
Good morning colleagues.

In this seminar I’d like to look at the theory we use to support distance students and 
ask whether we should look for a better theory to underpin our practice.  I’d then like 
to finish by asking what is the biggest single barrier to student success.

I’ve been working in open and distance learning for nearly 30 years, most of that time 
in student support, and just in the last few years I’ve been increasingly wondering if 
what I’ve been doing all that time was actually right.  You may think it’s a bit overdue 
to be worrying now but I take the view that it’s never too late to change - I hope.

What’s worrying me is that I realised that I never had any real theory for how I was 
supporting students - it was all ad hoc and based on my own experience.  That 
wasn’t necessarily wrong but as T.S Eliot wrote, ‘Experience imposes a pattern and 
falsifies, But the pattern is new in every moment’ – or something like that.  I was also 
impressed by coming across a couple of quotations about theory:
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The first is due to Engels – perhaps. The second is certainly due to Kurt Lewin.

Both quotes suggest that it might be right to look at the theory of student 

support in distance learning.  But when I looked at the theory behind what we 

were doing in student support – well I couldn‟t really find any. 
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Our practice seemed to hinge on two main factors:

One was to identify areas where students may have weaknesses in their 

educational backgrounds and tell them how to overcome them.  

The other was to advise them on how to develop „learning skills‟. 

Now both these approaches were clearly based in experience and common 

sense.  But I already had reservation about experience and, as Einstein used 

to say, „Common sense is the name for the collection of prejudices that we‟ve 

acquired by the age of 12”.  So both these approaches seemed problematic to 

me.

#
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Some years ago at a retention conference in California I heard a Professor 

Edward Anderson who gave a presentation saying that „Remediation‟ (that is, 

advising students on how to overcome their weaknesses) was not necessarily 

effective in the long term.

And indeed if you look there is evidence that where researchers actually follow 

up the results of remedial advice, the evidence for its efficacy may well be 

slight, as shown by a study at the LSE. 

But what about the development of learning skills?  My problem was that I 

couldn‟t really find out what they were.  There seemed to be a circular 

argument going on. 

#
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Someone who was a good learner must have good learning skills 

#

and the way you could tell if someone had good learning skills was that they 

were good learners.

#

I couldn‟t see how to break into this circle to define what learning skills were.  

Well the best thing to do when you‟re puzzled by how students learn is to ask 

them.  Here (if it works) is a short excerpt (about 1 minute long) of an interview 

that we conducted with an OU student some years ago.  She was asked about 

the learning objectives that appear at the beginning of each OU unit. 
VIDEO EXCERPT http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=jzTfxhrBV7U
#
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Mouse click to start.  Arrow to move on

Note what she said about how she had the television on whilst she was studying.  
And if what was on the television was more interesting she’d watch that and if what 
was in her course was more interesting she’d study.

Now that is not a method of learning that we’d recommend!  But recently I read that 
a psychological study had found that where people are easily distracted it helps to 
have a constant low level of distracting going on which blots out the more disruptive 
distracters.  So she may have found a way of learning that suited her.  Indeed she 
must have because she got a First Class Honours degree.

What’s also interesting about this is that had she taken our standard advice to find a 
quiet place to study and get rid of all possible distractions. then she might actually 
have been a less effective learner.  

So I started looking in the research literature for evidence for the existence of 
learning skills. 
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I found a huge number of studies which I can‟t go through now.  At the end of 

my survey I still wasn‟t sure what a learning skill was but I found that whilst no-

one denied their existence, there was some agreement that there was 

something else that had to come first.  That something else was a student's 

motivation to learn.  I was reminded of something else that Professor 

Anderson had said in California:
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Anderson believed that motivation was the key to student success and that if 

you got the motivation sorted, everything else would follow.

Now this isn‟t a startling insight I guess – if you asked any number of teachers 

they‟d agree on the importance of motivation.  What was new to me was 

Anderson‟s suggestion that there might be some way to build a student‟s 

learning motivation.  I guess all teachers do try to build their students 

motivation to some extent – usually by exhortation and example.  But what 

Anderson seemed to be suggesting was that there were more effective ways 

of doing it. 

So it seemed worthwhile to look more closely at learning motivation theories
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In particular I wanted to know if we could actually help students enhance their 

learning motivation?  As Marx said „The philosophers have only interpreted the 

world. The point, however, is to change it.'

