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Abstract 
 

Online learning has continued to grow in recent years, especially during the Covid-19 

pandemic. However, retaining students engaged in online learning has proven difficult. It has 

been reported that retaining students for online programmes can be a challenge in public or 

private.  This research reflects a broad goal to enhance student retention rates at a large online 

distance university. This study’s aims to investigate the factors that motivate students to 

complete their studies and at the same time established important factors that the university 

management can consider looking after. The focus of this study is on undergraduate students 

in open distance learning universities. This study used questionnaires to collect data from 

university students using Google Forms. Data has been collected from active undergraduate 

students in the university for the year 2021. The data collected were then analysed using Smart 

PLS. The result revealed that students’ motivation and tuition fees were the factors influencing 

the retention issue in the university. The results help in formulating measures to meet the 

diverse needs of ODL students for persistence in their studies. 
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Introduction 

 

Due to the Covid-19, more than 1.5 billion learners of all ages from all over the world have 

been impacted by school and university closures (UNESCO, 2020; UNICEF, 2020). The 

number of pupils affected is estimated to be about 90% of the world's enrolled students and 

school closures have exacerbated learning inequities and disproportionately harmed vulnerable 

children and youth (UNESCO,2020). Different measures were taken and solutions produced 

immediately to sustain the education system, in considering that education is a fundamental 

human right (UN, 1984). Over time, students have accepted and sought out online learning as 

a viable option. During the Covid-19 pandemic everyone was forced to go online, whether they 

liked it or not. This is to mitigate extended learning during the epidemic; most countries have 

advanced in developing education efforts that instil good habits and target the most vulnerable 

students (Nugroho.A, 2020). There has been a growth in the number of online universities as 
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well as additional online possibilities for traditional university students during the pandemic. 

Most of the traditional universities also conducted online classes. Despite the popularity and 

growing demand for online programmes, student retention has been a challenge to all higher 

education. Online universities are currently being criticised for having poorer retention rates 

than their more traditional counterparts. This study focuses on factors that influence the 

students’ retention in an open distance learning university in Malaysia.  

 

Retention 

 

Student retention has become one of the most difficult issues for academic decision-makers to 

address. The management of student enrolment and retention has become a primary 

responsibility for college and university administrators in Malaysia and other developed 

countries across the globe. High student dropout rates frequently result in overall financial loss, 

a lower graduation rate, and a negative school reputation among all stakeholders. (A.M 

Gansemer & J.H Schuh, 2006). In order to improve student retention, it is necessary to first 

comprehend the non-trivial reasons for attrition. In order to be successful, one must be able to 

precisely identify students who are on the verge of dropping out. (Delen, 2010). A deeper 

understanding of why students drop out of online education is required to increase retention 

rates. Dropping out, according to some academics, is a process rather than an event, and as a 

result, it can be induced by a variety of variables (Mansfield, O’Leary, & Webb,2011). If the 

reasons why students drop out can be better understood, interventions to help students 

overcome obstacles, maybe predict which students are at risk and provide more support can be 

introduced. 

 

Motivation and Tuition Fees 

 

Motivation as a multi-dimensional concept that measures and explains the reasons for doing 

action toward a desired objective (Deci & Ryan, 1985,1991; Vellerand el al., 1992). One of the 

most important and difficult ideas in school is motivation (Mizuno et al., 2008; Waugh, 2002). 

Motivation is an internal component that causes people to behave in a certain way in order to 

achieve a specific goal (Woolfolk, 2019). Five types of motivation that motivate students to 

attend college are career goals, such as obtaining a good job, success and financial rewards, 

personal goals such as personal or intellectual development, humanitarian goals, such as 

helping others or improving the world, and expectation goals. Goals that are driven by others, 

such as matching their expectations and default motivation (Cote & Levine, 1997).People are 

affected by such abrupt changes. It is already known that unexpected stay-at-home orders in 

response to a pandemic like Covid-19 have disrupted motivation among students. Tull et al 

(2020) has discovered that being on a stay-at-home order was linked to higher levels of health 

concern, financial worry and loneliness.  

Students that are highly driven are more likely to put up more effort in their studies, resulting 

in greater results (Gottfried & Oliver, 2013). High motivation is the result of a combination of 

variables. Tinto (1975) proposed that academic integration, or a student’s commitment to the 

intellectual life of the institution or university, is a critical element in student retention and is 

an influential model of student dropout. Thus, the more intellectual demands are addressed at 

university and the more students identify with it, the more likely they are to stay.(Tinto, 1975; 

1998). Another factor in student retention is the tuition fees factor. If the tuition fees are high, 

this will cause students to be unable to pay the tuition fees. Tuition fees increases are 

threatening affordability and accessibility of students’. Thus thus will leave many students and 



their families, including those whose annual wages have remained stagnant or fallen in recent 

decades . This could be either in debt or unable to afford college at all. This is especially true 

for students of low-income and students from non-traditional backgrounds, who have 

historically faced significant barriers to attending college. Higher costs jeopardise not only the 

prospects of those individual students but also the outlook for whole communities and states, 

which increasingly rely on highly educated workforces to grow and thrive (Michael. M; 

Michael. L; Matt. S, 2019). The tuition fees increases have accelerated longer-term trends of 

college becoming less affordable and costs shifting from states to students ( (State Higher 

Education Executive Officers Association, 2018).  

