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Abstract
Much of the literature has focused on students in the traditional baccalaureate programs versus those who attend classes at a
satellite campus and use a hybrid (combination of classroom and on-line) format. In addition, the RN-BSN nursing distance
education (NDE) student population is characteristically older than the traditional student, has full or part time nursing employ-
ment, and has family responsibilities placing them at higher risk for attrition. Student attrition at a Southern California state
university was higher than in the on-campus face-to-face cohorts. As attrition of NDE students continued to be an issue, the
identification of risk factors for attrition and development of additional evidence-based interventions and tools was needed to
promote optimal student success. Prior to the study, a few informal initiatives had been undertaken to attempt to impact attrition,
but with limited success. The study validated and expanded upon reports about non-traditional NDE students at risk of attrition.
As a result of the study, more focused retention initiatives have been developed to assist students to be successful and persist to
graduation, such as writing tutors, library orientation, computer and technology “boot camps”, alternate study plans (full-time
and part-time), offering a hybrid course format (on campus and on-line class), and peer support. Attrition of students in the
RN-to-BSN cohort has been reduced and the effect of the interventions continues to be monitored.
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1 Introduction
Distance online education (synchronous and asynchronous)
revolutionized education in the last decade and assists stu-
dents to achieve their academic goals outside of the tra-
ditional classroom setting. Online learning has allowed
students to earn a degree without ever setting foot onto
a university campus. A Southern California university’s
School of Nursing (SON) initiated a Nursing Distance Edu-
cation (NDE) program in 2000 employing both on-line and
interactive-televised course delivery. The interactive broad-
casts were delivered in the hospital classrooms, which not
only facilitated BSN education for RNs who worked in the
organization, but also fostered access for other RNs in the
community While this instructional format provided sev-

eral benefits and was convenient, it was not immune to stu-
dent attrition. As technology advanced, so did the deliv-
ery methodologies used in the NDE program. Currently,
courses are offered primarily asynchronously online.

The RN to BSN student population in the NDE program is
characteristically older than the traditional student, is em-
ployed full or part-time, and has family responsibilities,
which makes them at higher risk for attrition. The student
population is ethnically diverse, with self-reported statis-
tics as follows: 33.3% Asian/Pacific Islander; 12.8% Black,
20.5% Hispanic, 10.2% Caucasian, and 7.7% mixed her-
itage (15.4% of the population declined to identify ethnic
membership). Although varied retention initiatives had been
implemented, RN to BSN NDE student attrition contin-
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ues to be higher than that of their on-campus counterparts,
which warranted further examination of the factors impact-
ing retention and persistence to graduation.

Background

Student attrition is defined in several ways, such as a loss of
students for nonacademic reasons (e.g. family illness, finan-
cial, or health), for academic issues (course failure) and for
involuntary reasons such as dismissal.[1] Attrition also in-
cludes “stop outs”, those who begin a program, leave for
a period of time and return, and “stay outs”, those who
leave a program and do not return, as well as “transfer
outs”, those individuals who go onto other academic set-
tings, as attributes of attrition.[2–5] These varied definitions
of terms may lead to statistics that are not truly compara-
ble.[4] Rosenberg et al.[6] highlighted other issues that in-
fluenced student attrition such as personal events, program
demands, and environmental factors, such as physical isola-
tion. Retention, defined as continuous enrollment from one
term to the next, and persistence, the tracking of the stu-
dent’s progression from admission to graduation, were two
benchmark indicators used by several universities to evalu-
ate program outcomes.

Studies conducted in the last five years about students en-
rolled in online learning have provided more insights re-
garding the possible reasons for student persistence or attri-
tion in this educational format.[7, 8] Time, academic rigor,
classification as a “non-traditional student” (enrolled stu-
dents who are chronologically older than the typical college
student population, as well varying levels of education com-
pleted)[9] and support systems were some of the significant
factors that played a role in student success or lack thereof.