So I looked for learning motivation theories

#
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First of all I found that psychologists now tend to recognize four different types of motivation.  
These four are 

1. External – driven by outside forces - this might be studying just to get a 
qualification 

2. Introjected – driven by guilt – studying because you feel you ought to.

3. Identified - because you believe that the values are important

4. Intrinsic – because you enjoy it.

Currently it‟s believed that some kinds of motivation are more important than others for 
learning.  External and introjected motivations might start someone studying but they are 
not so good at keeping someone studying.  You need to change people's motivation from 
extrinsic and introjected to intrinsic and identified in order for them to be successful 
students.  # # # # #

It struck me that this was similar to gym membership.  Apparently gyms suffer something like a 
60% dropout from initial enrolment – round about the same as for distance learning.  My 
wife started going to the gym because she felt she needed to get fit (external motivation) 
and because she felt guilty about being lazy (as she saw it – I thought she was anything 
but) – that‟s introjected motivation.  She has found it very difficult to keep going because 
she hasn‟t made the transition to either feeling that being fit and healthy is an important 
value to her (identified motivation) – she has values but they‟re more spiritual and social 
than physical – and she hasn‟t made the transition to actually enjoying exercise – intrinsic 
motivation.  Of course I haven‟t got round to going to the gym at all as I lack all motivation 
of any kind…

However this still didn‟t tell me how to go about changing motivation.  So I looked for learning 
motivation theories 
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I found that there‟s rather a lot of them!  This list isn‟t exhaustive – there are 

many others – and I won‟t attempt to explain them.  Some of them seemed to 

offer insights – for instance the „Epistemological Identity Theory‟ did suggest 

the importance of students feeling that they were doing exactly the right thing 

for themselves - ie they were on exactly the right course for them – I'll come 

back to that in my next presentation. 

But there were particular problems with them.  One was that they were 

sometimes circular – my favourite example was the „Belief in a Just World‟ 

theory.  At a conference I was at someone gave a paper that demonstrated 

that students with a high level of belief in a just world got better assignment 

grades.  “But” said someone from the floor “if you were getting high 

assignment grades wouldn‟t you tend to believe that it was a Just World?”

Secondly whilst they often gave good explanations of learning motivation, they 

didn‟t really explain how we might enhance that motivation apart from 

exhortation and example.  Now it‟s not that example and exhortation don‟t 

work – it‟s just that they often don‟t seem to work with the students who need 

motivation the most. 

Eventually I found four theories that seemed particularly interesting.  There‟ll 

be others that I‟ve missed.

#
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These theories were Keller‟s ARCS theory, Dweck‟s „Self Theory‟, „Self 

Affirmation Theory‟, and „Positive Psychology‟.  Let me take them in turn.

#
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Keller’s theory say that in order to motivate learners you must gain their attention, 
ensure what you’re telling them is relevant to their immediate needs and enhances 
their confidence and satisfaction in what they’re doing.

Lya Visser used Keller’s theory to develop what she called ‘motivational messaging 
system’.  And Keller’s theory may be a useful in designing motivational course 
material – I’ll come back to that in the last of this series.  But it seemed to me that 
the theory was not all that helpful in designing support for students.  So I looked for 
other theories
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Self Theory is due to Carol Dweck, an American psychologist.  I can best 

illustrate this theory by asking you to consider briefly two questions: 

Q1. You have a certain amount of intelligence and can‟t do much to change 
it.

Answer – Yes or No

Q2. Success = X% intelligence + Y% effort

- Give values for X and Y

Now I‟d like you to think briefly about your answers to those questions.  
But I‟m not going to ask for your answers.  Instead I‟m going to ask you to 
help me with a bit of research by asking you to answer some different but 
related questions. 

HANDOUT

#
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Just ring the number against each statement that you think best describes the 
attitude of most staff in your institutions (not your own attitude necessarily!).

Take a few moments...

OK please hand in your sheet 

Now let’s go back to Dweck and see what she’s about.
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If you said „Yes‟ to 1 and your value of X was greater than Y then you have an 

„Entity‟ theory of your intelligence.  

If you said „No‟ to 1 and your value of X was less than Y then you have an 

„Incremental‟ theory of your intelligence.

If you said „what does he mean by intelligence?‟ then just bear with me on this 

one, and if your value of X plus Y didn‟t equal one hundred then I believe that 

there‟s a revision maths course at the LSE course you can take.