 

Problem Statement 
 

The average retention rate for the undergraduate students’ are 27,000. The overall 

undergraduate students in this university are 83% from the total population. This has shown 

that undergraduate students are the highest population in the university, thus this will directly 

give the highest revenue for the university. Since undergraduate students have contributed the 

higher revenue, therefore it is very important for the management to evaluate the influencing 

factors that lead to students’ to retain with the university to complete till graduation. Failing to 

take care of these students will lead to revenue drop and this will definitely affect the 

sustainability of the university for the long term. 

 

Objectives 

 

The objective of this research is to consider factors that influence the students retention in the 

university. The study focuses on the undergraduate students as the total number of the students 

comprised 83% of total students’ population. The research attempts to find whether motivation 

and tuition fees significantly influence the students retention in the university. 

 

Research Questions 

 This study investigates the relationship between motivation and tuition fees influencing 

the students’ retention in open distance learning during the Covid-19 pandemic in Malaysia. 

Moreover, this study sought to answer the following questions L 

1. Does motivation has significant impact on student retention? 

2. Does tuition fees have a significant impact on student retention? 

3. Is there a significant relationship between the motivation and tuition fees towards 

students’  retention? 

 

 

Method 

 

A Google Form survey has been distributed among OUM undergraduate students’ who were 

active in the year of 2021. Survey was done only students’ in Diploma and Degree programs 

as these numbers of students were the highest rate in the university. Survey was distributed to 

120 students under stratified sampling and feedback was received from 80 students. This was 

given as 67% have responded to the survey. The sample size achieved a minimum requirement 

of 1 dependent variable to 10 samples (Hair et al, 2010). Questionnaire was constructed using 



four sections. The first section is divided into socio-demographic and academic characteristics. 

Second section is questions on motivation , third section is  tuition fees and finally the fourth 

section is on student retention. Each aspect of students was measured on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1(lowest skill) and 5 (highest value). 

 

Conceptual Framework. 
 

Figure 1 

 

The conceptual model for this study as below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Findings 

 

Table 1. 

Socio-demographic and academic characteristics of the respondents. 

 

Socio-Demographic and Academic Characteristics Number % 

Age 
21 - 30 
31 - 40 
41 - 50 

Above 50 

  
24 
32 
22 
1 

  
31% 
41% 
27% 
1% 

Gender 
Male 

Female 

  
37 
42 

  
47% 
53% 

Race 
Malay 

Chinese 
Indian 
Others 

  
33 
17 
23 
6 

  
42% 
21% 
29% 
8% 

Level of Study 
Diploma 
Degree 

  
5 
74 

  
6% 
94% 

Motivation 

Tuition Fees 

Students’ Retention 



Year of study 
2 years 
3 years 
4 years 
5 years 

Above 5 years 

  
1 
17 
39 
17 
5 

  
1% 
22% 
49% 
22% 
6% 

Cluster of study 
Cluster Business Management 

Cluster Education and Social Science 
Cluster Applied Science 

  
12 
39 
28 

  
15% 
50% 
35% 

 

 The socio-demographic and other characteristics are shown as Table 1 above. The table 

shows that the highest age group of students are from the range of 31-40 years old which is 

41%. This means that these are the popular age group of the university students. Most of the 

respondents are Malay, given up to 42% population, followed by Indian 29% and Chinese 21%. 

The respondents statistics show that the student population consists of all types of races in 

Malaysia. Degrees students contributed the highest percentage which is 94%. Cluster 

Educational and Social Science and Social Sciences contributed the highest percentage of 50% 

followed by Cluster Applied Science 35% and Cluster Business Management 15%. Majority 

of the respondents were 49% in 4-year duration of study 49%, 3 years and 5 years comprising 

22% respectively and above 5 year is only 6%. 

 

The Smart PLS Program was used to conduct the analysis in this study. There are two types 

of assessments. First, determining the validity and reliability of indicators that measure latent 

variables by evaluating the measurement model (outer model); the instrument validity and 

reliability test criteria in this study are discriminant validity, convergent validity, and composite 

reliability. Second, look at the inner model or structural model to see how constructs are related, 

the significant value, and the R-square of the research model. PLS analysis uses bootstrap 

resampling to test the inner model.  

