-student, student-faculty, or 
student-content) with the university 
system impact persistence in online 
courses? 

(1.1) Preferences for Asynchronous 
Learning,  
(1.2) Significance of Student-
Instructor Interaction,  
(1.3) Value of Multimedia Resources 
and Classmate Engagement, 

Tinto, 1975, 1993 – experience with 
the university system [section 3];  
Anderson, 2003 – interaction types 

RQ2. How does integrating online 
students academically and socially 
impact student persistence in online 
courses? 

(2.1) Importance of Community-
Building,  
(2.2) Access to Resources and 
Support,  
(2.3) Engagement and Motivation 

Tinto, 1975, 1993 – integration, 
academic and social [section 4] 

RQ3. How does the level of 
commitment to future goals impact 
student persistence in online 
courses? 

(3.1) Motivations for academic 
achievement,  
(3.2) Hindrances to persistence,  
(3.3) Goals and aspirations. 

Tinto, 1975, 1993 – objectives and 
emerging commitment [section 5] 
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Recommendations for Future Study 
Future research investigations concerning the impact of online course design on the persistence 
of students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) must consider the unique 
obstacles faced by HBCU students in online educational settings. Future research should take 
into account the intersection of race and technology in online course design and acknowledge 
historical and current disparities in access to technology for minority populations. It should also 
aim to devise digital resources that better cater to the requirements of marginalized groups. 
Subsequent research should conduct a comprehensive needs assessment, gather data through 
surveys, interviews, and focus groups, and compare persistence rates between students 
enrolled in online courses and those in traditional in-person courses.  
 
Future investigative studies should utilize a mixed-methods approach to collect both 
quantitative and qualitative data. Researchers should gather quantitative data pertaining to the 
rates of student achievement and engagement metrics, and supplement it with qualitative data 
obtained through extensive interviews and focus groups. This methodology will facilitate a more 
comprehensive analysis of student experiences in online courses. In order to conduct a 
comprehensive needs assessment, researchers should investigate by means of surveys, focus 
groups, and interviews involving both students and faculty members within Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) to ascertain the specific determinants that impact the 
persistence of students in online courses. Researchers should then examine the distinct 
obstacles and advantages that are unique to students and faculty members at HBCUs. In order 
to facilitate a comparative analysis, it is recommended that future researchers establish a 
control group consisting of students who are enrolled in traditional face-to-face courses. The 
comparative analysis could identify potential factors that lead to higher rates of persistence 
among online students enrolled at HBCUs.  
 

CONCLUSION 
The implications of these findings are noteworthy for HBCUs and educators who aim to create 
online courses that are capable of engaging and providing support to students in an effective 
manner. The consideration of asynchronous learning as a viable alternative should be given due 
attention, particularly for individuals who do not conform to traditional student demographics 
and who have familial and occupational responsibilities. Furthermore, it is imperative for 
educators to give precedence to establishing an inclusive and encouraging atmosphere, 
cultivating engagement between students and instructors, and advancing initiatives that foster 
a sense of community in virtual learning environments. In order to enrich the educational 
experience of students, it is recommended that the integration of multimedia resources and 
interactive engagement with peers be implemented.  
 
The research presented herein constitutes a meaningful contribution towards enhancing the 
comprehension of student perceptions regarding the structure of online courses, and the 
consequential effects on the levels of motivation and persistence. The provision of online 
courses by Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) has become more prevalent. 
Therefore, it is imperative to take into account the distinctive requirements and inclinations of 
students when designing online learning programs that foster academic achievement. Through 
consideration of the various factors that impact student motivation and persistence, educators 
and academic institutions can develop online courses that promote engagement, accessibility, 
and a favorable learning atmosphere.  
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The results of this study underscore the substance of attending to variables such as instructional 
design, communication, and student support resources in order to augment learner drive and 
persistence in online educational environments. These observations can assist educators and 
academic institutions in formulating a holistic strategy for online learning that fosters the 
scholastic success of all students, particularly those belonging to marginalized communities. 
This study highlights the necessity for ongoing exploration and advancement in the realm of 
online education to cater to the changing requirements of contemporary learners.  
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