
Self-regulation in college composition: No writer left behind

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors San Jule, Susan Jo

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:13:48

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280645

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280645


NOTE TO USERS 

This reproduction is the best copy available. 

UMI 





SELF-REGULATION IN COLLEGE COMPOSITION: 

NO WRITER LEFT BEHIND 

by 

Susan Jo San Jule 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF RHETORIC, COMPOSITION, 
AND THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2004 



UMI Number: 3145121 

INFORMATION TO USERS 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 

submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and 

photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

UMI 
UMI Microform 3145121 

Copyright 2004 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company. 

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

ProQuest Information and Learning Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



2 

The University of Arizona ® 
Graduate College 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read the 

dissertation prepared by SUSAN JO SAN JULE 

entitled SELF-REGULATION IN COLLEGE COMI'OSITION: NO WRITER LEFT BEHIND 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

7 
omas P. Miller 

7- Z7- Qt-i-
date 

Theresa Enos 

- Ti\oX 

Anne-Marie Hall 
date 

date 

date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate's submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepteji-ftsTfalfilling the dissertation requirement. 

date Dissertation Director; Thomas P. Miller 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in 
his or her judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship. In 
all other instances, however, permission must be obtained from the author. 

SIGNED; 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

1 want acknowledge the heroic efforts on the part of my dissertation chair, 
Dr. Thomas Miller. Without his support and encouragement, this project would 
remain an unfulfilled dream. Thank you Dr. Miller. 

I also want to acknowledge the generous spirit of my dissertation committee, 
Dr. Thomas Miller, Dr. Theresa Enos, and Dr. Anne-Marie Hall. Their 
willingness to come together during the summer helped to bring this project to 
completion. Thank you Committee. 



DEDICATION 

This dissertation is dedicated to my family. 

¥ 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS/LIST OF TABLES 8 
ABSTRACT 9 
CHAPTER ONE: Learning Transfer: A Failed Project? 10 

Introduction 10 
Looking Back: A Semester Gone Awry 17 
Where There is a Need, Fill It 21 
Transfer Assumptions Unrealized 23 
The Fallacy of Transfer Hope 28 
Learning Transfer 101 29 
An Historical Perspective on Learning Transfer 36 
The Challenge of Transfer, Part I 42 
The Challenge of Transfer, Part II 44 
Academic Apathy 47 
What Gets Transferred? 50 
Distinguishing Experts from Novices 52 
Haskell's "Spirit" of Transfer 53 
If the Goal Is Transfer, Then What? 55 

CHAPTER TWO; Who Gets Educated and How: The Big Picture 59 
Introduction 59 
The Masses Come to College 64 
Public Schools: Education for Some But Not All 67 
Underprepared Students? Enough! 70 
The Need for Educated Citizens 75 
Who Gets Educated and How: The Big Picture Up Close 77 
The 1962 Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education 91 
CUNY: A Contemporary Case Study of "Who Gets Educated and How?" 96 
CUNY: Underpreparedness—An Institutional Determination 111 
CUNY: Serving the People, or Serving Loftier Goals 121 
Reflecting on the Past to Anticipate and Prepare for the Future 128 

CHAPTER THREE: LD Definition and Discrepancy: At the Vortex of Controversy .. 133 
Introduction 133 
Providing Reasonable Accommodations: It's the Law. 137 
Rooting Out False Positives: LD Assessment Practices .146 
Phases of LD Research 149 
LD and Reasonable Accommodations 153 
Definitional Controversy 154 
LD Definitions: What They Say; What They Don't Say 170 
Operational Definitions and Controversy 174 
LD Summit, 2001 .177 
LD Controversy and Higher Education: The Cutting Story 183 
Coming Full Circle • • • 192 



7 

TABLE OF COnTEm^—Continued 

CHAPTER FOUR: Self-Regulated Learning From a Social Cognitive Perspective .. 194 
Introduction 194 
Toward a More Hopeful Future for Challenged Learners 201 
Help from (Academic) Self-Regulation 203 
From Social Behaviorism to Social-Cognitive Theory 206 
Social-Cognitive Theory of Learning: An Overview 207 
Triadic Reciprocality 210 
Contextualizing Early Interest in Self-Regulation 216 
Diverse Perspectives, Common Features 218 
Two Decades of Follow-Up Research 220 
Self-Regulation and Reinforcement Theory 223 
Self-Monitoring 224 
Three Subprocesses 226 
Self-Observation 227 
Self-Judgment 228 
Self-Reaction 230 
Learning Strategies 235 
Introduction to Self-Efficacy 239 
Developing Self-Efficacy 241 
Efficacy-Activated Processes 244 
Benefits of Strong Efficacy Beliefs 249 
Self-Regulation of Learning: Kindergarten through College 251 
Teaching for Transfer, Teaching for Self-Regulation 255 

