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PETER DIETSCHE

This paper argues for a new way of providing postsecondary education (PSE) to 
learners around the world. The processes that exist in most institutions today are 
based on a 20th century industrial age model that largely ignores student diversity and 
delivers a ‘one size fits all’ learning environment. This is despite student populations 
in postsecondary institutions becoming much more diverse. The substantial 
improvements in educational attainment that many suggest are necessary to support 
our current knowledge-based economies can therefore only be achieved by adopting 
a 21st century delivery model based on information and communication technology 
(ICT). This model accommodates diversity, focuses on individual learners and creates 
personalised learning opportunities and experiences.

Evidence to support this argument is drawn from a variety of sources. These include 
the writings of both early and current theorists regarding student achievement and 
retention in PSE, as well as reform movements that have won favour within higher 
education over the past several decades. Research on the outputs of higher education, 
student characteristics and the student experience constitutes a third line of evidence. 
Each is a small step to a big idea, and taken together the message is clear: any desire to 
substantially improve PSE completion rates requires a significant change in the way 
higher education institutions interact with students, create learning environments 
and engineer opportunities for specific experiences.

Evidence from theory
The idea is not new. The essential elements were articulated in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries in Emile Durkheim’s 1897 le Suicide (Durkheim, 1951) and 
John Dewey’s 1938 Experience and Education (Dewey, 1938). Durkheim argued for 
the importance of social networks, interpersonal interactions and community as 
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the key to integrating and retaining individuals in social contexts. Dewey made the 
point that an individual’s experience in a new situation was the product of their past 
experience and the characteristics of their current context. Some decades later, the 
work of Tinto (1993) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 2005) developed models 
of student departure and achievement that built upon and extended the earlier work. 
Contemporary theories of student development and retention have several elements 
in common and all emphasise the importance and impact of student diversity on 
educational outcomes. Also highlighted, and explicitly reflecting Dewey’s work, is 
the centrality of the student-institution interaction in promoting student retention 
and success.

Alexander Astin (1985) has argued for a change in how excellence is measured in higher 
education. He suggested that PSE institutions should move from measuring inputs to 
measuring ‘talent development’ as an indicator of success. His research showed that 
talent development was influenced by institutional policies, processes and practices 
that promoted student involvement. According to Astin, institutions with policies and 
practices specifically focused on involving students in the experience of the academy 
would be more effective in promoting learning or developing student ‘talents’.

Movements in postsecondary education
Every once in a while, the writings of a particular theorist or educational philosopher 
are transformed into a reform movement or zeitgeist. Several from the past fifty years 
are germane to this discussion and supplement the theoretical argument for a new 
model of PSE delivery. The four briefly discussed here can be seen to be making 
similar points regarding directions for reform. They articulate their arguments in 
different ways, however, they all emphasise the importance of individual learner 
characteristics, needs, experiences and attitudes.

Combs (1978) described the basic tenets of the Humanistic Movement of the 1960s and 
1970s, in part, as follows:

�� Accepts the learner’s needs and purposes and develops experiences and programmes 
around the unique potentials of the learner.

�� Personalises educational decisions and practices. To this end it includes students 
in the process of their own education.

�� Recognises the primacy of human feelings and utilises personal values and 
perceptions as integral factors in educational processes.

An emphasis on learner diversity, involvement and inclusion in educational processes 
is clearly evident here. The role of student affect is also stressed as a key influence on 
learning.

During the 1980s, the idea of the Learning College was described in detail by O’Banion 
(1995). The model is based on the assumption that educational experiences are 
designed for the convenience of learners rather than for the convenience of institutions 
and their staff. According to O’Banion, a learning college is characterised by six key 
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principles with the following three being relevant to the current discussion. O’Banion 
suggests that a learning college:

�� engages learners as full partners in the learning process, with learners assuming 
full responsibility for their own choices;

�� creates and offers as many options for learning as possible; and
�� assists learners to form and to participate in collaborative learning activities.

As with the Humanistic Movement, the Learning College emphasises partnering with 
learners, creating diverse learning opportunities and recognising the importance of 
engaging students in active/collaborative academic and social activities.

Invitational Education (Purkey & Novak, 1996; Purkey & Schmidt, 1996), a movement 
of the 1990s, is a theory of practice that maintains that every person and everything 
in and around schools and other organisations adds to or subtracts from the process of 
being a beneficial presence in the lives of human beings. Ideally, the factors of people, 
places, policies, programmes and processes should be so intentionally inviting as to 
create a world in which each individual is cordially summoned to develop intellectually, 
socially, physically, psychologically and spiritually.