#
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Well, Dweck suggests that people have theories about their own intelligence.  

You either believe that your intelligence is largely fixed and you can‟t do much 

to change it – you‟re an entity theorist - or you believe that you can change 

your intelligence through effort – you‟re an incrementalist.

Dweck argues that this self–belief has a fundamental effect on your motivation 

and how you behave when you run into difficulties.  She says that entity 

theorists will certainly try hard, but when they find the going difficult they will 

tend to assume that they‟ve reached the limit of their intelligence, that‟s there‟s 

not much they can do about it and will give up.

An incremental theorist on the other hand will just see difficulties as a reason 

to struggle harder.  They may still fail in the end but their chances of ultimate 

success will be much greater.

This is parentheses – does the External Programme have students who have 

clearly taken on too much?  One curiosity in the OU is there are students who 

enroll for too many courses or at too high a level despite advice not to.  We 

call then „dreamers‟.  But I wonder if they‟re entity theorists who are simply 

gambling that their intelligence will carry them through and are willing to take a 

chance?

One of the reasons for asking you to scribble your answers is to help me with 

a bit of research I‟m doing on looking at the attitudes of distance educators.

#
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I’ve asked the Dweck questions of various groups of distance educators including 
London staff before.  You can see that distance educators from the Korean Open 
University tend to be entity theorists – maybe it’s to do with the strong Confucian 
beliefs in that society – and that university staff working in the UK widening 
participation in higher education area are the most incrementalist.  I happen to think 
that that is very healthy for the External Programme as it shows a healthy respect for 
students tempered with  a sense of realism.  But speculation like that is well beyond 
my pay grade as they say.  So I’m not going to draw too many conclusions from this!

At any rate to see whether her theory could enhance student success Dweck 

did a study in a New York school.
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She took two groups and taught one that their intelligence was malleable – she 

tried to turn them into „incremental theorists‟.  She found significant positive 

effects in grades in this group.  

The importance of this finding was two-fold:

1. that the intervention was quite short – just a couple of classes 

2. that the effect was long-lasting.  Once students believed that they could 

succeed through effort, their application to their studies was greatly 

increased.  As she noted “..the effects are far beyond what you might 
expect from the simplicity of the interventions”. 

And indeed there is now quite a lot of agreement amongst psychologists that 

effort is likely to more important than intelligence in success.# 
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- as instanced in a recent quote in the Scientific American „Mind‟ 

Another motivational method comes from a similar source. 

# 
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I don‟t know if this has a formal name yet – I call it „Self-affirmation theory‟.  

The aim is to enhance students „social identities‟ – their confidence in 

themselves through relatively simple „Self Affirmation‟ exercises.  Students 

were asked to write about what they thought their most important values were 

and why.

Again there‟s not time to go into this in detail, but the results were impressive 

when applied to a group of disadvantaged students, and again the actual input 

was quite slight compared with the results that it achieved.  As one of the 

experimental psychologists said “The technique is like flicking a light switch, 

releasing the motivation and abilities that students had all along”.

Now with all these things it‟s very important to see through the hype.  But the 

people involved in these studies are respectable academics from Yale and 

Harvard so they should be taken somewhat seriously.

But I was still worried – I still felt that I needed an overarching theory that 

would bring these ideas together.  At that point I met one of the UKOU‟s 

doctoral students who told me, “What you need Ormond, is „Positive 

Psychology‟”.
#
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Now ordinary psychology studies why people are miserable.  Positive 

Psychology is a relatively new approach that tries to explain why they are 

happy.  It concentrates on people‟s strengths rather than their weaknesses.  

You may have come across it as the study of „Well-being‟ – even politicians are 

taking an interest in it.  Which may be a bad sign of course.

My positive psychologist said she would draw up a nine point plan for a 

positive psychology or „strengths‟ approach to student support.  And this is it. 

#
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I won‟t go over these points in detail – there‟s too many of them and in any 

case many of them will feel familiar.  They‟re things that a good student 

supporter probably does without thinking, although perhaps not  as 

consistently or coherently. 

My positive psychologist explained three further things:

1.What you‟re doing is looking for strengths that can be used to overcome 

weaknesses.  So for example you take an apparently very vulnerable student 

who is a single parent with children.  It may well be that in bringing up her 

children she has developed excellent organisational skills which will be very 

useful in her studies.  So you concentrate on getting her to use these and see 

them as a strength.