Hyllegard, Deng, and Hunter[10] investigated the extracur-
ricular factors involved in the success of students enrolled
in online courses at the community college level. Their de-
scriptive study discovered that a majority of the respondents
cited time and personal issues as the primary factors for dis-
continuing their individual courses. The class workload was
also another consistent theme among those surveyed, stat-
ing that they did not expect the requirements to be as inten-
sive as they experienced. Although many of the respondents
made an effort to keep up, they were unable to continue due
to the aforementioned reasons. Social support, or lack of,
was also cited as a major factor among online learners. Stu-
dents were more likely to drop out of their classes if they
did not feel supported by their families, their organization
or workplace, or a combination of both.[7, 10] These studies
cited consistent findings of lack of time, lack of support, and
the required workload as influencing the students’ decision
to persist or drop out of courses.

The Institute of Medicine (IOM)[13] Future of Nursing ini-
tiative in 2010 called for 80% of RNs to have a BSN by
2020. The predominant educational level or preparation of

nurses in California is an Associate Degree. The RN to BSN
NDE program was designed to foster greater access to BSN
education for Associate Degree Nursing (ADN) nurses who
were unable to attend traditional campus-based programs in
California. The SON established partnerships with health-
care organizations throughout California, including organi-
zations in rural and regional areas to increase the number of
BSN prepared nurses by structuring the program in a man-
ner that decreased the perceived barriers to attendance. A
systematic review by Du et al.[12] found that students have
elected to enroll in distance education because of its per-
ceived flexibility for time, independent learning, and decen-
tralization of the learning and teaching process. The variety
of teaching formats utilized by faculty, such as interactive
video-conferencing, web-based applications and discussion
boards help students to understand complex material.[9, 12–15]

The RN-BSN NDE program targets working nurses who
could attend part-time evening classes or participate in on-
line learning in pursuit of a BSN. These partnerships have
allowed the university SON to bring BSN education either
to a distance site or online and subsequently increase the
number of BSN graduates in these healthcare organizations
and the community as a whole.

Despite some informal interventions over the 5 years prior
to the study, NDE RN-to-BSN student attrition continued to
be higher than the on-campus student group. Therefore, the
purpose of this study was to identify factors that contributed
to student success in the Nursing Distance Education (NDE)
program at one Southern California state university.

2 Methods
2.1 Sample & recruitment

Nursing Distance Education (NDE) students in their third
semester of the RN-to-BSN program were recruited from
five NDE sites in Southern California for voluntary partici-
pation in the study. The third semester was the approximate
midpoint of the seven semester study plan. The study was
explained to the potential participants at each NDE site. In-
formed consents were distributed and signed prior to data
collection; each student at the site was allowed to opt out of
participating, or could withdraw from the study at any point
without reprisal. No incentives were offered to the students
who participated in the survey.

2.2 Study design

The study utilized a descriptive study design. A survey
tool was used to collect the following demographic data:
gender, age group, and primary languages spoken at home,
employment-related information such as experience as a
RN, area of employment, shift and hours worked per week,
marital status, number of children or relatives in the home,
and financial responsibilities. In addition, the survey also
gathered information regarding the student’s individual per-
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ceptions of available resources, and personal and academic
support systems. The second part of the survey tool con-
tained open-ended queries that solicited information regard-
ing the student’s perceived facilitators and barriers that in-
fluenced the student’s retention and persistence within the
program. Students completed the survey in approximately
30-45 minutes. No identifiers were used; each survey was
coded with a numerical code.

3 Results
3.1 Descriptive statistics

There were a total of 47 participants in the study, ages rang-
ing from 21 years to 52 years with most of the participants
between 29 and 36 years of age. The participant population
was comprised of 17% males (N = 8) and 77% females (N
= 36); 3 participants did not identify their gender.

Figure 1: Work Hours per Week

Figure 2: Child Care Responsibilities

Figure 1 highlights the work history of the participants:
62%, worked full-time, averaging about 31-40 hours of
work per week, and 24% worked over 40 hours per week.