Based on perceptual psychology and self-concept tenets, Invitational Education 
provides a model of educative practice to help people realise their potential in all 
areas of worthwhile endeavours. Purkey and Novak (1996) further identified three 
assumptions of the perceptual psychology approach that are relevant to working with 
individuals in a school setting:

1.	 Behaviour is based on perceptions: Individuals behave according to their subjective 
perception of the environment (internal and external).

2. Perceptions are learned: One’s interpretation of the environment is learned and 
therefore can be unlearned given new information and new experiences. This 
particular assumption embraces the idea that a change in perception will bring 
about a change in behaviour.

3.	 Perceptions can be reflected upon: Being aware of one’s past and present 
perceptions and being able to go beyond them allows for further development and 
understanding of oneself, others and the world.

Invitational Education emphasises that teacher beliefs and attitudes about people, 
including trust and respect, are paramount in enabling the learner to become his/her 
best self. Respect and trust are defined as follows:

�� Respect: People are able, valuable, and responsible and should be treated 
accordingly.

�� Trust: Education should be a cooperative, collaborative activity where process is 
as important as product.

As with the Humanistic and Learning College models, the Invitational Education 
movement emphasises the centrality of the individual learner, the importance 
of engaging the learner in the educational process, and his/her perceptions of 
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learning environments based on interactions with key players such as teachers and 
counsellors.

A recent development, Strengths-based Education (Clifton & Nelson, 1992), involves 
a process of assessing, teaching, and designing experiential learning activities to help 
students identify their greatest talents, and to then develop and apply strengths based 
on those talents in the process of learning, intellectual development and academic 
achievement to levels of personal excellence.

Strengths-based Education is built on the concept of individualisation, which involves 
educational professionals considering and acting upon the interests and needs of each 
student and then systematically personalising the learning experience (Gallup, 2003; 
Levitz & Noel, 2000). Such practices identify and marshal each student’s academic 
and psychological resources to maximise their opportunities for educational success.

While each of these movements approaches the topic of student learning from a 
somewhat different perspective, they share many similarities. All stress the importance 
of student diversity and the need for educational institutions to recognise and 
accommodate strengths and weaknesses. Each highlights the importance of engaging 
learners as key partners in the learning enterprise by using multiple strategies 
attending to their affective and perceptual responses to learning environments and 
opportunities.

The main points articulated by the various movements reviewed are consistent with 
the theoretical frameworks discussed earlier, and together provide a convergent 
message regarding promising approaches to improving educational outcomes in 
systems of postsecondary education. A focus on learners and their experiences within 
an institution is paramount.

Research evidence
Research constitutes a third line of evidence to support an argument for increasing 
rates of learner achievement and success by personalising the student experience. 
Relevant findings include:

�� current rates of university degree completion nationally and internationally;
�� research on the characteristics of postsecondary learners and student diversity;
�� the student experience and factors influencing learner engagement; and
�� student preferences for different models of educational delivery.

Research on current PSE graduation rates highlights the need for an alternative 
model. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
(2008) estimates that almost one in three students who begin a tertiary degree do not 
complete their programme. For individual countries, completion rates vary from a low 
of 47% to a high of 85%. Many agree these rates are untenable, especially within the 
context of today’s knowledge-based economies, which rely upon an ample supply of 
highly skilled human capital.
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While it is difficult to assess the precise contribution of human capital per se to 
productivity growth, investment in education and skills is central to innovation, and 
at a minimum, facilitates the introduction of productivity-enhancing new technology 
and new forms of work organisation (OECD, 2005). The OECD has shown that 
increased educational attainment of the work-force raises the rate of real economic 
growth. In addition, employer investment in training has been shown to have 
significant positive impacts on firm-level productivity (Bartel, 2000). It is imperative, 
therefore, that both developed and developing countries strive to increase the number 
of students who complete their tertiary level studies.

An additional line of research evidence supporting an alternative model of PSE delivery 
focuses on the characteristics of students who attend colleges and universities today. 
The early work of Boyer (1987), Astin (1993), and more recently that of Pascarella and 
Terenzini (1991, 2005), consistently highlights the diverse nature of the postsecondary 
student body. Table 2.1, developed from a survey of first semester Canadian college 
students, which was sponsored by the Association of Canadian Community Colleges 
(ACCC) and Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSCD) (ACCC-
HRSDC, 2007), illustrates that many view their level of proficiency to be fair or poor 
in various skill areas critical for academic success.

