Understanding students’ persistence following failure: how they position themselves influences success
Introduction. Academic failure is common in higher education. Some students persist and go on to complete their courses. However, some do not and this creates a problem for themselves, the institutions in which they are enrolled and more generally for society. If we could understand how students construct their own understanding of academic failure and persistence, it may be possible to design strategies that assist others to more effectively navigate the demands of higher education.
Aims. We sought to understand how students construct their identities and agency when persisting following failure.
Methods. We conducted in-depth interviews with 14 undergraduate students who failed and persisted with their studies and conducted narrative analyses using Figured worlds theory (Holland et al., 1998). Figured worlds theory positions identity and agency in the dialectic between the individual and the social world; as emergent and dynamic.
Results. We identified three patterns of persistence: a hero’s journey, surviving failure and stuck in the system. The heroes reached out and learned about themselves, gaining confidence through their own actions. Those who struggled but survived also reached out, continuing to lack confidence but gaining some insight into how to be a successful student as a result of their actions. The stuck students were not effective in their efforts to reach out, leaving them feeling buffeted by circumstances and hopeless.
Discussion. The positions students adopted in relation to other actors within their narratives ranged from active to passive, highlighting different agentic responses of students. Implications for supporting students to recover from failure will be presented.
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