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Open and Distance Education Dropout Research.
Conclusion and Reflection

LI Ying

( Institute of Distance Education and Adult Learning, The Open University of China, Beijing 100039, China)

Abstract. As an important part of higher education, open and distance education plays a significant role in the
process of higher education . It thus contributes to the full realization of education equality and social justice. Two es-
sential attributes distinguish open and distance education from traditional higher education . free access to learning
and open campus. The former means that all qualified individuals who aspire to learn are admitied without examina-
tions , regardless of age, occupation or geographic region , whereas the latter means that due to the supports from mod-
ern information technologies, open and distance education has incorporated multi—media teaching methods into teach-
ing resources design and teaching activities organization to such a degree that learners could study at any time and at

any place according to their requirements. The two attributes show that open and distance education has strengths in
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socialization and capacity , especially low requirements for entrance. However, easy entrance is accompanied by high
dropout rate, a widespread problem that open and distance education cannot ignore.

In China, open and distance education started in 1999. Now the open and distance education system includes the
Open University of China and 66 network academies of colleges and universities. The enrollment number of open and
distance education in China reached 4. 85 million in 2011. Meanwhile , dropout rate grew increasingly as well. The
high dropout rate attracted attention from open and distance education institutes, teachers and researchers. Dropout
causes damages to both education institutions and learners. Because open and distance education institutions are
mainly funded by tuitions, high dropout rate means losing school —running benefits and wasting education invesi-
ments. For learners who have invested time and money on open and distance education, dropout means that their ef-
Jorts do not get expected returns. Dropout also represents failed learning experience under multiple pressures for learn-
ers. Therefore, compared with being contributive to learners” completion of their studies and the achievement of the so-
cial goal of education equity , paying more attention to dropout and improving studenis” retention rate and success rate
fit better for the goals and interests of distance educational institutions.

Based on " Open and Distance Education Dropout Research” Project and school—running experiences of The Open
University of China, this paper conducts an in—depth study on dropout in open and distance education in China. It a-
dopts quantitative and qualitative methods to conduct international comparative studies, aiming to answer questions a-
bout dropout occurrence rules in open and distance education. The goal of this paper is to answer the following ques-
tions ; What is the dropout rate in the Open and distance education? What is the temporal regularity of dropout? What
are the reasons for dropout”? What types of students tend to dropout? How to preveni dropout and increase retention
rate? The results show that dropout rates vary among study levels and majors , that the highest dropout rate appears in
the first year, and that learners” gender and age, the location of learning center, learners” study level , major, and
academic records influence dropout. This paper develops the Open and Distance Education Dropout Explanation Frame
and Relationship Diagram of Essential Factors for Learners” Achievement to explore dropout occurrence mechanism and
identify key elements that impact learners” completion of education. The paper also finds that learners tend to drop out
for the following reasons . they are weak in distance education learning skills ( information literacy , time management
ability, and teacher—student interaction ) ; they chose a wrong major or an inappropriate study level ; they are overloa-
ded ; they failed quite a number of courses; they are short of motivation ; they are weak in will and determination for
success ; or they have economy problems. The paper coniributes the research on open and distance education by propo-
sing a retention rate formula , offering suggestions for going back to school, and exploring the impact of open and dis-
tance education teaching system on dropout occurrence. In addition, the paper conducts cross—nation study on open
and distance education dropout by comparing related research carried out in China and in U. K. .

Key words : open and distance education ; student dropout : students retention
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