Table 2.1	 Self-reported skill proficiency

Skill proficiency of students at college entry

Skill area
Self-reported proficiency rating (%)

Poor Fair Good Very good

Comprehend language of instruction 1 6 40 53

Writing ability 2 16 49 33

Reading ability 1 11 44 44

Mathematical ability 8 28 39 25

Time management 4 25 48 24

Note/test taking 3 19 52 26

Study skills 5 29 50 16

Source: College Entry Survey, 2005

Survey results show that one-fifth to one-third of students new to college reported a 
skill level that would likely require the use of institutional support services to ensure 
academic success. Clearly, the college experiences and prospects for success of these 
students would be quite different from those who reported a skill level of good or very 
good. This would be especially true for those who reported a low level of proficiency 
but did not make use of campus support services.
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Indeed, the reality is that most students do not utilise the services they say they need. 
One study (Dietsche, 1999) has shown that approximately 10% of students who 
say they need help in a specific area use the related service during the first semester 
on campus. This is likely due to a variety of factors; however, the passive rather 
than proactive model of support services delivery utilised in many postsecondary 
institutions no doubt plays a role. Within this context, it is not surprising that the 
experience of these underprepared students is quite different from those who arrive 
on campus with the requisite skills to be successful (Dietsche, 1990).

A third line of research evidence to support the current argument is derived from the 
significant volume of research on the role institutional environments play in influencing 
student development and the academic experience. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 
summarised this research and suggested several broad conclusions. First, institutional 
environments that stress frequent student-faculty interaction facilitate knowledge 
acquisition. Second, environmental factors that maximise persistence and educational 
attainment include a peer culture in which students develop close on-campus 
friendships. Finally, environments that emphasise student involvement in classroom 
discussions and with faculty in an academic community appear to maximise overall 
psychological adjustment and maturity.

Specific academic experiences were also found to impact student learning. For 
example, instructional strategies, such as peer teaching, and individualised learning 
approaches, such as Personalised System of Instruction, were found to enhance 
knowledge acquisition. In addition, student learning showed an unambiguous link to 
instructor or teacher classroom behaviours, such as clarity of presentation and course 
organisation.

The research summarised in the previous paragraphs is strong support for the argument 
that postsecondary institutions, by intentionally organising and structuring learning 
opportunities and experiences, can dramatically influence student development and 
educational outcomes more generally.

A final source of support for intentionally ‘engineering’ the student experience in 
postsecondary institutions comes from students themselves. Richard Light, in Making 
the Most of College: Students Speak Their Minds (2001), shows how a policy of inclusion 
at Harvard University had a dramatic effect on the student experience. He concludes 
his book by suggesting that the Harvard result is a specific example of a more general 
principle to be followed by all campus leaders – that of intentionally shaping campus 
cultures. He argues that the main role of leaders is to make a thoughtful, evidence-
based, purposeful effort to shape campus cultures in order to engage learners in 
specific experiences and thereby achieve desired outcomes. Light’s interviews with 
Harvard undergraduates proved the strategy to be extremely effective.

The author has also sought out the student voice in an ongoing qualitative study 
conducted by graduate students over the past decade (Dietsche, 2005). Over 300 
interviews have been completed to date. In brief, as part of a course assignment, 
each graduate student was required to conduct semi-structured interviews with two 
postsecondary learners. A portion of each interview gathered information from the 
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learners on their expressed preferences for different models of postsecondary delivery. 
Table 2.2 identifies the main models. Once the interviewer had defined each model, 
the subject was asked which one he/she would prefer to experience.

Table 2.2	 Student preferences for PSE delivery

Interview
subjects

Model of PSE delivery

In-Loco
Parentis

Academic
Darwinist

Model

Collaborative
model

Collaborative
+ Academic
Darwinist

model

Collaborative
+ In-Loco
Parentis
model

Female
(n=178)

1%
(2)

3%
(6)

91%
(162)

3%
(6)

1%
(2)

Male
(n=146)

3%
(4)

7%
(12)

82%
(120)

7%
(10) 0%

All
(n=324)

2%
(6)

6%
(18)

87%
(282)

5%
(16)

1%
(2)

As Table 2.2 shows, the majority of those interviewed indicated a preference for the 
collaborative model. The collaborative or partnership model was defined as having 
the following components:

�� The student enters the institution where individual needs, abilities and interests 
are assessed.

�� A unique programme of learning and support activities is offered to each student.
�� Students are proactively notified of services that could improve their chances of 

success.
�� The student and the institution are in an equal ‘partnership’ for success.

It seems that most learners would prefer to engage their college or university in a 
partnership in which both parties work together to build success for both the student 
and the institution. The critical component of this partnership is a personalised 
institutional response to learner characteristics based on information they provide 
about themselves through assessments conducted at critical points over the course of 
the first year. The effect is to create unique learning opportunities and experiences 
that increase the likelihood that students will become involved in the academy.

