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True Grit: encouraging 
successful online learners  
Why do some learners succeed and other fail to complete courses? The ‘sink or swim’ school of thought 
may attribute success to individual factors that differentiate students. On the other hand, anecdotally, I 
heard of some very high-achieving students who, when they did not achieve Firsts in their degrees, 
complain to the college that they had not been provided with all that was needed to do so. Their 
expectation might be the extreme end point of the ‘student as consumer’ ethos; but what can we do to 
help students succeed? 
  
The obvious approach is to support learners through a variety of guidance and support services. Clearly 
it’s crucial to have help for those who have a need for different means of access or additional study, 
writing or language skills. Most education institutions carry out those responsibilities and have varied 
forms of student advisors, as well as inductions and events at the start of programmes to build 
community. These have a role in welcoming and helping students to orient themselves, be these online 
or on-campus. 
 

Self-efficacy 
But once this initial hand-holding is over, what then? Arguably, developing a dependence on or a sense 
of entitlement to support is not the ideal outcome of a university-level education - surely the aim is a 
robust self-directed learner? Rather than thinking of ‘support’ as a deficit to remedy: the focus here is 
on ways of increasing resilience, and ‘growing’ an active learner who takes ownership of their own 
learning. 
 
It’s even more important in online learning, with a predominant audience of part-time and non-
traditional students attracted by the promise of flexibility. In online learning we cannot rely on the 
presence of and personal qualities of tutors to support learners. The design of online learning is an 
exercise in realising good learning design principles in virtual form, through systems and content. So 
what can we implement in the online environment that can help? 
  
To answer how, it’s useful first to look at what learning science tells us about what makes a learner 
successful. 
 

True grit 
The notion of ‘grit’ is linked to learner achievement or, in other words, ‘perseverance and passion’ for 
long term goals. This translates into intrinsic motivation and a growth mind-set, the belief that we can 
learn and change, as opposed to a ‘fixed’ mind-set or the belief that we can’t! Underlying beliefs are 
notoriously hard to change, outside of long-term therapy, but perhaps there are structures and 
measures we can put in place to encourage this. 
 
Goal setting  
Setting and making plans to achieve goals are characteristic of high achievers so encouraging learners 
to do so will help. Thoughtfully designed content makes clear its relevance to learners’ goals by 
signposting its purpose up-front — for example, the industry relevance of a course or module. Good 
design is understanding what our typical learners’ goals might be so as to activate their own intrinsic 
motivation. Setting goals for learners through projects, or better still learners setting their own, follows 
a goal-centred approach. 
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Self-regulation 
Another concept in learning design is self-regulation — successful learners not only have motivation, 
but also good strategies for managing their own learning and performance. So they plan what to do, 
monitor how they are doing and reflect on how they are doing — so-called ‘metacognition’ or, put 
simply, thinking about learning.  Good online learning design will include ways learners can keep track 
via regular markers of progress, such as progress bars, time taken and completion markers, simple 
multiple choice quizzes that indicate correct/incorrect answers and give scores. System tools that help 
monitor achievement via tracking progress and grades can help identify your own achievement against 
others. Gaining online ‘badges’ can also be used to provide markers of achievement. Including simple 
progress checklists at the end of exercises and projects gives a sense of progress, completion and 
achievement. 
  
Reflect back 
Reflective journals are common, but a lack of engagement in these might not be a sign of a lack of 
reflection, which after all is internal. Including regular summaries or recaps of content at the end of 
section or topics is aimed at encouraging learners to review. Some online learning content includes 
Socratic questioning, which encourages learners to question and challenge. 
 
Self-awareness 
It seems a degree of self-awareness is key to self-regulation. Quizzes and diagnostics at the start as well 
as at the end of learning are a way of highlighting gaps or strengths and well-designed feedback can 
increase awareness.  Diagnosing your ‘online readiness’ via an online test can be helpful in making 
individuals aware of what is needed to be a successful online learner. 
  
Design for motivation 
Most of us get a warm glow on getting positive feedback, and regular feedback can encourage a 
positive mind-set. But it needs to feel as if it’s well-earned, so build regular opportunities to earn 
feedback into online learning and give recognition of achievement via positive feedback on completion 
of activities and questions. Remedial feedback is even more important in that it can give suggestions of 
what action to take to improve. It’s that ability to take action when we fail, rather than give up, that is a 
sign of ‘grit’. 
 
The good news is that the skills needed can be cultivated, and colleges, tutors and the technology can 
help support online learners. What ways do you use — online or on-campus — to develop self-efficacy 
and ‘grit’ in your learners? 
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