PENN
FOSTER

The Engagement Equation

Leveraging Learner-Centered Design and Al to Drive
Online Engagement and Completion

Thais Lyro - Penn Foster Group - DEAC Conference



Today's Online Learner Is Not Who You Think

The modern learner is navigating far more than coursework. Understanding who they are is the first
step to designing for their success.

£ Working Adults
Full or part-time jobs while pursuing credentials.

O . iy ey
& A Family Responsibilities
Caregiving, parenting, and household competing time demands

\> Career-Driven Goals

Purpose driven enroliment

() Limited Bandwidth

Cognitive + Time overload
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Over two In five Penn Foster learners mention that personal
life/priorities make it difficult for them to focus on their studies

Barriers 44% of college learners struggle to find the motivation to study; 11% of high school learners note
having a learning disability.

Studying

Challenges learners face when studying:

Personal life/priorities make it difficult to

‘ ‘ | have a full time job, kids and a

focus on my studies 57% . . . .
Y y studi ? wife that enjoy spending time
with me. | feel guilty if | can’t
% spend a little time with them.
. . . [0)
Struggle to find motivation to study 30 /044% - Automotive Repair Technician
Learner , ,
2%
Had to pause/step away from
coursework due to personal matter 39%
35%
o 1%
Determining how to pace myself or
measure my progress 39%
. _ %
Feeling anxious or overwhelmed when 7%
trying to study 35%
Difficulty finding time to complete the
coursework 38%
PENN
Q. What challenges have you faced when studying? [Not shown in chart: 5% Lack access to reliable technology, 1% Not taughtin native language/ language barrier, 4% Other, 11% None.] FOSTER

Total Completes: 14,580; HS: 6,768; College: 3,745; Career: 4,065. *Statistically Significant when compared to other segments.



Online Learning Has Grown — But Success
Remains Uneven

10M+ ~40%

Students Online Average Drop Rate

Americans currently enrolled in online courses, per NCES data. Online learners withdraw at significantly higher rates than on-
campus peers.

The Core Question

How do we design online learning that supports real learner behavior?

Online enrollment has expanded access dramatically — but access alone doesn't guarantee completion. Students who struggle to
persist aren't failing because of ability. They're failing because courses weren't designed around how they actually learn, live, and

stay motivated.
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National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) / Forbes Advisor summary


https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/education/career-resources/online-learning-stats/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

76% of learners find PF's onboarding process helpful in preparing
them to begin their studies with confidence

Vet Tech learners express the lowest onboarding confidence - indicating the program in which targeted
onboarding initiatives could have the highest impact.

How helpful was the onboarding process in preparing you to
begin your studies with confidence?

Onboarding

Not helpful m Neutral m Helpful

‘ ‘ [What would have made you more confident in Total PF 17% 76%
starting your studies?]

A comprehensive outline of how much time each
class might require, suggested deadlines to set to High School 78%*
stay on track, or even just how many graded
assessments are included in each course, so that
| could make my own timeline for staying on track
throughout the semester.

- Vet Tech AS Learner , ,

College

Career

Strategic Verticals Key Career/College Programs HS Age Groups Student Groups

Allied High Veterinary M:gsiial Bh/:ﬁﬂ:;a; Sterile Veterinary Under 19 Adults B2B
Health School Sralae Gl Processing | Technician (14-18) (19+)

65% 73% 84% 69% 77%

% who felt onboarding process 81% 78% 66% 77% 83% 84%

was helpful
2821 3,674 3,048 1,806 12,774
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Completes = 2,786 6,768 3,322 229 1,103 302

Q. When you first enrolled with Penn Foster, how helpful was the onboarding process in preparing you to begin your studies with confidence?
Total Completes: 14,580; HS: 6,768; College: 3,745; Career: 4,065. *Statistically Significant when compared to other segments.



The Design Gap We Can No Longer Ignore

Most online courses are built around content delivery — not learner experience. That gap is costing us students.

What Courses Assume What Learners Experience

I "Motivation cannot be assumed — it must be designed for."

