
 

Course Design for Student Retention  
 

Course design refers to intentional decisions made by an instructor prior to class. This includes setting up the 
LMS, welcome message, application of learning outcomes through assignments, and how learning is measured 
by assessments. Course design is the third most common reason why students drop out of an online program, 
suggesting that designing courses for student success and satisfaction may increase retention.i Below are tips 
designing courses for student retention.  
 

Tips for Course Design 
 Learning outcomes that align with course components and assessments.  
 Flexibility built into assignments and assessments. ii 
 Submission windows on assessments rather than a single due date. iii 
 Exam extension options for when life conflicts with school. iv 
 Clear instructions on assignments and assessments. v 
 Support on assessments. vi 
 Test only as much as is needed to measure learning.vii 
 Automatic reminder emails on assessments with links to student support services. viii 

Tips for Interaction 
Rapport between faculty and peers increases retention.ix,x Classes with a high level of rapport have the 
following characteristics xi: 

 Connect course content to students’ careers early and often.  
 Survey students in the first week of class to learn about their career plans.  
 Give clear explanations for assignments and instructional materials.  
 Post a photo of yourself with your contact info and response time.  
 Invite students to contact you.  
 Leave timely feedback that has a positive tone and is personalized when possible.  
 Set up automatic LMS feedback for assignments and assessments.  
 Organize the course to ease navigation.  
 Include instructions of how to use the course and what to do each week.  
 Describe each assignment and how to complete it.  
 Briefly explain why each assignment is important to students’ careers.  
 Schedule warm, encouraging weekly announcements that direct students to assignments and 

instructions.  
 Narrate slides, preferably with video.  
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