Indicator reliability is the variance of indicator which is explained by the latent variable. 

Indicator reliability is expressed as outer loadings in PLS-SEM and the satisfactory limit is 

above 0.7 with the level of significance less than 0.05. the values below this threshold should 

be considered for elimination after checking the effect of elimination on CR and AVE of the 

construct. The literature suggests the outer loadings below 0.4 should always be considered for 

elimination with higher values kept for further analysis (Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt, 2011; 

Hulland, 1999). 

 

The model in the study exhibits satisfactory indicator reliabilities with all values above 0.7 and 

below0.95 and significant at 0.001 (Hair et al., 2014).  

 

 

Table 2 

 

 
Constructs Cronbach’s 

alpha 

CR  AVE 

Motivation 0.910 0.930 0.689 



Student Retention 0.888 0.922 0.748 

Tuition Fees 0.878 0.911 0.673 

 

The above table shows that all the variables have the AVE values above 0.50. The value of 

AVE for independent variables; motivation is 0.689 and tuition fees is 0.673, Whereas the 

value of AVE for the dependent variable, student retention, is 0.748. This explains that all 

variables are closely related to other variables and measure the same construct. Each of these 

criteria variables is well-aligned to the construct in the questions. 

 

 

Table 3: Outer Loading Each Indicator 
 

Motivation Student Retention Tuition Fees 

M11 0.861 
  

M12 0.861 
  

M2 0.820 
  

M3 0.836 
  

M6 0.799 
  

M7 0.802 
  

SR3 
 

0.858 
 

SR4 
 

0.885 
 

SR5 
 

0.868 
 

SR6 
 

0.849 
 

TF2 
  

0.876 

TF3 
  

0.796 

TF4 
  

0.749 

TF6 
  

0.879 

TF7 
  

0.793 

 

Indicator reliability is expressed as outer loadings in PLS-SEM and the satisfactory limit is 

above 0.7 with the level of significance less than 0.05. the values below this threshold should 

be considered for elimination after checking the effect of elimination on CR and AVE of the 

construct. The literature suggests the outer loadings below 0.4 should always be considered for 

elimination with higher values kept for further analysis (Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt, 2011; 

Hulland, 1999). Based on that, items TF1, TF5, M1, M10, M4, M5, M8, M9, SR1, SR2, SR7, 

SR8 and SR9 were deleted. 

 



 

Table 4: Fornell-Larcker 

 Motivation 
Student 

Retention 
Tuition Fees 

Motivation 0.830   
Student 

Retention 0.637 0.865  
Tuition Fees 0.527 0.446 0.820 

 

all constructs exhibit sufficient or satisfactory discriminant validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), 

in which the square root of AVE (diagonal) is larger than the correlations (off-diagonal) for all 

reflective constructs. 

 

Table 5: HTMT 

 Motivation 

Student 

Retention Tuition Fees 

Motivation    
Student 

Retention 0.702   
Tuition Fees 0.578 0.498  

 

The rule of thumb of the HTMT test is if the HTMT value is greater than the HTMT0.85 value 

of 0.85 (Kline, 2011), or the HTMT0.90 value of 0.90 then there is the problematic existence 

of discriminant validity. The result of the HTMT test is shown in Table 5 and the values passed 

the HTMT0.85 and HTMT0.90 requirements (Kline, 2011; Gold et al., 2001). Therefore, it 

indicates that the measurement model possesses adequate validity and discriminant validity. 

 

 

 

Table 6: Path coefficients 



 Original 

Sample (O) 

Sample 

Mean (M) 

Standard 

Deviation 

(STDEV) 

T Statistics 

(|O/STDEV|) 
P Values 

Motivation → Student 

Retention 0.556 0.555 0.118 4.725 0.000 

Tuition Fees → Student 

Retention 0.153 0.168 0.100 1.534 0.126 

 

The result indicates that there is the positive relationship between motivation towards student 

retention (β = 0.556, t = 4.725, p = 0.000) whereas there is insignificant relationship between 

tuition fees towards student retention (β = 0.153, t = 1.534, p = 0.126). 

 

Conclusion 

The results indicate that student motivation play a vital role towards student retention. High 

motivation students will stay focused in their studies regardless the situation. Low motivation 

students will see the obstacles as part of the contribution factors to quits. This study also 

proofed that tuition fees was not the factors contribution in student retention. One of the 

possible reason was the tuition fees in universities somehow rather are fixed and well 

established prior to the registrations process. Students were well informed on the fees and there 

are very slim chances that universities will increase the prices without valid reason. Based on 

that, motivation was the main factors that universities especially from the academic department 

to look into the situation in more details. There could be a need for a frequent engagement 

session and motivation session to support and motivation students in managing their study…… 