Self-Motivated System-Savvy

That students will stay That learners will
Unclear

Navigation

engaged without navigate complex LMS Friction

prompting or structure. environments with ease.

Independently Persistent

No visible sign Difficult access

f progr to instructors
That students will push through confusion and frustration D

on their own.
Each small obstacle chips away at momentum until withdrawal

feels like the only option.
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The Barriers Are Real — and Predictable

Understanding where learners struggle is the foundation of better design. These five barriers appear consistently across programs and

institutions.

Cognitive Overload Unclear Pathways Limited Feedback

Too much information, too little structure When learners can't see where they're Without signals of progress or

— learners shut down rather than push going, momentum stalls immediately. correctness, confidence erodes quickly.
through.

Isolation

Online learners frequently feel invisible — disconnected from peers
and instructors.

Delayed Support

Help that arrives too late cannot stop a learner who has already
disengaged.
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Introducing the Learner-First Model

A research-backed approach grounded in motivational psychology — designed to
actively support learner persistence at every stage of a course.

Laam a Inearner Jjourney

LEARNER CENTERED

Learning design starts with who,
then what

AUTHENTIC

Learners are put into the highest
fidelity situations possible

CAREER
RELEVANT &
ENGAGING

LEARNING EXPERIENCE

ACTIVE

Learners learn through discovery,
practice, and feedback

DIFFERENTIATED

Learners have agency throughout
the learning experience

SKILLS-BASED

The learners can connect their learning
experience to their career or life pursuits

ONLINE LEARNING 2.0
L.A.A.D.S




Putting It Into Practice

FROM ABSTRACT

BEFORE AFTER
Learners read about where dental tools { Learners read about where dental tools
are stored during a patient visit. are stored during a patient visit and

then actively practice the protocols.

Learners listen to / read about various dental
assistant certifications from dental assistants
and then make plans to attain their own.

Learners read about various dental
assistant certifications.

o)

Learners read about dental charting eeEERP Learners practice charting in a way that
(with images). o simulates on-the-job dental charting software
. Learners are eval by immersing in a real-
Learners are evaluated by taking a -earners are eva Jefieel 2 g
) : life scenario
multiple-choice exam



Putting It Into Practice

DNTOOT

After
Reading + Knowledge Checks

Before
The Operatory

The operatory, sometimes called the treatment room, is the heart of the dental office. The
operatory is where all dental procedures are completed. Operatories will differ from office to

Operatory Which of the following are common in the operatory?

3 - . The operatory, or treatment room, is where dental procedures are completed. Operatories differ depending on
office depending on the needs and preferences of the dentist. For example, the operatory of g o s : » " " Ry
. : . ) ) the needs of the dentist. The operatory of a general dentist will contain tools and equipment to complete
a general dentist will contain the equipment, tools, and materials necessary to complete a

variety of procedures. The operatory of a specialist will be quite different. It will contain only

various procedures. A specialist's operatory may only contain the items needed for one area of expertise. You'll Select three of four

learn about the different tools needed for dental specialties later in your program. | R ‘
i
those tools needed to handle the dentist’s specialized area of dentistry.

You'll learn about the different tools needed for dental specialties later on in your studies.

You’ll also have an opportunity to study pictures of various tools.
| +/  Dental procedures ‘

The Laboratory

1 | +/  Dental tools ‘

Remaining Attempts: 0
The dental laboratory is where all auxiliary dental procedures are performed. For example, Feedback
dental models are made, or fabricated, in this department. Dental laboratories are different Correct. Dental procedures take place in the operatory, with the help of the appropriate tools and

in all offices. Some dentists perform quite a bit of their own lab work or employ a lab

equipment.

technician and, therefore, require a larger lab area. Other dentists, whose in-house lab work

is limited, maintain a smaller laboratory. In some dental offices, the laboratory work is sent
to outside laboratories. However the lab work is accomplished, the dental laboratory is an
important part of the dental practice.

