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Abstract

 
 Dropout rates of distance education students is a serious problem for many distance education institutions as well as their students. A psychological factor that is related to dropout is the academic persistence of students, or their intent to finish their degrees. One factor that could predict academic persistence, which is often used to identify and help at-risk students, is the academic competencies of students. However, another factor that could predict persistence is the intrinsic motivation of students, or whether they enjoy their academic work and find it interesting. In the present study, 350 distance education undergraduates in South Africa completed a survey that measured their persistence, perceived academic competence, and intrinsic motivation. The survey also measured experienced workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress. Results show that intrinsic motivation was a significant predictor of persistence while competence was not. Further, help-seeking attitudes and general stress had indirect effects on persistence through intrinsic motivation. The study highlights the need for educators to be aware of the intrinsic motivation of distance education students, and the factors that could impact it, in order to increase the academic persistence of students.
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Introduction

 
 Distance education has been described as a modern way of providing education that can serve a more diverse and traditionally underrepresented population of students (e.g., Thistoll & Yates, 2016). At the same time, dropout rates among distance education institutions can be problematically high (de Hart & Venter, 2013; Simpson, 2013). One factor that contributes to dropout is whether students want to persist with their degrees and the academic tasks that are involved (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980).

 
 Academic persistence can be affected by a number of factors. One factor found to predict academic persistence, in research with non-distance education students, is the perceived competence that students have regarding their own academic skills (Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Lavigne, Vallerand, & Miquelon, 2007). Perceived competence refers to the view of oneself as being efficacious in meeting the challenges of the academic environment, completing and keeping up to date with readings and assignments, and being satisfied with one’s academic performance (Hardre & Reeve, 2003).

 
 In addition, overt measures of competence such as grades and GPA have also been found to predict persistence, as well as dropout, for both distance and non-distance education students (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Harrell & Bower 2011; Millea, Wills, Elder, & Molina, 2018; Simon, Aulls, Dedic, Hubbard, & Hall, 2015). As such, it is understandable why educators and school counselors often focus on monitoring grades in order to identify at-risk students, and on skill development as a way of helping at-risk students stay enrolled and to complete their degrees (Simpson, 2008). 

 
 Another factor that can predict academic persistence, however, is whether students are intrinsically motivated to continue with their studies. Intrinsic motivation has been defined as a desire to engage in a task because it is inherently enjoyable or interesting, and it has been identified as an important predictor of academic outcomes for both distance and non-distance education students (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Pilkington, 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

 
 Prior research has found a correlation between intrinsic motivation and academic persistence for high school students and non-distance education college students (Lerdpornkulrat, Koul, & Poondej, 2018; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997). Whether intrinsic motivation predicts persistence for distance education undergraduate students, however, has not been investigated.

 
 The main purpose of the present study was to assess how perceived competence and intrinsic motivation would each predict persistence when included in the same model (see Figure 1). A number of studies with non-distance education students have been conducted that included both of these factors or similar constructs. For example, studies involving high school students found that both perceived competence and intrinsic motivation predicted academic persistence (Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Lavigne et al., 2007). In addition, a study with non-distance education junior college students found that positive emotions in class (e.g., enjoyment, happiness) and GPA both predicted academic persistence when included in the same model (Simon et al., 2015). 
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Figure 1. Proposed model.

 
 However, this line of research has not been conducted with distance education undergraduate students, and there is a frequent reliance on competence assessment to identify at-risk students in distance education programs (Simpson, 2008). It was therefore important to conduct a study with distance education students in order to test the relationship between intrinsic motivation and academic persistence, while also including student views of their academic competence.

 
 The present study not only tested if intrinsic motivation and perceived competence predicted persistence, but it also investigated academic workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress to see how these factors might predict intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, and academic persistence. Workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress may be particularly relevant to distance education students for a variety of reasons. For example, distance education students may be returning to school and may have additional life responsibilities (Jaggars, 2014; Thistoll & Yates, 2016). They may therefore find the additional academic workload and their general stress to be problematic and to have a negative impact on their intrinsic motivation and their perceived abilities to complete academic work. Moreover, they might experience difficulties in accessing help from fellow students and university staff, which could likewise affect their motivation and competence.

