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Introduction 

  Improving student retention rates at institutes of higher education is an ongoing challenge 

for many universities. While the most selective, private, for-profit, universities with acceptance 

rates of 25 percent have the greatest retention at 95 percent to 100 percent, less selective 

universities with open acceptance rates retain an average of 50 percent to-56 percent of their 

student body (The Condition of Education - Postsecondary Education, 2018). While there are 

numerous reasons why students may leave their institution including, a poor match with the 

school, inadequate preparation for higher education, financial concerns, or low academic 

performance and lack of social connections, it is likely that a combination of any of these issues 

makes this a complex phenomenon (Sagenmüller, 2018).  

First-year college students who are able to manage academics, campus resources, and 

their social life are more likely to result in higher, on-time graduation rates (within six years) 

(The Condition of Education, 2018). However, not all students will find this success. First-

generation students and commuter students are 15 percent less likely to graduate within a six-

year period as are students who have had parents who went to college (DeAngelo, et.al., 2011). 

These first-generation and commuter students need additional support in order to assimilate and 

succeed at their institution of choice. The ability to have assistance in managing all that campus 

life has to offer will ultimately result in increased retention and graduation rates.  

Vision 

Imagine a technology-rich campus experience where students can use their personal 

mobile devices to access a Custom Campus app (applications), a student-engagement platform 

that offers “technology-based strategies that include academic coaching, counseling, and other 

available resources that will proactively address their needs” (OHLALA, 2018). Additionally, 
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some of the more challenging first-year courses will use Game-based Learning apps 

(gamification) that will help to motivate, engage, and retain these students in these courses as 

they experience academic success (Pechenkina, et.al., 2017). The combination of the Custom 

Campus App and Game-based Learning app will help give all students, but especially first-

generation and commuter students, essential resources using the ubiquitous technology at their 

fingertips, at any time of the day or night. Access to these e-learning supports will help to not 

only equalize the college experience but improve retention rates.   

This kind of ubiquitous technology (student mobile devices), the College Campus App, is 

a way to immediately and easily engage students in managing their college experience as most 

students are familiar and comfortable with this use of technology (OHLALA, 2018). While the 

first few weeks (or months) of college life can feel unfamiliar and awkward, using (even) a new 

app offers a familiarity that will help students to feel more connected. The College Campus App 

will allow students to manage any of the multiple experiences going on around campus at any 

time. Whether they want to consider joining a new group, get information on academics, or other 

campus offerings, the app is uniquely suited to engage students at their individual level. 

According to the online platform OOHLALA (2018), app users were 2.43 times more likely to 

attend an event, and 2.15 times more likely to stay in school resulting in a 17 percent decrease in 

attrition rate and an increase of 2.5 times in the level of engagement when they “opted-in” to 

push notifications and banners. Push notifications are messages that pop up on a mobile device 

even when the app is not opened to alert the user to upcoming events (Push Notification 

Explained, 2018). These notifications can come from a group the student has joined, a class they 

are taking, or from the IT department. These notifications and banners may remind them about 

upcoming events or actions that need to be taken for a class or financial aid. Research from 
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Localytics (Banner Message and Push Notification Best Practices for Your Campus, 2015), a 

company that collects data “helping customers build stronger relationships with mobile and web 

app users through their analytics and marketing platform” states that, of the approximately 52 

percent of students who opt-in to push notifications and banner alerts, they are not only more 

likely to engage with the app but increases the amount of time they launch the app. They state 

that there is a “three times higher retention rate for these students” (Banner Message and Push 

Notification Best Practices for Your Campus, (2015). Basically, the more launches the more 

engagement both socially and academically which can result in higher retention rates.  

The Game-based Learning apps or the gamification of some academic courses will offer 

additional opportunities for students to engage in material through the technology in the 

classroom as well as continued interaction, out of the classroom. Traditional game-based 

elements such as leaderboards and digital badges have been shown to increase student 

engagement, motivation, and retention (BioMed Central, 2017). Supporting that premise, the 

article in The Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education titled Using a gamified 

mobile app to increase student engagement, retention and academic achievement found that 

students who used gamification through mobile apps had grades that were 7.03 percent higher. 

(Pechenkina, et.al., 2017). 