The Sterilization Area Practicing the Protocols - Simulation

[ R 5

The sterilization area in a dental office is where all of the dental instruments are cleaned and
sterilized. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)—the U.S.
government agency responsible for employee safety—has issued stringent regulations for
dental offices with regard to the operation of this area. It's important for anyone responsible

Drag and drop the items from your inventory to the correct location of Drag and drop the correct items from your inventory to help prepare
the Sterilization Area The Operatory.
—— My Inventary —— —— My Inventory —

= -2

for the cleaning and sterilization of instruments to clearly understand the regulations set

forth for such procedures. | e Y e ———— 5 " wm.w e

i : ) ] viepeepmie s
The sterilization area is divided into three smaller areas—the contaminated area, the w .
sterilized area, and the storage area. Any dental instruments used during a patient E ‘1 3 E
procedure are first placed in the contaminated area. Here, they're cleaned and disinfected. Steriization Area Contrinated Ares ' croy

Once this process is complete, the instruments are ready for the sterilizing area.

Several types of equipment can be found in the sterilization area. Whatever sterilizing

process is used must be endorsed by strict government regulations. Once the instruments

Storage Area [e—

go through the sterilization process, they’re put into the storage area in their sterilized
containers and are so kept until they are used again. You'll learn the details of sterilization in

Previous

Y

N

later study units.




Putting It Into Practice

ASSESSMENT

After = ;

LAADS DNTO02:
Leamers are evaluated by immersing
them in real job situations (authentic) O

Before

Former DNT002:
Leamers assessed via multiple-choice exam

Lesson 2 Exam - Preview 0:00:17 elapsed Exit Preview
Page 1: Question 1. o Learner will see four patients. n
,1, ,27 i A palpation examination should check for
For each patient:
41158 - A) abnormalities in the neck and cheeks.
i A Day on the Job
Us) iration. * Intake process
_7_ _B_ _9_ plood pressure, pulse, and respiration Vital p In this activity, you'll demonstrate your knowledge of skills needed for proper patient care
O ©) medication the patient is taking ¢ Ita S_I gns ) ) and dental charting using the universal dental chart. This activity will be graded and will
}? E E ° Assi Stlng In dlag Nosis count toward your final course average.
misnien ‘:‘ D) fillings, bridges, and impactions. * Chartl ng Condlt' on C':J 10 - 15 Min
Question 2 (5 points)
16|17 | 18
e || an || == A carious lesion involving the mesio-occluso-distal surfaces is
19| 20

" A) complex.

Which one of these images represents a root canal on tooth #3?

) B) compound. Omar Harris: Part |

Quiz Information
Select one of four

Ua simple. Your first patient of the day is Omar Harris, a 43- N
year-old male patient who has been .
() D) mamelon. experiencing dental pain for the past two days.

During the patient intake process, he reports the
following symptoms:
Question 3 (5 points)

Class VI caries are found only on = Hot and cold sensitivity

. = Swelling in the gums
LA the lingual surfaces of maxillary incisors.

= Chewing pain In the upper left part of his

mouth

./ B) the mesio-occlusal and disto-occlusal surfaces of posterior teeth.

Remaining Attempts: 2

) Q) the incisal edge or the cusp tips.

'/ D) the occlusal two-thirds of the buccal surface of mandibular molars.




Case Study — Essay Immediate Feedback




Our Intervention: AI Writing

Instructor

Instant Feedback

No more waiting days for a
response

Continuous Progress

Momentum built into every submission

Iteration Before Grading

Learners improve on their own

terms

Assignment Submission ®

Latest Update

ELA 3 Essay v3.docx
Predicted: 86%
Uploaded: 7/31/2025,9:47 P

@) { S
LS

We're unable to grade your assignment, because
it's missing key grading criteria.

The essay does not address any of the specific topics provided in the
original question. The essay is about professional sports careers, while
the question offers topics about social media, screen time, and post-
high school choices.

It is recommended that you review the feedback, revise your paper,
and upload again for another evaluation.

Assignment Submission ®

Fear of public speaking.docx

C Predicted Grade. Predicied Scare

78

(G P L A i S S i

assignment to an instructor for a final grade.