 
 It has also been found that students who enroll in distance education programs often do so because of the convenience and flexibility it offers in terms of balancing academic studies with employment and family responsibilities (Hart, 2012; Jaggars, 2014). However, prior research has also found that a commonly reported reason for dropping out of distance education programs is that the academic workload, in the end, was too great (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Willging & Johnson, 2009). These studies not only focused on dropout but also used qualitative designs and analyses. A quantitative test of whether workload is related to the motivation, competence, and persistence of currently enrolled distance education students has not been conducted.

 
 Help-seeking attitudes could also be a relevant factor in predicting the intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, and academic persistence of distance education students. Receiving assistance from peers, tutors, and faculty have been found to improve the skills and competencies of non-distance education students (Mayet, 2016; McGhie & du Preez, 2015; Thomas & Thomas, 2018). In studies with distance education students, it has been found that students who sought help also performed better academically (Taplin, Yum, Jegede, Fan, & Chan, 2001), that mentoring may improve retention (Boyle, Kwon, Ross, & Simpson, 2010), and that helpful feedback from instructors can improve academic persistence (Hart, 2012). However, not all students seek help. For example, some students may see help seeking as a reflection of inadequacy, as a threat to self-esteem, or as something to be socially concerned about (Ryan & Pintrich, 1997). The present study looked at the help-seeking attitudes of students and tested whether they were related to motivation, competence, and persistence.

 
 Finally, the general stress of students was also included in the present study. As previously mentioned, distance education students can sometimes be in the position of needing to balance employment, family, and academic studies (Hart, 2012; Jaggars, 2014) yet may lack the opportunity to talk with fellow students in similar situations due to the nature of distance education. Specific sources of stress reported by distance education students have not only included jobs and family relationships, along with school related stressors, but also finances, health, and overall time pressures (Kampfe et al., 2006; Silinda & Brubacher, 2016). As such, the general stress that is experienced by distance education students might be related to their intrinsic motivation regarding their academic studies, as well as to their perceived competence, and finally to their academic persistence. These relationships have not been tested previously for distance education undergraduate students.

 
 The present study used a cross-sectional survey design and was conducted with distance education undergraduates in South Africa. The data was analyzed using structural equation modelling. Workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress served as the independent variables. Intrinsic motivation and perceived competence were mediating variables. Academic persistence was the outcome variable. 


Method

 
Participants and Procedure

 
 Undergraduate students at a distance education university in South Africa participated in the study voluntarily. The study was online, and 388 students read an online description of the study. Of those who read the description, 350 completed the survey and formed the sample. The sample was 53% female. The racial distribution was 58% Black, 28% White, 8% Coloured, and 6% Indian (applying racial categories currently used in South Africa). For the university as a whole, the student population was 65% female, and 72% Black, 15% White, 6% Coloured, and 7% Indian. Therefore, compared to the student population, the sample was proportionally low for females and Black students (University of South Africa, 2016). However, females and Black students still formed the majority of the sample.

 
 The sample ranged in age from 22-years-old to 70-years-old (M = 33.08,  SD = 8.32). Regarding faculty, the distribution was 31% Economics and Management Sciences, 25% Human Sciences, 19% Law, 13% Science, Engineering and Technology, 6% Accounting, 4% Agriculture and Environmental Sciences, and 2% Education. At the time of data collection, 14% were in their first year of enrolment, 13% in their second, 18% in their third, 16% in their fourth, 30% in their fifth, 7% in their sixth, and 2% in their seventh.

 
 Ethics approval for the study was granted by a university institutional review board. Data collection occurred during the middle of the second semester of the academic year.

 
Materials

 
  Academic persistence. The academic persistence of students was measured with the following three items: “I intend to continue studying in my field,” “I intend to get a Bachelor’s degree in my field of study,” and “I am sure that I would like to continue with my education in my current field of study.” The items were based on work by Toker (2010). Responses were provided on a 5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.79.

 
  Intrinsic motivation. The intrinsic motivation and enjoyment that students had for their studies was measured with three items. The items were “I really enjoy studying at university,” “I am enjoying my academic work,” and “I really feel I am wasting my time in university” (reversed scored). The items were taken from a study by Muller and Louw (2004). Responses were provided on a 5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.70.

