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Abstract
Reconciling research and teaching activities, without differentiating their importance, remains the university professors’
main challenge and requires that they recognise the complexity of their profession of teacher-researcher, which manifests
as a double mandate where the programs offered by universities train researchers and simultaneously promote teaching
excellence. In consideration of this singular context teaching practice support programs form part of the university
landscape and advocate the valorisation of teaching, pedagogical support for professors and act as a springboard for
pedagogical innovation. The aim of pedagogical innovation is often to improve student learning, particularly in an
interactive context. The change that it drives should have a positive effect. Therefore, does research demonstrate a positive
relationship between pedagogical innovation and academic persistence? Research specifically focusing on this issue is
virtually non-existent. Nevertheless, certain studies do identify some positive relationships in their results. I have
synthesized papers dealing with new student guidance schemes, collaborative learning, cooperative learning and New
Information and Communication Technologies (NICTs).
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1. Introduction
According to thirty two university professors of the
University of Montreal, a pedagogical innovation “is a new
way of teaching, unlike those commonly used; it is bespoke
and surprises students. Consequently, it heralds a change
driven by a transitory adaption to pedagogical objectives
and the new student profile. It stems from a reflection that is
pedagogical, intellectual, creative, psychological and
sustained, and that shapes itself progressively through a
multi-level and multi-impact process linked both to the
audience and the discipline or the technology and that aims
to improve quality, like a desire to make the subject
understood and foster success. Unlike technological
innovation, the innovation is only pedagogical if it is
constructed by pedagogical thinking, in particular in human
relations at the will of the personality of the devoted
professor.” (Walder, 2014)
Many types of pedagogical innovations coexist and can be
classified as pedagogical innovation types related to the

concept of teaching, pedagogical approaches, tools, support
schemes,
interdisciplinarity,
interculturality
and
professionalisation (Walder, 2014). In other words, the
pedagogical innovation types fall into seven pedagogical
innovation categories. That said, professors employ two or
more pedagogical innovation types simultaneously which
means that pedagogical innovation mixing is the norm and is
often applied in one class, within one and the same
pedagogical activity, and sometimes in a curriculum (ibid.).
Today, pedagogical innovation hinge on two main aspects
which interact. Firstly the social aspect and secondly the
technical aspect. Briefly, the social aspect translates the
professors’ desire to impart in-depth learning to students and
to promote academic persistence with the aim of preparing
students for their future profession. At that point the
professors mobilise everything possible to develop students’
social skills, abilities, sense of initiative and creativity, and
guide them towards discovery. Professors also like to
confront students with the reality of the world of work so
that they are exposed to the object of their studies as early as
possible. The technical aspect is a palette of teaching

45

Anne Mai Walder:

Innovation for Academic Persistence at University

methods, and didactic and technological instruments at the
service of professors seeking to achieve their pedagogical
goals. We can now understand that pedagogical innovation
in higher education is a fragile balance between social
reality and technology (Ibid.).
Professors wish to prepare students, for their future
profession and guide them in facing the outside world, often
using pedagogical innovations. Today, teaching practice
support programs form part of the university landscape and
advocate the valorisation of teaching and pedagogical
support for professors and innovators. The aim of
pedagogical innovation is often to improve student learning,
particularly in an interactive context. The change that it
drives should have a positive effect. However, does research
demonstrate a positive relationship between pedagogical
innovation and academic persistence? Before attempting to
answer this question, I explore the university context to
better understand the situation in which teachers implement
pedagogical innovations.

2. Understanding the University
Context: between Research and
Teaching
The university presents significant challenges to the
professor in executing their role (Ramsden, 1998). I note the
world academic rankings which facilitate comparison
between universities and incite performance and
competition using the criteria and coefficients defined by the
international academic rankings for universities, in
particular the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU), which only bases ten per cent of its assessment on
teaching quality. In this context teaching is relegated to the
back seat. For the purposes of social and academic
recognition, the pressures engendered by this economic
factor compel university professors to invest massively in
their research and publication activities, whilst it is also
expected that they invest in their teaching activities.
Professors who commit themselves significantly to their
teaching activities obtain little in the way of recognition in
return for their investment.
Rice and Austin (1990) confirm that a teacher’s attitude,
perception and commitment are established in accordance
with the institutional environment, which proves to be key in
creating a favourable climate for learning and teaching, and
furthermore determines the degree of teachers’ investment in
their teaching.
The literature contains several studies and meta-analyses
dealing with the relationship between teaching and research.
Two dichotomous theories arose from the lively debates of
the 1990s; these are simply expressed by compatibility or
the opposite, incompatibility (Clark, 1997). I note that the
theory that teaching and research together form the core of
university activities is now strongly contested (Henkel,
2004). In effect, from the literature I can see that this
questioning stems from actors in higher education and