Figure 2 shows that 47 percent of all surveyed had at least
one or more children at home. Interesting to note was the
finding that 36% of the participants also cared for another
adult family member in the home.

3.2 Open ended queries

The second part of the instrument was comprised of four
open-ended queries (see Table 1).

Table 1: Open-ended queries
 

 

Questions: 
1) What influenced your decision to return to school for 

your BSN? 
2) What do you perceive, as things that are helping you be 

successful in the nursing program (e.g. family, school 
related resources, etc.)? 

3) What things either personally, or at work, or at school 
makes it more challenging for you to attend and be 
successful in this program? 

4) What else could we do as faculty, or as a School of 
Nursing, to contribute to your success as a NDE student?

 

These queries solicited responses specific to the influences
behind the decision to return to school, reasons for success
in the program, perceived challenges faced by each student
and recommendations for improvement and success.

3.3 Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis of the open-ended query responses
yielded extrinsic and intrinsic factors related to attrition
and persistence. Extrinsic factors that were identified in-
cluded perceived need for academic and individualized sup-
port from the SON and the need to manage work demands
and family responsibilities. One participant revealed that
“family support and encouragement and carpooling with a
friend” had assisted her to be successful in the program
thus far. She also cited the use of “disabilities software to
help with typing” as an academic support. “Family sup-
port, instructor availability, and mentors at work have really
helped me in my pursuit of a BSN", related another par-
ticipant. One participant reported, “Work is hectic, I feel
so exhausted, I cannot even think about school sometimes.”
“My work is stressful and I sometimes am unable to get off
the night (shift) before class the next day,” related another.
Work demands and other employer associated responsibil-
ities, such as committee work added to the category of ex-
trinsic factors influencing persistence and retention.

Intrinsic factors revealed were personal goals, professional
goals, and role stress. Regarding role stress, the partici-
pants revealed stressors related to their multiple roles that
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included being a student, breadwinner, and primary fam-
ily caregiver and these multiple roles added to the personal
pressures that they felt. The participants’ personal goals
ran the gamut; some of the responses were, “It is an op-
portunity for advancement”, “it gets me a step closer to a
MSN program,” and “it is a lifelong personal goal.” Partic-
ipants had a specific objective in mind that prompted each
of them to pursue a BSN. The respondents’ personal goals
were also related to professional goals, such as moving up
the career ladder, or qualifying for a management level po-
sition in their individual organizations. Role stress as stu-
dents was most often related to the rigor of the academic
requirements. Participants commented that they would like
faculty to “be more flexible with deadlines”, and that they
felt that the program was “very time-consuming for a PT
(part-time) program”. Participants shared, “It is difficult to
work enough hours and make enough time for assignments;
“Financial stressors were related to paying bills, tuition, and
family expenses. “school restricts me from picking up extra
shifts to help with tuition fees”, and “the cost of attendance
(in BSN program) is catching up with my savings account”!
For some respondents, multiple stressors, financial, family,
professional, and student roles, was evident. One related,
“It is a challenge for me to work full-time, take care of my
family, and attend school at the same time.”

4 Discussion
Nontraditional students have been identified as higher risk
for attrition.[9, 12, 14, 15] They are older, ethnically diverse,
and enter college with various abilities and responsibilities
(work and family), and therefore, they select distance. The
same reasons (familial and financial responsibilities and ac-
cess to education) have been noted in the literature to prompt
applicants to select distance-learning opportunities. The de-
scriptive survey yielded data regarding the various elements
that created stress and also that contributed to the success
of NDE students. Notable demographic factors were the
number of children and/or persons per household and full-
time employment status. Full-time employment consisted of
anywhere between 31-40 hours per week and 24% worked
over 40 hours per week. This study’s findings are consistent
with what was found in the literature.[2, 7, 9–12] The thematic
analysis showed a variety of intrinsic and extrinsic factors
that affected students’ persistence/retention or attrition in
the program. Notable extrinsic factors yielded were per-
ceived support or lack of support at the university and work
related demands. The participants described faculty support
as consistent feedback regarding assignments, flexibility of
courses, writing assistance, and organization of the courses.
The participants also felt that they needed additional acces-
sible support such as individualized writing assistance and
opportunities to feel more connected to the university. Sev-
eral related that although they enjoyed the convenience of
the satellite campus and the on-line classes, but often felt

disconnected from the university and the SON.