 
  Perceived academic competence. Perceived competence was measured with the following three items: “I am satisfied with the level at which I am performing academically,” “I have been keeping up to date with my academic work,” and “I prepare for my assignments regularly.” The items were based on performance questions from the Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire (SACQ)  developed by Baker and Siryk (1984). Responses were measured with a 5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.70.

 
  Workload. The amount of academic work, as experienced by the students, was measured using three items. The items were “The volume of work in my studies is too high,” “Too much is expected of me from my courses,” and “The academic work that is assigned is too difficult.” The items were drawn from Muller and Louw (2004). Responses were given using a 5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.69.

 
  Help-seeking attitudes. The attitudes of students about asking for help were measured using four items. The items were “Getting help in my academic work would be an admission of my own lack of ability,” “I would rather fail on my own than succeed in university because I got help,” “I would feel uneasy about what people would think if they found out I needed help in order to succeed,” and “If I needed tutoring, I would prefer that my professors not find out.” The items were taken from a study by Karabenick and Knapp (1991). Responses were provided on a 5-point scale that ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” All items were reversed scored so that higher scores indicated an openness toward seeking help. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.78.

 
  General stress. The stress of students was measured using the following four items: “In the last month, how often have you felt stressed?” “In the last month, how often have you felt that things were not going your way?” “In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things?” (reversed scored) and “In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that happened that were out of your control?” The items were taken from the Perceived Stress Scale by Cohen, Kamarck, and Mermelstein (1983). Responses were given on a 5-point scale with the following labels: “never,” “rarely,” “sometimes,” “often,” and “very often.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was.76.


Results

 
 All variables were first tested for univariate normality in order to determine if parametric statistical analyses could be used. To check for normality, skewness and kurtosis were assessed. For each variable, the skewness and kurtosis were both between -2 and 2, which indicated that each variable was normally distributed (Field, 2009).

 
 The purpose of the present study was to assess how intrinsic motivation and perceived academic competence predicted academic persistence. Further, the study also looked at how workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress predicted intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, as well as persistence. Therefore, in order to test these relationships, structural equation modelling was used with workload, help-seeking, and stress as independent variables, intrinsic motivation and perceived competence as mediator variables, and academic persistence as the outcome variable (see Figure 2; see Table 1 for descriptive statistics and for Pearson product-moment correlations).

 
 Table 1

 
  Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

   	Variable
 	 M (SD)
 	1
 	2
 	3
 	4
 	5
 

  	1. Persistence
 	4.43 (.64)
 	 
 	 
 	 
 	 
 	 
 

  	2. Motivation
 	4.25 (.63)
 	.37*
 	 
 	 
 	 
 	 
 

  	3. Competence
 	3.66 (.82)
 	.23*
 	.54*
 	 
 	 
 	 
 

  	4. Workload
 	2.79 (.81)
 	-.08
 	-.27*
 	-.23*
 	 
 	 
 

  	5. Help seeking
 	4.05 (.76)
 	.16*
 	.16*
 	.11*
 	-.09
 	 
 

  	6. Stress
 	3.05 (.77)
 	-.12*
 	-.27*
 	-.33*
 	.30*
 	-.05
 

 



  Note. *  p < .05.

 
 Maximum likelihood estimation was used along with a bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure (1000 bootstrap samples). Bootstrapping is a resampling method that uses a study’s sample to create a sampling distribution from which standard errors and confidence intervals are created (Kline, 2005). The software package that was used was Amos 25. The analysis showed that the proposed model (which included the measurement model, or scale items, along with the path model) had adequate fit with the data, χ2(175) = 411.81,  p < .001, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .09 (see Figure 2). The measurement part of the model is not presented in the Figure 2 in order to improve the clarity of the figure. However, all of the unstandardized path coefficients between the scale items and their constructs were significant,  p s < .001, and greater than .60.
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Figure 2. Structural equation model. Solid lines represent significant paths,  p < .05. Path coefficients are unstandardized. For clarity, the measurement model is not presented.  R2 = explained variance. *  p < .05.

 
 Intrinsic motivation was a significant predictor of academic persistence while perceived confidence was not a significant predictor. Although competence was significantly correlated with persistence (see Table 1), when including intrinsic motivation, and the three independent variables, it did not account for any unique variance in the persistence of students.