science policy, as well as sociologists analysing the internal
and external forces separating these activities.
A study conducted in Australian universities
demonstrated that statistically there is no significant
correlation between a university’s performance in terms of
research and its performance in terms of teaching (Ramsden
and Moses, 1992).
A meta-analysis bringing together the multiple
explanatory models of the relationship between teaching and
research from fifty-eight empirical studies adds that no
statistically significant correlation between the qualities of a
teacher and those of a researcher was revealed (Hattie and
March, 1996).
The authors concluded that: “… the common belief that
teaching and research were inextricably intertwined is an
enduring myth. At best, research and teaching are very
loosely coupled.” (Ibid, p. 529). This conclusion is
confirmed by other empirical research, for example that of
Lindsay et al. (2002).
I acknowledge the nuance added by a qualitative study
highlighting that university professors believe that their
research influences their teaching and that their teaching
activities have a positive effect on their research (Smeby,
1998). Furthermore, they find research more important for
teaching than vice versa. Finally, I note Barnett’s (2003)
relevant opinion, who questions the strategy of linking
together two activities that have so many ideological
differences.
Whilst controversies and tensions between teaching and
research paint a bleak picture of the research-focussed
university, some authors are proclaiming a ‘profound
civilizational mutation’ (Baillargeon, 2011, p. 10) or even a
‘second academic revolution’ (Etzkowitz, 2001)
transforming the university’s role in society. The themes of
the preparatory meetings for the Higher Education Summit
held in Montreal in February 2013 at the Department of
Higher Education’s initiative echoed the authors in their
civilizational and academic recommendations, which today
corroborate yesterday’s concerns.
This entrepreneurial revolution has led to a new
understanding of both research and teaching in the face of
unprecedented demands justified by market imperatives.
Moreover, it is becoming tough to define what is meant by
the word ‘research’. According to Jonghe (2005, p. 70), this
term: “often covers various types of study”. The author also
notes that: “priority is now given to knowledge acquisition
rather than the teaching of knowledge,” and confides that
research is the object of criticism as society’s training needs
are neglected.
From this literature review I have understood that
reconciling research and teaching activities, without
differentiating their importance, remains the university
professors’ main challenge and requires that they recognise
the complexity of their profession of teacher-researcher,
which manifests as a double mandate where the programs
offered by universities train researchers and simultaneously
promote teaching excellence.
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In consideration of this singular context, I can now
approach the question of the introduction: does research
demonstrate a positive relationship between pedagogical
innovation and academic persistence?