Work demands, an extrinsic factor, meant working over-
time/extra or night shift hours, being on-call on a regular
basis, or other extra involvement related to their individual
places of employment. The participants stated that a source
of professional role stress came from their place of em-
ployment, whereby the management required them to earn
higher degrees to be able to advance up the career ladder,
and in some cases, to maintain employment in the hospital.
Career ladder positions at many hospitals require a BSN as a
qualification to for upper levels of advancement. The factors
cited by participants in this study are consistent with those
found in the literature. Lee, Choi, and Kim[7] identified five
specific factors that affected persistence and attrition among
students who were taking distance courses. These were (a)
support from work and family; (b) academic locus of con-
trol; (c) academic self-efficacy; (d) time management; (e)
supportive environment.

Intrinsic factors were personal and professional goals and
perceived role stress. Personal and professional goals were
consistently evident in the findings; personal goals were to
further their education and to earn advanced degrees and/or
certifications in the future. Professional goals also referred
to earning advanced degrees to advance in the nursing pro-
fession, as well as compliance with hospital-mandated re-
quirements for employment. Many healthcare organiza-
tions strongly recommend or mandate that staff nurses pur-
sue their BSNs, especially those that are pursuing Magnet
recognition.

Role stress was another intrinsic factor that affected attri-
tion and persistence within the program. The participants
experienced stress simultaneous at several levels: student,
personal, financial, and professional. They felt stress as stu-
dents in keeping up with assignments and coursework to
maintain their GPA and stay in the program. Some partic-
ipants who were returning to school after several years had
to re-acclimate to the student role and learn how to balance
coursework with work hours. Personal stress stemmed from
the multiple roles of being parents, spouses, caregivers, or
all of these. Financial stressors referred to the need to be
able to pay their individual and/or family expenses, and
sometimes from being the sole financial provider for their
family.

Implications & recommendations

The non-traditional RN-to-BSN student population in this
university’s NDE program is at higher risk for attrition re-
lated to age, family responsibilities, and work commitments.
Even though the participants noted the presence of sup-
port from the SON, it was apparent that additional reten-
tion strategies and initiatives for the NDE student population
were needed. The addition of focused indicators from the
data and the development of other evidence-based interven-
tions may promote higher persistence/retention and success
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in the NDE student population. As indicators are identified,
the SON will monitor to ensure that the additional initiatives
promote the desired student outcomes. Strategies need to be
culturally sensitive and tailored to each student’s needs as
they are identified.

Wu, Low, Liu, Penaar, and Xia[16] identified 31 critical suc-
cess strategies essential to the infrastructure of a distance-
learning program; pursuant to the study, the SON has insti-
tuted a majority of these strategies: (a) web-based learning
sites that are stable, reliable, and easy to access via com-
puter, (b) embedded synchronous and asynchronous com-
munication, (c) learning materials that are concise and of
high relevance to content, (d) learning materials with wide
breadth and high depth in coverage, (e) audio and video ca-
pabilities and features to convey and demonstrate concepts,
(f) orientation to the course technology via “boot camp”
courses, (g) assessment items contain practical components,
and have clarity relating to course requirements, (h) web-
assisted group assessment to encourage teamwork between
students, (i) instructors well-versed in the technology, pos-
sess strong interactive teaching skills, and provide guidance
and structure to the online courses.