 
 The workload that students experienced was a negative predictor of intrinsic motivation, indicating that as workload increased, intrinsic motivation decreased. Workload also had a negative indirect effect on persistence, via motivation, but the total effect that workload had on persistence was nonsignificant (see Table 2). The bivariate correlation between workload and persistence was also nonsignificant (see Table 1). These results indicate that while an increase in experienced workload was related to a decrease in motivation, it did not have an overall effect on academic persistence.

 Table 2

 
  Indirect and Total Effects on Persistence 

   	Variable
 	Indirect effects of variable on persistence via motivation/competence
 	Total effect
 

  	Motivation
 	Competence
 

  	Workload
 	-.03*
 	.00
 	.00
 

  	Help seeking
 	.03*
 	.00
 	.07*
 

  	Stress
 	-.05*
 	.01
 	-.03*
 

 


  Note. Effects are unstandardized. *  p < .05.

 
 Help-seeking attitudes were positively related to intrinsic motivation. They also had a significant and positive indirect effect on academic persistence via motivation as well as a positive total effect on persistence. The results indicate that a constructive orientation toward help seeking was positively related to being intrinsically motivated to engage with one’s studies and to the intention of finishing one’s degree. Help-seeking attitudes were also a positive predictor of perceived competence. However, help-seeking attitudes did not have a significant indirect effect on persistence via perceived competence.

 
 Finally, the general stress that students experienced was a negative predictor of their intrinsic motivation. General stress also had a significant and negative indirect effect on their persistence, via motivation, as well as a significant and negative total effect on persistence. General stress was also a negative predictor of perceived competence, but it did not have a significant indirect effect on persistence via perceived competence.


Discussion

 
 Dropout is a common problem for many distance education institutions (Simpson, 2013). Further, it has been found that academic persistence contributes to whether students decide to drop out of their programs (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980). It is therefore important to investigate factors that are related to the persistence of distance education undergraduate students. One factor that is often monitored in order to identify students that may be at risk of dropping out is academic competence (Simpson, 2008). However, when it comes to predicting a student’s persistence, and their intent to finish their degree, intrinsic motivation and whether students are enjoying their studies might be a stronger predictor.

 
 The present study included intrinsic motivation and perceived competence in the same model as predictors of persistence and found that intrinsic motivation was a significant predictor while perceived competence was not. In contrast, prior studies that also included intrinsic motivation and competence as predictors of persistence found that both factors were significant predictors of academic persistence (Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Lavigne et al., 2007; Simon et al., 2015). However, these prior studies were conducted with high school and junior college students. The different outcome from the present study may have been due to the fact that the participants were distance education students. Compared to high school and non-distance education undergraduate students, distance education students are more likely to be returning to academics, they tend to have other aspects of life competing for their time and attention in terms of employment and family, and they tend to go through their degrees being more isolated from fellow students and from university staff (Jaggars, 2014; Thistoll & Yates, 2016). Considering these characteristics of distance education students, it is therefore possible that their intrinsic motivation, and the direct enjoyment they experience with their studies, plays a greater role in predicting their intentions and desires to graduate than their views regarding their academic competencies.

 
 Considering the finding that intrinsic motivation was the stronger predictor of persistence, distance education institutions should therefore give more attention to this factor. Such attention could include periodically assessing the intrinsic motivation of students (e.g., whether they are enjoying the topics being covered in their courses and/or what they think of the assigned readings). Educators or counselors could then follow-up with students who report low levels of intrinsic motivation and discuss with them factors that can impact motivation along with potential interventions.

 
 The present study also investigated how academic workload, help-seeking attitudes, and general stress predicted intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, and academic persistence. In prior research with distance education students that used qualitative designs, it was found that the academic workload experienced by students was one reason why students dropped out of their programs (Aragon & Johnson, 2008; Willging & Johnson, 2009). However, in the present study, it was found that while workload was a negative predictor of intrinsic motivation, workload did not have a significant total effect on persistence. Therefore, while qualitative studies indicate that the workload experienced by some students is still an issue that influences whether they drop out of their programs, the results from the present study indicate that workload is not related to persistence of distance education students in general.