Current practice in personalised student experience of postsecondary 
education 
The evidence we have presented supports the idea of engineering a personalised student 
experience of postsecondary education and that an improvement in completion rates 
will follow. A few institutions around the world have been successful in demonstrating 
this in various ways.
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Valencia Community College: USA
Valencia Community College in Orlando, Florida has implemented a LifeMap approach 
to working with students to promote success. Published data (Shugart, Romano & 
Joyce, 2006) indicate that following the implementation of LifeMap, there was an 
increase in fall-spring retention from 65% (1994-95) to 79% (2005-06). Increased 
persistence in developmental courses from 62% (fall, 1994) to 90% (fall, 2005) was 
also observed.

College of the North Atlantic: Canada
Located in the Canadian province of Newfoundland, College of the North Atlantic 
has adopted an Access for Success approach to promoting student achievement. The 
combination of an on-line assessment system with an academic advising programme 
has proven to be effective in promoting retention, student perceptions of their 
institution and greater satisfaction on the part of advising staff. Most importantly, at 
one campus there was a 10% increase in student retention over a three-year period 
following implementation.

Stellenbosch University: South Africa
In each of the two previous cases, the key to success was gathering information from 
prospective learners and responding with a thoughtful, evidence-based, purposeful 
effort to shape campus cultures in order to engage learners in specific experiences. The 
experiences influence attitudes and these in turn influence behaviour. The availability, 
therefore, of an effective assessment tool is one requirement for any such initiative. 
The Stellenbosch University has created an on-line student assessment system, which 
has contributed to the prediction of academic success. Continued development of 
such systems will be of tremendous benefit to all stakeholders who are interested in 
improving the completion rates in institutions of higher learning.

Future directions
Steps forward: Leadership
At the end of the day, educational change is about leadership. However, substantive 
change requires substantial leadership, at all levels. All stakeholders are implicated: 
faculty, who have the most contact with students; student associations and student 
governments who represent the interests of the most numerous constituent group 
on campus; administrators who decide on operational policy and allocation of 
campus resources; and government politicians and bureaucrats who oversee systems 
of education.

Certain themes, however, consistently emanate from the literature and suggest several 
concrete steps likely to smooth the way forward.

�� Evidence-based decision making
Evidence-based decision making is the injection of information derived from 
institutional self-study into campus debates regarding policies, processes and 
resource allocation. In particular, information on the characteristics and experiences 
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of new students should inform decisions regarding organisational structure, policy, 
and function.

�� Staff development / Centre for Teaching and Learning
The research evidence summarised by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 2005) 
indicates that some of the change on campus will be with faculty. The use of 
new technologies, different methods of instruction, alternate forms of student 
assessment and new ways of engaging students require institutional resources to 
support faculty development.

�� Policy frameworks
Barefoot  et  al. (2005) have identified specific institutional policies associated 
with higher rates of student success and completion. Nine policies, termed 
‘Foundations of Success’, focus on institutional intentionality in optimising the 
student experience during the first year. Implementing all nine policies institution-
wide would, the authors argue, increase rates of student completion.

�� Values and culture
It goes without saying that policies are simply guidelines for staff behaviour. Because 
they have been passed by some esteemed campus group does not necessarily mean 
they will be adhered to. What determines whether they are is tied to institutional 
values and culture – and these are closely tied to institutional leadership.

Conclusion
This paper has marshalled evidence from diverse sources to propose a new paradigm 
for promoting learning in PSE. It is one where learners, from the first point of contact, 
form an explicit partnership with the postsecondary institution they attend. The 
partnership is focused on the success of both the learner and the institution. In both 
cases, success is marked by the students’ successful completion of their programme 
of study. The critical component of the partnership is a personalised institutional 
response to learner characteristics based on information they provide about themselves 
through assessments conducted at critical points during the first year of study. The 
role of the institution is to respond with thoughtful, evidence-based, purposeful efforts 
to shape campus cultures and engage learners in specific experiences. The effect is to 
create learner-specific opportunities and experiences that increase the likelihood that 
students will become involved and succeed in the academy.

A few institutions, which we have highlighted, have made significant progress in 
actualising the concept of personalising the postsecondary experience but this is 
only a beginning. As more stakeholders within higher education, especially those in 
leadership positions (Light, 2001), become aware of the supporting evidence and 
benefits, change will accelerate. The promise is great. Not only will completion rates 
for institutions of higher education improve, so too will the educational experience of 
thousands of students who otherwise might have floundered, faltered or failed during 
their first year of college.
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