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Abstract 

Nontraditional learners, working adults, career 
changers, and caregivers are among the primary 
populations online continuing education promises 
to serve. They experience persistently higher 
attrition rates than traditional students. Institutions 
often attribute withdrawal to student 
characteristics, such as insufficient motivation or 
competing responsibilities, a deficit framing that 
locates the problem in the learner rather than in the 
institution. This paper outlines emerging research 
on persistence among nontraditional learners in 
online continuing education at a Canadian 
university. A review finds that existing persistence 
models inadequately address this population: 
definitions remain inconsistent, persistence is 
treated as a static outcome, and attrition is 
disproportionately explained through student deficit 
rather than institutional design. Foundational 
frameworks developed for traditional students do 
not transfer to contemporary continuing education 
contexts. The study employs an explanatory 
sequential mixed-methods design guided by a 
transformative worldview and the CoI framework, 
integrating a survey of CoI presences and self-
regulated learning, LMS engagement data, and 
semi-structured interviews, with quantitative 
findings actively shaping qualitative inquiry. LMS 
engagement patterns inform interview probes, 
connecting observed behaviour with reported 
experience. The study reframes persistence as 
institutional accountability, foregrounding course 
design, pedagogical, and policy factors within 
institutional control and models equity-oriented 
research for populations higher education has 
underserved. 
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Introduction 

Online learning emerged with a democratizing promise: that removing barriers of geography, 
time, and cost would expand access to higher education for populations historically excluded 
from it. In many respects, that promise has been realized, yet a persistent tension undermines 
it. Research consistently indicates that attrition and dropout rates in online and distance 
education are considerably higher than in traditional face-to-face settings, with estimates 
ranging from 25% to 90% depending on context and how attrition is defined (Frydenberg, 2007; 
Heilporn & Lakhal, 2022; Shi et al., 2024). The learners most likely to appear in that attrition 
data are precisely those the promise was meant to serve. 

University continuing education programs sit at the centre of this tension. These programs 
provide professional development, career transition support, and lifelong learning opportunities 
for working adults, and since the pandemic disruption in 2020, they have been delivered 
primarily online to accommodate learners balancing employment, family responsibilities, and 
financial pressures (Choi & Kim, 2018; Glazer & Murphy, 2015). This population, nontraditional 
learners who pursue education while navigating competing demands, represents the core 
constituency of continuing education, and their decisions to persist or withdraw are shaped by a 
complexity that foundational persistence models were not designed to address. 

Early framings of online education positioned it as an equalizer, capable of dismantling 
longstanding barriers to participation. In practice, however, online learning has often reproduced 
existing inequalities, as nontraditional and marginalized learners continue to encounter 
significant structural and instructional barriers (Farley & Burbules, 2022; Witthaus, 2023). The 
gap between the access online learning provides and the conditions it creates for persistence is 
where this research is situated. 

Persistence research identifies two categories of factors that carry very different implications for 
institutional responsibility: student characteristics such as demographics, prior preparation, 
motivation, and external pressures; and course-related factors such as teaching presence, 
course design, instructor feedback, and peer interaction. Persistence models have historically 
weighted the former more heavily than the latter, locating the problem of attrition in the learner 
rather than the institution. This paper argues for a rebalancing, not by denying that life 
circumstances affect persistence, but by asking: given that the learners come with all those 
pressures, what can the institution do to support them rather than simply accepting attrition as 
inevitable? 

This paper proceeds in three parts. It first reviews the literature on nontraditional learner 
persistence in online continuing education, identifying gaps in how existing models define this 
population and explain attrition. It then presents the theoretical frameworks guiding the study, 
drawing on a transformative worldview, the Community of Inquiry framework, and Rovai’s 
Composite Persistence Model. Finally, it describes the explanatory sequential mixed-methods 
methodology designed to connect institutional design factors with learner experience, with 
attention to the novel role of LMS engagement data in shaping qualitative inquiry. 

Literature Review 

Foundational Persistence Models and Their Limits 

Tinto’s student integration model (1975, 1982, 1994, 2017) is a highly influential theoretical 
framework that explains student persistence in higher education as a function of student-
institution “fit” (Park & Choi, 2009; Tinto, 1994). This foundational model was designed for 
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traditional on-campus students and does not transfer cleanly to online or continuing education 
contexts, where physical presence and campus-based social integration are absent. Bean and 
Metzner (1985) addressed this partial gap by developing a model specifically for on-campus, 
nontraditional undergraduates. This model shifts focus from institutional and social integration to 
external factors that affect persistence, such as employment, family responsibilities, and 
finances. Kember’s longitudinal process model of dropout in distance education (1989) 
recognized that models developed for conventional education were not directly applicable to the 
unique characteristics of distance education and proposed a conceptual framework specifically 
tailored to distance learning. This model, however, pre-dates contemporary research on 
teaching presence and the Community of Inquiry framework, limiting its applicability to current 
practice. 

