DRIVERS OF PERSISTENCE

Persistence strategies derive their power from the fact that they fulfill these affective needs of adults:

A. Sense of belonging and community

B. Clarity of purpose

C. Agency 





D. Competence 

E. Relevance 




F. Stability 

Adult education providers can boost learner persistence by intentionally addressing these needs through all facets and phases of the program. They can do so by employing multiple strategies. Conversely, one strategy often addresses several needs. For example, an informative and welcoming student orientation that begins the goal-setting process and that involves enrolled students as presenters can begin to address adults’ needs for a sense of belonging, clarity of purpose, competence, and agency.

A. Sense of Belonging and Community

It is human nature that when we feel welcomed, respected, and develop a sense of belonging, we are more apt to return to the setting or task than when those factors are not present. When adults decide to resume their education, their expectations are usually based on whatever their previous educational experiences were like. For some adult learners, the decision to go back to school can be anxiety provoking. They are stepping into unfamiliar territory, possibly without an expectation of belonging there. For that reason, cultivating a sense of belonging from the moment a prospective adult learner comes through the doors or calls is an important persistence strategy. At the most basic level, building community calls for fostering connections among people. Activities and processes that help students and staff get to know one another build trust and camaraderie. 
B. Clarity of Purpose

Clarity of purpose refers to helping students gain clarity about their own purposes for learning - their goals and dreams – and about the program’s expectations and approaches to providing education. That way, adults can make informed decisions and take responsibility for their learning. Research shows that learners who establish concrete goals and are given the opportunity to see that they are making measurable progress toward them are more likely to persist in their studies. With more information and confidence, students frequently change their goals. By hearing the goals and aspirations of others, they often expand their notions of what is possible. 
C. Agency

Human agency is the capacity for human beings to make things happen through their actions. As people mature, they move from dependence toward self-direction, and want to be treated as responsible individuals with the capacity to determine things for themselves. Research on how people learn shows that “learners of all ages are more motivated when they can see the usefulness of what they are learning and when they can use that information to do something that has an impact on others” (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, 2000).

D. Competence

All adults have a need to feel competent in key aspects of their lives. A decision to return to school as an adult bespeaks of adults’ desire to build their competence in areas which more schooling can address. Adults’ beliefs about and realistic assessment of their competence can have a profound effect on their persistence and achievement. Such beliefs reflect their self-efficacy. Helping adult learners improve their self-efficacy is a powerful persistence booster and feeds the adult need for feeling competent. Students with more self-efficacy are more willing to persist to reach to their goals in the face of adversity. People who have high self-efficacy visualize success whereas those who doubt their efficacy typically visualize failure. A wealth of research findings indicate that self-efficacy correlates with achievement and outcomes, and persistence (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 1996; Schunk, 1995). 
E. Relevance

The degree of perceived relevance of the instructional program to the adult learners’ goals, interests and life experience is a key factor in adults’ motivation to persist in their studies even if they need to stop out for a while. Most adult learners juggle many competing priorities that may take precedence if the instructional program does not feel meaningful to their needs and interests. Neuroscientists define learning as a process of continuous modification of what we already know (Zull, 2008). The brain is always scanning the environment and looking for a match to what it already knows. According to neuroscience, the two things that most aid long-term memory and understanding are whether or not the information has meaning and whether or not it has an “emotional hook.” According to Zull, “Emotion is the foundation of learning . . . all regions of neocortex are enmeshed in networks of other neurons that secrete emotion chemicals.” 

F. Stability

Learning is difficult in an environment that is chaotic or unstable. Yet many adult programs are designed, out of the best intentions, to allow students to enter and exit classes at any time. This constant coming and going has been termed “turbulence,” and a growing body of research is showing that it disrupts learning and decreases persistence (Sticht, 1998, Bialek, 1977). Many adult learners’ lives are marked by instability caused by poverty and trauma. According to Perry (2006), “The key to understanding the long-term impact of trauma on an adult learner is to remember that he or she is often, at baseline, in a state of low-level fear. . . . The major challenge to the educator working with highly stressed or traumatized adults is to furnish the structure, predictability, and sense of safety that can help them begin to feel safe enough to learn.” Even when we cannot change students’ life circumstances outside of school, offering predictable, consistent programming enables students to participate more fully and with greater ease.
Visit the website of the New England Learner Persistence Project for more tools and strategies, including  a program self-assessment: http://www.nelrc.org/persist/ .
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