3. Does Pedagogical Innovation
Influence Academic Persistence
Research specifically focusing on the positive
relationship between pedagogical innovation and academic
persistence1 is virtually non-existent. Nevertheless, certain
studies do identify some positive relationships in their
results. The literature allows us to draw up a framework on
which to base our choice as regards the types of pedagogical
innovation to consider when trying to respond to this
question. The educational context proves to be important
and the actors on the ground can play a major role in
supporting student perseverance and success (Schmitz et al.,
2010). Adopting teaching arrangements that use peer
relations, cooperative learning and useful and interesting
activities is advocated. An approach aimed at students, that
consolidates their feeling of personal efficiency and the
construction of their study plan is desirable. Transforming
pedagogical practices to involve students in more
tailor-made teaching/learning activities, such as group work,
is recommended, as this allows students to develop different
and complex skills (Noel and Frenay, 2011). Consequently, I
have synthesized papers dealing with new student guidance
schemes, collaborative learning, cooperative learning and
New Information and Communication Technologies
(NICTs).
In the light of low persistence rates amongst first-year
university students (Nils and Lambert, 2001), guidance and
support programs for new students have been implemented
to promote academic persistence (Sauvé et al, 2007). Let’s
recall that the intention to persevere from the first weeks at
university - a key factor in actual persistence and one that is
positively associated with a student’s ultimate success - not
only encompasses the student’s commitment vis-à-vis their
aim and that of the institution, but also their assessment of
their ability to successfully complete their studies (Schmitz
et al. 2010). Adding that integration in, and belonging to the
university community lead to persistence or non-persistence,
whilst nevertheless clarifying that academic integration
exerts a greater influence than social integration (Tinto,
1975; Fox, 1986, and Torres and Solberg, 2001).
Fidler and Moore (1996), Huff, Cook and Price (1996),
and Levitz and Noel (1989) report the positive impact of
programs aimed at the social and academic integration of
new students and preventive measures against first-year
failure on academic persistence (Salmon et al., 2011).
Schmitz et al. (2006), like Tinto (1997), highlight the
importance of academic support from professors, and the
1
Understood as the opposite of academic abandonment due to a failure marked
by an institutional decision, a voluntary departure, declared or otherwise, a
non-reenrolment or a change of establishment (Grayson, 2003).
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quality of peer interaction and competitiveness in class in
the intention to persist. Whilst it has become apparent during
our reading that student guidance by teachers has a positive
effect on academic persistence through academic support
from teachers promoting positive student commitment to
their studies (Newman, 2002) and confidence in their own
abilities (Ryan and al., 1998), the results show that
participation in academic guidance schemes and
commitment to study do not appear to significantly
influence decisions to persevere in the first year, except for
economic and political science faculty students. Conversely,
the quality of peer relations is of key importance in the
persistence process.
Teachers’ in-class pedagogical practices influence social
relations development (Tinto, 1997, and Ryan and Patrick,
2001). In a collaborative learning context, task fulfilment
strategies develop gradually and are negotiated between
each of the members of a group, making student autonomy a
sine qua non condition of collaborative learning and
necessitating understanding of others’ viewpoints in order to
progress (Baudrit, 2007). Tinto (2000) advocates the
relevance of collaborative pedagogy in which the student
remains active in their learning process. Group learning by
project or instructorship, to promote student social and
academic integration, is recommended (Prevatt and Kelly,
2003; Tinto, 1997). Tinto (1977) notes the positive effect of
group learning on academic persistence as he connects
institutional academic requirements with students’ own
social and support needs that are as much from friends as
they are education-related.
Computer-assisted communication complicates the
influence of the interpersonal process during collaborative
learning (Tu, 2000; Wilson 2003; Wagner 2002; and Tidwell
and Walther, 2002). The reduction of contextual and
social-emotional indicators circumvents exchange and
eliminates the information needed to build a meaningful
relationship (Chou, 2001; and Kreijns and al., 2003), which
then develops using alternative methods (Tidwell and
Walther, 2002; Ramirez et al., 2002).
A qualitative study (Horman, 2005) of 72 students enrolled
in a compulsory baccalaureate class reported that, when
carrying out collaborative learning tasks online, perception of
the impact on the quality of the work proved to be contradictory.
Whilst the students asserted that the quality of their work was
not different, the public circulation of their written work
seemed to be conducive to producing higher quality.
Within the framework of cooperative learning, task
fulfilment strategies are planned in advance by the teacher.
While inter-peer relations is a major source of support for
students (Tinto,1997) and simple student participation in
class also proves to be an indicator of academic commitment,
which is important for academic persistence (Nota and al.,
2004), group/class management promotes a feeling of
self-efficiency (Bandura, 1977) and exerts a positive
influence on persistence.
The reports of Johnson and Johnson (1989a) and Slavin
(1983) agree on the fact that cooperative learning has a
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positive impact on student productivity and performance as
compared to traditional, competitive and individualistic
structures. Cooperative learning contexts have a significant
impact on student attitudes towards the subject and learning,
on their relationships (attraction and affection) with
classmates, on social support and on improving self-image
and self-esteem (Johnson and Johnson, 1989a). This
confirms that cooperative learning promotes students’ verbal
and social skill development and moreover restores their
self-esteem. Here I can see factors that are positive for
academic persistence.
Johnson and al. (1979), Sharan (1980), and Springer and
al. (1999) demonstrate that students who work in small
groups attain better academic results than those who study in
a traditional manner and they develop behavior that is
conducive to learning, which allows them to pursue their
study program. Thus, small group learning can substantially
reduce course and program abandonment.
Whilst an important relationship exists between student
motivation, student success and even academic persistence
(Abel, 1966; Astin, 1964), ICT harbours potential for
motivating learning (Viau, 2009). The intensive use of a
virtual teaching platform improves teaching quality and
promotes better learning in greater volumes (Pedro, 2005).
Pedro clarifies that: “it is not technology that exerts an
influence, it is the way in which it is used” (p. 23). Individual
mentoring programs have a significant and important effect
on class perseverance (Poellhuber, 2007). Thus, it seems
possible to establish a link between individual mentoring
programs and student perseverance in open and distance
training supported by ICT.

whole. The studies listed focus primarily on students and
often disregard teacher participation and involvement.
As a final remark, I formulate the hypothesis that the
positive relationship between pedagogical innovation and
student perseverance could arise from the simple fact that
the teacher is motivated and supported in this process of
conveying knowledge differently. The factor common to all
these pedagogical innovations is then that they are
fundamentally strategic, as are so many tools for improving
learning and ensuring academic persistence.
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