 
 Help-seeking attitudes were positively related to intrinsic motivation. They also had a positive indirect effect on academic persistence, via motivation, and a positive total effect on persistence. The help-seeking attitudes variable was a measure of whether students had a positive and open attitude toward asking for help and whether they believed that doing so was not something to be socially concerned about. The results indicate that students whose help-seeking attitudes were more positive also enjoyed their academic studies more and were more intent on finishing their degrees. Help-seeking attitudes were also a positive predictor of perceived competence, indicating that an open and affirmative view toward help seeking was positively related to students’ view of their academic abilities. The positive relationship between help-seeking attitudes and competence is consistent with a prior study, on fifth grade students, that found low-achieving students were more likely to avoid help seeking than high-achieving students (Ryan, Hicks, & Midgley, 1997). 

 
 In the present study, help-seeking attitudes had positive relationships with intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, and academic persistence. These relationships suggest that distance education students should be encouraged to ask for help and encouraged to understand that doing so does not mean that their abilities are inadequate. A variety of resources and avenues for requesting assistance such as peer networks or tutors (McGhie & du Preez, 2015) could also be offered in order to fit with student preferences and to enhance their comfort with requesting help.

 
 Finally, the general stress that students reported was a negative predictor of intrinsic motivation as well as perceived competence. It also had a negative indirect effect on academic persistence via intrinsic motivation. Not only can distance education students experience stress from their academic responsibilities but also from a variety of other sources including employment, relationships, health, and finances (Hart, 2012; Jaggars, 2014; Kampfe et al., 2006; Silinda, 2018; Silinda & Brubacher, 2016). The present study found that the general stress experienced by distance education students could have a number of detrimental effects on their readiness to engage with academic tasks. Methods to help distance education students to manage their stress, including stress from outside of academics, could improve their intrinsic motivation and subsequently their desire to persist with their degrees. Efforts to help students with their general stress could be combined with efforts to improve their help-seeking attitudes, both of which had indirect effects on academic persistence through intrinsic motivation.

 
Limitations and Future Research

 
 Notwithstanding the study’s contributions to understanding the academic persistence of distance education students, the study also has several limitations. Firstly, the study is a cross-sectional survey and therefore conclusions regarding any cause-and-effect relationships between variables cannot be made. Secondly, all the variables were measured using a self-report method. Self-report relies on the perceptions that participants have regarding the variables under investigation, and may therefore deviate from other, external, methods of measurement. Such deviations may be particularly relevant to the experienced workload and perceived competence variables. However, the results still make a contribution by showing that workload, as experienced by students, was not related to their academic persistence. Likewise, their own views regarding their academic abilities were not related to their academic persistence when their intrinsic motivation was included in the model. Thirdly, the study took a somewhat exploratory approach in that specific hypotheses were not developed for all of the potential relationships. As such, additional studies are needed in order to support, or refute, the present findings. Future studies should also include alternative ways of measuring the constructs. For example, while academic persistence was measured in the study at hand by simply asking students if they intended to continue with their studies, other methods of measuring persistence (e.g. asking family members or associates of students to rate whether the student seems enthusiastic or lukewarm about completing their degree) could be used. Additional studies should also be done at other universities and in other countries, as the workload that students experience could vary across universities. In addition, other facets that affect distance education students including family responsibilities, help-seeking attitudes, and manifestations of stress, could vary across cultures. Finally, the study did not include many other factors that could also be related to intrinsic motivation and academic persistence. For example, while the study included the help-seeking attitudes of students, it did not measure whether students actually requested help nor how satisfied they were when assistance was offered. It is even possible that when students first seek help, they may experience a temporary decrease in their perceived competence. 


Conclusion

 
 In conclusion, dropout rates of distance education students are a concern for many distance education institutions, as well as the students who spend money and time on pursuing degrees but then drop out before completing them. Understanding the factors that are related to student intentions to finish is therefore important. The present study found that the intrinsic motivation of distance education students is particularly relevant to their academic persistence. While interactions with students may be more difficult at distance education institutions, having an awareness of their intrinsic motivation, and the enjoyment and interest they have regarding their studies could be beneficial in reducing the dropout rate for distance education students.
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