These models provide an important foundation but share a common limitation. They were not 
developed specifically for nontraditional learners in continuing education. 

Five Gaps in the Literature 

The literature on student persistence has some significant gaps, and these are five that motivate 
this study. 

There is limited research in continuing education. The majority of persistence research is 
conducted in degree-granting programs. University continuing education is almost entirely 
absent from the evidence base. Institutions are making design and policy decisions about 
continuing education learners based on research conducted with a different population in a 
different context. 

Inconsistent definitions of persistence. The field has not reached consensus on what 
persistence means (Shaikh & Asif, 2022; Shi et al., 2025). Some studies measure completion, 
others re-enrollment, and others intent to continue. This definitional inconsistency makes it 
difficult to synthesize findings across studies or build cumulative knowledge. It also means that 
interventions may be designed in response to a problem that has not been clearly defined 
(Rovai, 2003; Stephen, 2023). 

Absence of the learner voice. Most of what is known about why learner attrition comes from 
institutional records and survey data, not from learners themselves. The dominant picture of 
attrition is constructed almost entirely from the outside looking in, through data that captures 
behaviour but not meaning. The experience of deciding whether to persist is fundamentally 
internal, and that dimension remains largely unexamined in the literature. 

Static binary framing. Persistence is typically treated as a binary outcome, collapsing a complex, 
evolving decision into a single data point. The field relies heavily on cross-sectional quantitative 
data that cannot capture the dynamic nature of persistence decisions over time (Artino, 2010; 
Shi et al., 2025; Tinto, 1975), erasing the contextual dimensions where the most useful 
institutional insights reside. 

Student deficit framing. Perhaps the most consequential gap is the dominance of student 
characteristics as explanatory variables. Traditional models account for attrition primarily 
through demographics, motivation, preparation, and competing external demands, which are 
factors that are largely outside institutional control. Centring them locates the problem in the 
learner and removes institutional responsibility for outcomes. As Tinto and Pusser (2006) and 
Witthaus (2023) argue, this framing perpetuates inequities for learners who already face 
structural barriers to educational access. 
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Toward an Institutional Accountability Framework 

Contemporary research points toward a rebalancing. Course-related factors, such as teaching 
presence, course design, instructor feedback, and peer interaction, consistently emerge as 
strong predictors of persistence in online environments, and these factors are within institutional 
control (Artino, 2010; Kauffman, 2015; Tseng & Inman, 2025; Zawacki-Richter & Jung, 2023). 
Rovai (2003) began incorporating pedagogical elements into his composite model, but the field 
has advanced substantially since then. Updated persistence frameworks that give appropriate 
weight to institutional and pedagogical factors are needed (Stephen, 2023; Zawacki-Richter & 
Jung, 2023). This study is positioned within these gaps, treating persistence as a process and 
asks what institutions can do differently to support nontraditional learners in staying. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study draws on four interconnected theoretical perspectives that together reframe 
persistence as a question of institutional accountability rather than student deficit. 

Transformative Worldview 

Centring the learner, I use a transformative worldview to orient the study, challenging traditional 
persistence models that treat students as objects of study (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The 
transformative lens foregrounds issues of equity, power, and institutional accountability, aligning 
with this study’s critique of models that attribute attrition to uncontrollable student characteristics 
while shifting responsibility for learner persistence outcomes from institutions.  

The Community of Inquiry Framework 

The Community of Inquiry framework (Garrison et al., 1999) provides a robust theoretical lens 
for understanding online learning. Teaching presence encompasses the design, facilitation, and 
direction of the educational experience (Carroll et al., 2025). It has been identified as a crucial 
predictor of learner satisfaction and success (Arbaugh et al., 2008; Shi et al., 2024). Social 
presence is the ability of learners to identify with their course of study, communicate 
purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop interpersonal relationships (Alsayer & 
Lowenthal, 2025; Arbaugh et al., 2008). Cognitive presence represents the extent to which 
learners can construct and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse (Carroll 
et al., 2025).  

Recent scholarship has extended the CoI framework to address learner readiness for digital 
environments. Carroll et al. (2025) proposed a Digital Community of Inquiry Framework that 
adds self-presence as a fourth presence, encompassing self-efficacy and digital embodiment to 
the original three presences. Self-presence is the psychological experience of one’s virtual self 
as if it were the actual self within a virtual environment (Carroll et al., 2025). The extension 
recognizes that persistence in online learning depends not only on community interaction but on 
learners’ psychological relationship to their online identity and environment.  

Self-Regulated Learning 

Self-regulated learning theory addresses how learners plan, monitor, and reflect on their 
learning to achieve their goals. Self-regulated learning encompasses goal-setting, time 
management, and metacognitive awareness; skills that enable learners to sustain engagement 
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when external supports are minimal (Zimmerman, 2002). In online environments, where 
learners have greater autonomy and fewer external structures, self-regulation becomes 
particularly important for persistence (Alamri, 2022). 