The ability to increase retention rates on university campuses is a complex issue. If 

students can use what is familiar (ubiquitous mobile technology) to connect with the unknowns 

of the college experience, they are more likely to become engaged. The vision of incorporating 

E-Learning experiences like the College Campus app for orientation and gamification for more 

challenging courses will help to create a 21st-century student experience of increased 

engagement. The ability to retain more first-generation and commuter students can be improved 
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by making more social connections, having the ability to easily access academic counseling, and 

other campus resources (OHLALA (2018). Finally, the opportunity for improved academic 

success is implementing gamification in more challenging classes as a way to engage and 

motivate students (Meyer, 2016).  

E-learning Plan  

 In order to successfully implement a vision of new E-Learning programming to improve 

university student retention rates, many factors must be taken into consideration. The adoption of 

the campus-wide College Campus app and the addition of gamified elements into some campus 

courses using Game-based Learning app will be exciting for some and daunting for others. If 

this vision is to be enthusiastically adopted and implemented throughout campus it will be 

important to listen to concerns of all stakeholders throughout the process. This initial strategy 

should help to begin to gain as much support as possible for the idea.  

 Concerns over stagnant retention rates and lack of student engagement at this public, 

urban, ethnically diverse, four-year college, with a large first-generation, commuter population, 

has students, faculty, and administration interested in implementing a program to address these 

issues. Over the last year of meetings, focus groups, and surveys of students, faculty, and 

administration (diverse groups, reflective of the population), the suggestion was made to add a 

university wide E-Learning student engagement platform as well as encourage gamifying 

courses throughout the university. 

 The vision of the university is for students to have an excellent education. This priority 

aligns with the addition of E-Learning platforms and increased game-based apps to assist 

students in obtaining an excellent education using 21st-century methodology. Accordingly, the 
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introduction of these new systems should not take anyone by surprise. However, for the vision to 

be embraced by all stakeholders, thoughtful leadership needs to be put in place.  

The transformational educational technology leader is concerned with improving the 

performance of the followers (Northhouse, 2018), in this case, the retention of first-generation 

and commuter students. The emotional component of transformational leadership can be 

motivating for all stakeholders and they are more likely to embrace the cause and work to make 

it successful. Increasing retention of all student, but especially the most vulnerable, first-

generation and commuter students, should be a goal for everyone at the university. The initial 

involvement of students, faculty, and administration in this decision began the proc 

Acknowledgment that change can be difficult is an important first step in any process. 

While it does not remove the inevitability of the impending change, it communicates that, as a 

leader, you are aware of how difficult this can be. The opportunity for all stakeholders (faculty, 

students, and administration) to have input into the E-Learning programs is also an important 

component in gaining support for the vision. A comprehensive questionnaire will be distributed 

to stakeholders in order to gain insight and suggestions for ideas and implementation of the new 

programs.  

The use of the instructional design ADDIE model (analyze, design, develop, implement, 

evaluate) is a broad framework in which to organize the development of the E-Learning 

programs.  Analysis: A full scale Needs Analysis will not be necessary for the College Campus 

app since it has been determined that the issue of student retention is an ongoing issue that many 

universities struggle to improve (Brown & Green, 2016). According to Rossett (as cited in 

Brown & Green, 2016), gathering information from data (in this case: student retention, 

academic success, and social engagement of these university students) indicated the problem to 
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be solved. The adoption of a Campus Branded Mobile app (College Campus App) was 

determined to be the best solution to improve all three of these factors. The use of Game-based 

Learning apps will need a different approach and more input from faculty and students. The 

Needs Analysis, in this case, must take into account faculty that might be using gamification, 

those who want to use it, and those who have no interest. Similarly, input from students 

indicating classes that might benefit from gamification as well as gamified suggestions that 

might be used.  

Information from the Needs Analysis will drive the Task Analysis and the instructional 

design process needed to implement the E-Learning programs. The Task Analysis asks the 

following questions as they relate to the E-Learning programs (Brown & Green, 2016., p.68-69): 

1. What is the task that individuals need to be able to accomplish or perform? 

2. What are the key components of this task (the skills and knowledge a student needs in 

order to successfully complete or perform the task)? 

3. What is the sequence in which a task is accomplished or performed and should be learned 

and taught? 

4. How can you determine whether an individual is able to complete the task?  

 Design: Based on the information gathered from the above questions instructional goals 

and objectives are developed. One approach for setting goals and objectives is to use Robert 

Mager’s three component approach: Action, Condition, and Criterion (as cited by Brown & 

Green, 2016., p. 92). This aligns well with the need for students to change their behavior 

(improve academic performance, improve social connections, and take advantage of campus 

resources). The action: learners will improve academic performance and stay in school; the 

condition: students will interact with the College Campus app; the criterion: students should 
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interact with the app at least daily and take action at least once during the week. From clearly 

stated goals, objectives can be stated for each of the apps.        

