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Overcoming Resistance in Learning: Bridging the Gap Between Educator and Learner
Alisa C. Illescas, MSIII; Patrick Rendon, M.D.; Rebecca Hartley, Ph.D.

University of New Mexico School of Medicine

Block chair faculty organized a book club to gain insight into how 
to best help students at UNM SOM. “Why Students Resist 
Learning,” by authors Anton O. Tolman and Janine Kremling
became a central resource for faculty. The phenomenon of 
resistance in learning is a set of attitudes or behaviors that can be 
overtly or covertly demonstrated by learners in an educational 
setting and ultimately result in decreased learning and 
performance. Resistance is a fluid and multifactorial state. Factors 
include learning environment, individual characteristics of the 
learner, and teaching style. In order to maximize student learning 
and success at UNM SOM, we must first identify the types of 
resistance being demonstrated. In an effort to begin to understand 
resistance in learning at UNM SOM, we first focused on the 
student perspective.  

BACKGROUND

LESSONS LEARNED

METHODS 1. We’ve demonstrated a feasible approach to study a complex subject.
2. Motivation to learn is increased by making content more relevant to 

patient care and/or USMLE Step 1 and is decreased by experiencing 
burnout.

3. Students prioritize patient care but also want to be better prepared 
for USMLE Step 1. 

4. Curriculum design could contribute to burnout.

FOCUS GROUP RESULTS

Aillescas@salud.unm.edu

“My motivation to 
learn has been 
fueled by fear”

“Learning in 
blocks is not 
conducive to 

applying concepts 
across systems, 
which is what is 

necessary for step 
1 success”

“When a lecture 
or activity does 

not seem relevant 
or is too time 

consuming, we 
check out”
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Curriculum 
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CONTACT INFORMATION

STUDENT RECOMENDATIONS

Burnout

NEXT STEPS

1. Increase student representation in curriculum and block design to 
help increase consistency across blocks. 

2. Collect more data on student burnout and how this relates to 
curriculum design vs. psycho-social issues.

3. Work to better align delivery of curriculum with the knowledge and 
skills needed for USMLE Step 1 success. 
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OBJECTIVES

1. Identify the types of resistance in learning demonstrated at UNM 
SOM. 
2. Solicit student feedback regarding strategies to reduce phase 1 
resistance in learning.

SURVEY RESULTS

1. 
Increase Consistency          

Across Blocks

2. 
Better align SOM   
Curriculum with 

Step 1 Preparation

3. 
Integrate concepts 

across systems early on 
and continuously

4. 
Implement a structured 
and regularly occurring 

tutoring program

5. 
Revise Course 

Evaluations to focus 
more on learning 

outcomes v. 
satisfaction with 

course
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competitive (8%)

Learning = 
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We conducted a focus 
group using semi-
structured questions with 
both Block Chair faculty 
and medical students 
(years 2-4). See question 
domains below. 

Focus group themes 
informed an 
anonymous survey 
administered to 
medical students at 
UNM (years 1-4).

Question Domains

On Exams Attending

“I sometimes wonder if 
I'm the right person to 

be in medicine”
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