
 

 

Seeing things differently: 

 
First, second and third year 

experiences of persistence within a 

transformative learning environment 

  

 



 

 

 

 
 

 



When you were a student – did you 

ever feel like discontinuing your 

studies? 

 

When did you want to leave? 

What prevented you? 

Or did you leave? 



As a teacher – what do you do – if 

anything – to encourage your students 

to persist in their studies? 

 

Is it working? 



Study Persistence 

“the strategies and behaviours students 

use to continue with their studies 

regardless of external influences which 

may draw them away from their goal of 

completion”  

(Krause, 2005 p. 56)   

“the behaviour of continuing action 

despite the presence of obstacles” 

(Rovai, 2002, p.1)   

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(James, Krause & Jennings 2010).   



The ivory tower… 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hawkesmoor towers Oxford University 



But things have changed… 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



As Barnett (2011) observes, 

universities are now “in the world, 

and the world is in universities” (p. 

2). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The study 



The context 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Learning is relational 
 

Transformative learning environments 

challenge students to reflect critically 

on what they do and how they do it, 

and also on how their actions relate to 

their value system, and how their 

value system affects others  

(Mezirow, 1981, Kitchenham, 2008).  

 

 

 

 



Transformative learning process 

 a trigger or disorienting dilemma  

(this may occur naturally by just 
engaging with course material and 
listening to other people’s perspectives)  

 critical refection  

 discourse with another / others 

 action  

(Henderson, 2002, cited in Henderson 2010)  

 

 
 

 



Transformational teaching 
 

“We become a composer of a 

transformational environment 

where the dynamic of the 

relationships between learners 

and context are of primary 

concern”.  

(Andrews, 2005 p. 1, my italics)  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Gregory Bateson – 3 levels of 

learning and change 
 

Level 1 : doing things better 

Level 2 : doing better things 

Level 3 : seeing things differently 

(Sterling, 2010)  

 

 

 
 

 



Outcomes 

The course has challenged me 

to broaden my perspectives 

and gain understanding of the 

vast and varied backgrounds 

and life experiences of people 

First year student 

 
 

 



Our country will need different 
kinds of student experiences to 
enable its graduates to contribute 
to the world of the future.  

We must extend our students… 
enabling them to find resources of 
courage, resilience and empathy 
that traverse national boundaries  

(Ramsden, 2008, p. 1) 
 



 

Its hard work. 

 

What can we do to balance 

the challenge with support? 

 
 

 



participants 
 

 first year persisting students 

 second year persisting students 

 third year persisting students 

 

Bachelor of Applied Social Science 

 



Research question: 

 

 What student experiences relating to 

 teaching, assessment and curriculum 

facilitate study persistence in first, second 

and third year non-university, higher 

education students? 
 



Findings 
 

Challenges to study persistence are 

experienced by students across all 

year levels.  

Study persistence is an ‘on-going’ 

negotiation between the student and 

the institution - often embodied by the 

teacher - and the student and their 

own desire to reach an end goal.  



Findings 
 

Support 

 Inclusive curriculum 

Quality feedback 

(affirmation of student achievement as 

well as constructive feedback for 

improvement) 



Findings 
 

Teacher as translator 

 

Teacher as mentor / guide 

 

Teacher as coach 



 

First year story 





 

 

Teacher as translator 



Assessment 

First year students valued the teacher 
taking the time to ‘translate’ the assignment 
requirements into easily understood 
concepts. 

 

“…as first years it is difficult to know exactly 
what is required of us, and a little more 
explanation could go a long way in helping 
us”  

first year student 

 



 

My educators taught me how to 

research my assessment topics in 

a way that enabled me to enjoy 

doing my assignments 

first year student 

 



Facilitators of study 

persistence 

Support 

Student / learning environment fit 

Enjoyment / interest. 



Impediments to study 

persistence 

Lack of support 

Competing demands 

Academic challenge 



What is ‘support’?  

 Encouragement 

 Flexibility with assignment due dates 

 Responsiveness 

 Expectation management 

 Patience, empathy 

 Non-judgemental attitude 

 Clear boundaries  



 

I have appreciated those first year 

teachers who have taken the time to 

explain things… I am completely new 

to tertiary study and I don’t understand 

things as well as I should. But I’m a 

fast learner and I want to learn.  

first year student 



 

Second year story 



 

 



 

 

Teacher as mentor and guide 

 



The further along I study, there are 

less students, less closer 

relationships and less on campus 

classes, so it has been challenging 

Second year student 

 

 



How often did the participants think of 

leaving? 

 

 

 



Engagement vrs disengagement 

by year 
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Facilitators of study 

persistence 

Support 

 

End goal 

 

Teacher as a professional 



Teacher as professional 

Generosity of sharing professional 

experiences 

Clear boundaries 

Positive about profession  

Non-judgmental attitude 

 

 



Teacher as professional 
The shared experiences of some of the 
teaching staff has been influential – it 
allowed me to really appreciate the type of 
experiences I may encounter in my own 
career. These shared experiences also 
create a more interesting and enlightening 
learning environment – they were expanding 
on the curriculum without deviating from the 
expected outcomes 

Second year student 

 



 

Third year story 





 

 

 

Teacher as coach (and perhaps a 

dash of cheerleader) 

 



Doing well and getting good grades keep 

up my enthusiasm for continuing in third 

year and when I didn’t do as well as usual, 

the educator giving me a fair assessment 

with constructive feedback and realistic 

and practical ways to improve really 

helped. 

 
Third year student 



Facilitators of study 

persistence 

Quality feedback 

Support with career / placement 

Sense of achievement 



 Third year students reported being more 

engaged than second year students 

 

 Experienced a healthy level of academic 

challenge 

 

 Agreed it was important for them to 

complete the course (but less important than 

to the cohort of second years) 



Finally… 

 

We need universities that have a big 

impact on students… 

 

(Dawkins, 2014 p.10)  



 

 

Although I have had some personal 

struggles throughout the past year, the 

teaching staff have been very 

supportive and understanding. Without 

that support it is entirely possible that I 

would have considered discontinuing 

my studies 

Second year student 



 

 

My original goal was set 4 years ago 

with my therapist, nothing or no one 

will alter the outcome. I love the 

subject, it has changed my life and 

they way I see life. I will finish and love 

doing it. 

Third year student 



 

 

Fantastic to be educated at 63, most 

rewarding thing I have ever done in 

my life.  I will see you when I graduate 

ha ha ha! 

Third year student 

 

 

 



 

…and graduate he did! 
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