2.If you can help build someone's motivation they will often find ways of 

overcoming difficulties that might otherwise stop them. 

3.The third important thing is to validate effort rather than achievement.  If you 

praise achievement then that can actually harm further progress when the 

student runs into difficulties, because they will assume they have reached the 

limit of their intelligence and give up – this is from Dweck‟s work.  But if you 

praise effort then it‟s more likely that the students will continue to keep trying. 

I felt I was getting somewhere – the effect of positive psychology was to 

suggest that learning motivation could be not just understood but changed by 

relatively simple techniques. But there was one last thing that seemed 

important.  And this took me back to Professor Anderson again
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I‟ve quoted this before but it‟s worth saying again.  Anderson said that if you 

wanted to make a difference to student retention you had to be proactive.  It 

was no use waiting for students to  come to you – you had to reach out to 

them.

So a student contact had to be a number of things:

#
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It had to be
# 

Individual 

#

Interactive 

#

Motivational 

Every theory needs a name so I call this Proactive Motivational Support or 
PaMS

#  
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Where we found a consistent and self-funding increase of 5% in retention over 

a control group.  (we set up the experimental and control group using a 

predictive method which I‟ll describe in the next presentation).

But I wasn‟t sure that it could be down to motivational support.  Maybe any 

contact would have had the same effect.

So I started using the method with an OU course I was teaching.  Basically I 

stopped trying to teach students through phone tutorials covering course 

material as required by the course team. Instead I simply made more frequent 

but much shorter contact with them by phone and email aimed at enhancing 

their motivation.  
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I got better results than the course average for each of the last three years.  

My group sizes were too small to be statistically significant. However these 

results have persuaded the UKOU to undertake a more substantial experiment 

with more than 700 students whose results will also come out this year.  At 

which time I shall either be trying to take the credit or I‟ll be keeping a low 

profile…

So to end – I think there are three points worth making 

#
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Firstly we clearly we need more research.  But I do think that these 

approaches are worth exploring and if anyone would like to do some research 

on them I‟d be delighted to help.

#
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Secondly  -the old puzzle - you can have two students who experience the 

same devastating event – bereavement, illness and so on – and one will keep 

going whilst the other drops out.  The difference may be their motivation.  If we 

can indeed help students switch their motivation on, it may be that we can 

keep them both going and that we can actually positively influence the 

„institutionally unavoidable dropout‟

#
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Thirdly and finally – the question I posed some time ago – what‟s the biggest 

barrier to increasing retention?  Well it may be that Dweck‟s theory may apply 

to us…
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There seem to me to be three attitudes that University tutors can display to 

students:

# 1 “We‟re here to weed out the unfit” – I think of this as the „Darwinista‟  

approach (of course it was Herbert Spencer who coined the term “survival 

of the fittest‟)

# 2 “Students are doomed to pass or fail and there‟s not much we can do 

about it” - the „Fatalista‟ approach. 

# These two approaches seem to me to arise from ‟Entity‟ theories of 

intelligence. 

I‟m not saying either attitude is completely wrong  but I suspect that they can 

be carried too far and can lead to what I think of as the „quality learning 

experience‟ view, that the job of a distance educator is to give students the 

highest quality learning experience (quoting from the HEFCE website).  That's 

undoubtedly true but sometimes you have to remind yourself that the highest 

quality learning experience you can give students is to pass their course.  Just 

talking about learning experience is to let oneself off the hook. 

# So I believe that the Retentioneer's approach as I call it is the most likely one 

to lead to the greatest student success. But the problem is that all kinds of 

institutions are suffused with Darwinista and Fatalista attitudes 



A couple of years ago the Royal Marines were suffering a retention crisis.  They were 
recruiting young men at great expense who were then dropping out of training.  They 
called in a psychologist who discovered that the chief aim of the trainers was to weed 
out the unfit – to weed out the young men who wouldn’t make absolutely first class 
soldiers.  The psychologist tried to change their attitudes into making the young men 
be the best soldiers that they could be.

He claims to have had some success and as a result retention in the Royal Marines is 
now somewhat better.   So my answer to what is the biggest barrier to increasing 
student retention is to agree with my old colleagues Veronique Johnston of Napier 
University
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The institution itself.  So that‟s where we‟ve got to start.

Thanks very much!
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