Rovai’s Composite Persistence Model 

Rovai’s Composite Persistence Model (2003) synthesizes foundational persistence models to 
specifically address persistence in online learning. The model distinguishes between factors 
present prior to admission (student characteristics and skills) and those that occur after 
admission (teaching presence and social integration), as well as external factors (family and 
work responsibilities). While developed in the early internet era, Rovai’s model provides a 
foundation for understanding how student characteristics, institutional factors, and 
environmental pressures interact to shape persistence decisions. This study extends the model 
by examining its applicability to contemporary continuing education contexts. 

An Integrated Framework 

Together, these frameworks provide a comprehensive lens for examining persistence; the 
transformative worldview positions learners as contributors to their own learning and 
foregrounds equity; the Community of Inquiry operationalizes course-related factors that 
institutions can directly influence; self-regulated learning theory explains the individual 
processes that sustain micro-persistence; and Rovai’s model structures the relationship 
between controllable and uncontrollable factors. 

Methodology 

This study employs an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 
2023), a two-phase approach in which quantitative data collection and analysis precede 
qualitative data collection and analysis, with the qualitative phase building on the quantitative 
results to explain and elaborate on the initial findings. This design is well suited to persistence 
research, which has historically relied on cross-sectional quantitative data that cannot capture 
the complexity of persistence decisions. The combination of statistical breadth and narrative 
depth produces findings that resonate with practitioners, who need both data and stories to 
inform decision-making. 

Phase 1: Survey Data Collection  

Phase 1 surveys 150-200 nontraditional learners in online continuing education programs at a 
mid-sized university in Western Canada. The survey measures factors associated with 
persistence using validated and adapted instruments, including the Community of Inquiry 
Survey (Arbaugh et al., 2008) to assess teaching, social, and cognitive presences; self-
regulated learning scales addressing goal-setting, time management, and metacognitive 
awareness (Zimmerman, 2002); and items measuring external pressures such as work 
demands, family responsibilities, and financial pressures, adapted from Rovai (2003) and Bean 
and Metzner (1985). Persistence status and demographic variables are also collected. 
Statistical analysis identifies which factors most strongly predict persistence, notes unexpected 
patterns, and determines what requires further explanation. 
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Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interviews and LMS Data 

Phase 2 conducts semi-structured interviews with 12-20 purposefully selected survey 
respondents, chosen to represent variation in persistence outcomes, factor ratings, and 
demographics. Interviews of 45-60 minutes are conducted via video conferencing and explore 
how learners experience and make meaning of the factors identified in Phase 1, including 
critical incidents and turning points that shaped their persistence decisions.  

A methodological innovation in this phase is the integration of learning management system 
(LMS) engagement data. Prior to each interview, LMS data, including login frequency, 
assignment submissions, discussion activity, and content access patterns, are extracted for 
consenting participants. These data serve two purposes: first, to inform individualized interview 
questions, enabling participants to explain and make meaning of their own engagement 
patterns; and second, to enable post-interview triangulation, comparing self-reported 
experiences with observed behaviours. 

Significance and Next Steps 

This study makes several contributions to persistence research and institutional practice. It 
extends the evidence base to university continuing education, a context that remains 
significantly underdeveloped in the literature, despite serving one of the populations most at risk 
of attrition (Frydenberg, 2007; Shaikh & Asif, 2022). It responds to calls for research that centres 
learner perspectives rather than reducing them to subjects of institutional data (Farias et al., 
2017; Tinto, 2017). Methodologically, it addresses the field’s reliance on cross-sectional 
quantitative designs by integrating survey, LMS, and interview data to offer a more 
comprehensive understanding of persistence in continuing education. This study contributes to 
theoretical development by examining how existing persistence frameworks apply to the 
contemporary continuing education context.  

For institutional practice, findings provide actionable guidance for administrators, instructional 
designers, and instructors seeking to support nontraditional learners’ persistence through 
course design, pedagogical approaches, and policy. Supporting persistence in this population is 
both an institutional imperative and a matter of social justice, aligning with federal calls to 
remove structural barriers so underrepresented groups can fully participate in skills training 
(Future Skills Council, 2020). 

Limitations 

As an emerging study, several limitations should be acknowledged. The single-institution 
context limits generalizability, as findings may reflect site-specific policies, cultures, and learner 
populations. The cross-sectional design captures persistence factors at a point in time, limiting 
the ability to examine how these factors evolve across a learner’s journey. As insider research, 
interpretive bias is a risk that mitigation strategies can reduce but not eliminate. Finally, LMS 
data captures engagement behaviour but not motivation or meaning, a limitation the interview 
phase partially addresses by inviting learners to interpret their own patterns.  

Next Steps 

Ethics approval will be sought prior to data collection. Following approval, Phase 1 survey data 
collection will begin, with Phase 2 interviews and LMS data extraction to follow. Findings will be 
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shared through peer-reviewed publications and knowledge mobilization activities aimed at 
continuing education practitioners across Canada. 
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