File Upload

Drag and drop files here

(" Browseries )
AN

Previous Upload

ELA 3 Essay v2.docx
Predicted: 77%
Uploaded: 7/31/2025,9:46 PM

ELA 3 Essay v1ldocx
Predicted able

Uploa 46 PM

& Al Comments: Expand All

A Intraduction Paragraph

2028

npact by expanding the very

1220
~ Organizati

2028
~ Writing Mechanics

1010

C Note: Your final grade may differ from the Al Evaluator taol
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What Changed: The Experience Shift

Every design decision moved learners from passive waiting to active improvement.

Delayed feedback

One-shot
submission

High grader
dependency

Instant feedback

Multiple
iterations

Al-supported
improvement

The Core Insight

The old model put learners in a holding pattern. Feedback arrived after the
opportunity to act on it had passed. By shifting to Al-supported, iterative
writing, we putimprovement back in the learner's hands — before grades,
before consequences.

[ The shift wasn't about technology. It was about removing the gap
between feedback and action.
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Scale of Implementation

This wasn't a pilot for the few — it reached learners at meaningful scale, and
what we saw was clear: when given the chance to improve, learners take it.

50K+ 18K+ ~50%

Essays Learner Submitted
Submitted Assignments Multiple Drafts
Across the full Engaged with the Al Learners opted in to

implementation writing tool iteration

PENN
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Friction Reduction: The Key Insight

State

We removed the biggest blocker: waiting.

When learners had to wait for a grader to return feedback, nearly 40%
never came back. By making feedback immediate, that drop-off rate Before
fell to just 6% — and learners began fixing problems before they

became failures.

[J 24,000+ essays were improved by learners before a grader
ever reviewed them. After

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40
Grader Return Rate (%)
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Behavior Change: Learners Iterated

Learners didn't just submit and wait. They came back, revised, and re-engaged — because feedback was
part of the experience, not a verdict handed down after the fact.

Engagement Signals

~50% submitted multiple drafts

Voluntary re-engagement with revision

High feedback loop re-
engagement

Learners returned to act on Al responses

Completion Impact
(W getore Juf® aster ()

30-day completion rates improved double digits
in both courses.
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Why It Worked: Learning Science Alignment

We didn't just add Al — we changed the system to align with how people actually learn.

7 "
Immediate Feedback [teration
Builds competence by closing the gap between action and Activates deeper learning through deliberate practice
response
° T
Reduced Friction Visible Improvement
Sustains momentum by eliminating unnecessary wait time Drives intrinsic motivation when learners see their own progress
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Connecting to Learner-First Design

What Actually Drove Outcomes

Every decision traced back to the learner's
moment of effort. We asked: what does a

learner need right now, not eventually?

— Reduce friction Build momentum
No waiting, no drop-off Fast iteration keeps learners moving
— Show progress — Support learners
. . Improved drafts make Al amplifies instructors, doesn’t
PENN \ growth visible replace them

FOSTER
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Practical Takeaways

You don't need more content — you need better systems. Start by diagnosing where your current design breaks down.

Ask These Questions First

Where are learners Where do they get
waiting? stuck?

Where is feedback arriving too late?

Design for early
momentum

Make the first win easy and
fast

Let learners practice
before evaluation

Remove the stakes from
early attempts

Design Principles That Moved the Needle

Make feedback
immediate and
actionable

Eliminate the lag between
effort and response

Use Al to enhance —
not replace —
instruction

Results depend on design,
not just tools

PENN
FOSTER




Small Design Changes. Measurable Impact.

When you remove friction, support iteration, and give learners agency — the outcomes follow.

PENN FOSTER

+ B
+/\+/\/

+19% Completion Higher Engagement
Pilot course gains in 30-day Half of learners chose to revise —
completion rates without being required to

Better Learner Experience

Feedback became a tool for growth, not a verdict

O The intervention worked because of system design — not the technology
alone. That's the transferable lesson.
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Thank You!
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