Develop: This phase of the instructional design takes the most time. The consideration of 

the best learning environment, research supported effective instructional practices, and activities 

which are proven effective must be planned in detail. Depending on the objective for a particular 

class/course app, the professor may decide between a learner-centered, knowledge-centered, 

assessment-centered or community-centered application of the material within the gamified 

content (Brown & Green, 2016., p. 118). Instructional practices may include not only the 

gamification of some of the material but it may be part of a bigger Problem-based Lesson.  

Implement and evaluate: Although the implementation and evaluation are at the end of 

the first three steps, implementation and evaluation are happening at during each phase of the 

process. It would be a lot more work to complete these steps in isolation without evaluating as 

you go along. The first real opportunity to evaluate the success and understand what needs to be 

revised occurs when a class full of students interact with the app for the first time.   

There will be many issues to be dealt with during the planning and implementation of any 

change. Organizational issues that might arise while writing and implementing these E-Learning 

apps might be the refusal to integrate new techniques (like gamification) into a course. It can 

become easy to be complacent and do things the way they have always been done. Transparency 

throughout the process, the willingness to listen to all stakeholders, and including their input, as 

the plan is being developed, are all integral it’s success. When individuals are included in the 

process it is easier for them to believe in the vision.  
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Funding Proposal 

The value of student retention to any institution of higher learning is paramount to their 

viability. If there are no students then the school’s purpose is non-existent, students are the most 

important stakeholders. It would behoove every college and university to understand why 

students may not be successful and work to gain, and keep, their business. Investment in the 

implementation of 21st-century learner-centered teaching methods (gamification of courses) and 

a College Campus app that will support students academically, socially, and increase 

engagement with the institution, will inevitably benefit the entire school.  

The importance of personal mobile phones in education is not going away. According to 

a recent Nielsen poll 98 percent of millennials own mobile devices and use mobile apps 89 

percent of the time compared to using the mobile web only 11 percent of the time. (A., 2017). As 

an institution of higher education, we should be paying attention to this important data. We 

cannot continue to teach 21st-century students with 18th-century methods.  

Funding for implementation would come from budget-reallocation of student activity fees 

and/or service fees. Any upfront costs can be paid for with additional grant funding if no funds 

are available from the reallocation. Economically, the use of a student engagement platform will 

be worth the cost. New revenue will be produced by retaining the student body and potentially 

increasing enrollment. Schools that are willing to use 21st-century strategies to engage all 

students, specifically first-generation and commuter students, will build a reputation that they 

care about keeping students, not just admitting them.   

Faculty training and student orientation costs need to be considered when choosing a 

company to provide the platform. The inclusion of initial training for faculty and staff as well as 
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ongoing training throughout the year needs to be an important detail when making a final 

decision about these E-Learning products.      

Simple access and the ability to easily interaction with student engagement platforms 

offer a number of benefits to all students, regardless of economic status, color, gender, or 

sexuality, creating a campus atmosphere in which everyone is afforded the same opportunities 

and supports needed to succeed. Students will stay engaged with mobile technology because they 

have access, and are familiar with the platform. The ability to have these apps “at student’s 

fingertips” will increase the opportunity and the likelihood that students will be connected with 

campus activities, social events, and to stay on top of academic issues any time that is convenient 

for them.   

Conclusion  

Improving student retention rates at institutes of higher education is an ongoing challenge 

for many universities. The most selective universities have the greatest retention rates while less 

selective universities retain a little over one half that of their student body (The Condition of 

Education - Postsecondary Education, 2018). Students may leave their institution for many 

reasons, but often because of poor academic performance, lack of social connections, and lack of 

support (Sagenmüller, 2018). The use of College Campus app (student engagement platform) 

and Game-based learning apps (gamification) in some courses will improve student engagement 

resulting in greater student retention.  

Collecting data from both of the apps will support improved engagement and increased 

student retention rates. Data from the engagement platform will offer real-time use of the app so 

administration, faculty, and students are able to make adjustments throughout the term. 

Engagement in classes using gamified apps would also be ongoing as professors use formative 
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assessments throughout the term (year). Additionally, feedback from students’ end-of the-

semester evaluations will be reported out along with final semester grades. Ultimately, student 

retention data will be the most conclusive. 
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