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Introduction
The Academy for Leadership and Learning (ALL), a cross-disciplinary community of first-year learners, was created to help students develop learning, teamwork, and leadership skills while they are becoming competent in their majors.  During the fall semester of 2012, earlier in the semester than was usual, we noticed more students thinking deeply about their own learning and taking specific steps to enhance their own understandings and skills—both in specific courses and in their developmental skills for our course.  They had already become more responsible for their own learning than they had been at the beginning of the semester.  A phenomenological research study was conducted to uncover key components that most affected these students’ transformations as responsible learners.

Phenomenology 
The desire to uncover the essence of the students’ experiences as they become more responsible for their own learning made this an ideal phenomenological research study.

	Methodology
	Research site
		Iowa State University
			•	Land Grant
			•	Research I
	Participants
		All students enrolled in ALL fall 2012 were invited to participate.
		Volunteers were interviewed during spring 2013.
	Data
		•	semi-structured interviews with all participants
		•	reflection journals
		•	written self-assessments
	Analysis and Interpretation
		•	Read all data multiple times.
		•	Identified themes.
		•	Developed themes into a comprehensive statement describing the phenomenon.
		•	Confirmed findings through member-checking.

	Findings
		Themes:
			Students
				•	experienced cognitive dissonance about the meaning of learning;
				•	thought more often and more deeply about experiences;
				•	recognized the importance of accountability;
				•	increased their understanding of self;
				•	appreciated the impact of community;
				•	used tools that enhanced thinking and learning; and
				•	transferred their learning to other classes and contexts.	



		Complex statement describing the phenomenon
			Experiencing success in their “most challenging courses” after being held accountable, in a supportive community, for 1) examining their beliefs about learning, 2) confronting their mindsets about their own intelligences, and 3) engaging in meaningful and mindful effort, students took responsibility for their own growth and development in their other courses and life experiences.

	Implications for educators
		•	Challenge students to confront their beliefs about learning.
		•	Challenge students to confront their beliefs about their own intelligence.		
		•	Expect students to engage in meaningful and mindful effort.
		•	Provide tools that assist students in doing the kind of thinking expected.
		•	Hold students accountable for thinking.
		•	Provide a safe environment for learning.
		•	Encourage reflective thinking about all experiences.
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