As NDE courses are currently offered in various delivery
methods, asynchronous and synchronous, as well as face-
to-face and an online learning platform at the university (i.e.
Moodle), the transition from traditional classroom learning
to other modalities in distance instruction can pose chal-
lenges for students accustomed to a face-to-face format of
teaching. If a student is not computer-savvy or has very lit-
tle experience with online media, the student may be chal-
lenged to stay abreast of coursework in a virtual environ-
ment. A focused orientation program to help students tran-
sition to the virtual classroom should be considered as an in-
tervention such as a “technology boot camp” to identify and
assist students’ virtual learning needs and strengths. A study
by Gilmore and Lyons[8] found that faculty-designed face-
to-face orientation programs effectively reduced the attrition
rate of its students in the online program from 20 percent to
less than 1 percent during the first 6 weeks of instruction
in a BSN program. The “in-person” orientation session al-
lowed students ample time to become familiar with the new
technology, connect with peers and faculty members to es-
tablish rapport, and have an opportunity to practice and ask
questions related to the online classroom environment.

Individualized intervention plans, which included pre-
counseling, an assessment questionnaire prior to the start
of the program, an orientation course, and academic support
coordinators were found to increase retention in distance ed-
ucation programs, according to a study by Nichols.[15] Park
and Choi[11] found that personal factors differed among dis-
tance online learners, and certain factors such as personal
support, organizational support, and motivation were as-
sociated with the individual student’s persistence or attri-
tion. Although trends were identified among the NDE stu-

dents, it is important to screen each student early to iden-
tify the individual student’s needs and to find accessible re-
sources.[9] Personal support is provided by the university
SON’s mentorship program. This features peer-matched
and self-selected mentors, as well as mentors trained specif-
ically to be part of this effort. The mentors provide indi-
vidualized support and resources to the students in need. In
addition, writing tutors are also recruited to assist students
in academic writing requirements.

Acknowledgement of risk factors for attrition should always
be a part of the discussion on program retention, as well as
the development of possible retention interventions. Extrin-
sic factors that should be considered include, but are not
limited to, personal/family concerns, caregiver or family
provider considerations, health issues, and financial situa-
tion. Risk factors need to be identified early, in order to fa-
cilitate early intervention and support. Online and electronic
media support availability should also be augmented to ac-
commodate students who are unable to speak with nursing
faculty and staff in person, or for those whose work sched-
ules do not allow for that communication. Real-time on-line
support via chat rooms, webinar, or virtual conference plat-
forms should be considered as options.

Another strategy needed to promote persistence is writing
and library research assistance. Writing assignments and
research papers are an integral component of BSN curric-
ula and assist in the development of good written commu-
nication skills, which can be challenging for students who
have not recently written a major paper. Another obstacle
is the lack of skills in finding scholarly sources for infor-
mation and citation. Allotting time via in-class or via we-
binar as a dedicated writing and/or library research day for
students in the NDE program can decrease the stressor of
written assignments. A virtual session with a dedicated li-
brarian to assist students in navigating the library databases
can be utilized; as well as small group sessions to work on
writing skills. Workload planning and writing workshops
were found to be effective strategies in the current literature
sources.[1, 9, 10] These interventions, along with supportive
faculty, were associated with increased likelihood of stu-
dents to “stay on track” and persist with their distance pro-
gram.

5 Conclusion
Technology broke new ground in higher education in the
last decade, giving students an option to participate in the
virtual classroom through a variety of electronic instruction
formats. The BSN NDE program, which includes a satel-
lite classroom close to their home and/or employer, on-line
and “hybrid like” course delivery, as well as the face to face
course offerings provides flexible and convenient alterna-
tive to the traditional classroom format for nurses returning
to school, often for the first time in several years, as well as
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those who live and work a distance from a university that
offers a BSN program. This southern California state uni-
versity SON designed the Nursing Distance Education pro-
gram to serve this population’s needs; however, attrition of
students-at-risk was a continuing problem. Identification of
challenges that the students face and analysis of critical suc-
cess factors have fostered the development and implemen-

tation of additional evidence-based interventions and tools
necessary to promote optimal student success which has
translated into higher retention/persistence and graduation
rates, and students achieving their academic goals.
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