CHAPTER FIVE: An Integrated Approach to College Writing Instruction 262 
Introduction 262 
Theory-Driven Practice 265 
What is Learning? 268 
Meeting College Students Where They Are 270 
Foregrounding Constructivists' Agendas 273 
Integrated Writing Instruction: We Do Need It! 278 
Self-Regulation in the College Classroom 280 
Addressing Will and Skill 285 
Becoming Effective Instructors 304 
Scaffolding of Student Self-Regulation 323 
Scaffolding: Instruction with Constructivist and Cognitive Applications 325 
Scaffolding an Argument 333 
Summing It Up 337 

WORKS CITED .345 



8 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS/LIST OF TABLES 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

FIGURE 4.1 Zimmerman's Three-Phase Model of Self-Regulation 232 

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE 1.1 Types of Transfer 34 
TABLE 2.1 CUNY Student Ethnicity 1969-1974 103 
TABLE 4.1 Zimmerman's Conception of Self-Regulation 221 
TABLE 4.2 The Subprocesses of Self-Regulation 226 
TABLE 5.1 Self-Regulatory Processes of Naive and Skillful Learners 267 
TABLE 5.2 MSLQ Inventory Categories With Corresponding Questions 286 
TABLE 5.3 "Quick" MSLQ 288 
TABLE 5.4 Intrinsic Goal Orientation Items from the MSLQ 289 
TABLE 5.5 Extrinsic Goal Orientation Items from the MSLQ 290 
TABLE 5.6 Task Value Items from the MSLQ 291 
TABLE 5.7 Control of Learning Belief Items from the MSLQ 292 
TABLE 5.8 Self-Efficacy Items from the MSLQ 293 
TABLE 5.9 Test Anxiety Items from the MSLQ 294 
TABLE 5.10 Rehearsal Items from the MSLQ 295 
TABLE 5.11 Elaboration Items from the MSLQ 295 
TABLE 5.12 Organization Items from the MSLQ 296 
TABLE 5.13 Critical Thinking Items from the MSLQ 296 
TABLE 5.14 Metacognitive Self-Regulation Items from the MSLQ 298 
TABLE 5.15 Time and Study Items from the MSLQ 299 



9 

ABSTRACT 

Four-year colleges and universities in the US have a lengthy history of educating 

traditional students from privileged backgrounds. Such students usually arrive on campus 

with behaviors, beliefs, and learning strategies designed to help them succeed in classes 

that depend upon lectures as the primary mode of instruction. As increased numbers of 

nontraditional students have gained admission to four-year schools, college instructors 

have struggled to accommodate the diverse learning styles of this burgeoning student 

population. Unlike traditional students, nontraditional students generally lack a large 

repertoire of effective behaviors, beliefs, and learning strategies needed to succeed in 

college. Poor learning practices mean less learning and less learning transferred across 

assignments and courses. Although college composition classes tend to provide student-

centered instruction designed to facilitate learning, nontraditional students continue to 

struggle to learn. In response to the learning challenges and failures that nontraditional 

students encounter at college, some four-year schools have chosen to redirect these 

students to two-year colleges. This dissertation argues in favor of equipping 

nontraditional students at four-year schools with effective learning practices via 

instruction in student self-regulation and self-efficacy inside the college classroom. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Learning Transfer: A Failed Project? 

"Every experience has in it the possibilities of generalization." (Judd, 1908, 38) 

"A main reason for formal education is to facilitate learning in situations outside school." 
(Klausmeier, 1961, 352) 

Transfer has been one of the most actively studied phenomena in psychology.... Reviewers are in almost 
total agreement that little transfer occurs. (Detterman, 1995, 5, 8) 

Introduction 

This dissertation on teaching struggling learners in college-level writing classes 

was born of crisis. I was teaching the first of two required college-level composition 

courses at a research university in the Southwest. My students—most of whom had 

completed a basic writing course the prior semester—weren't learning, and I had 

exhausted all of my knowledge and resources to help them do better in my class. Of the 

twenty-five students who had signed on for my course, sixteen had documented learning 

disabilities—a disorder that affected their reading and writing practices (see chapter three 

for a theoretical perspective). By the time it became apparent to me that my students were 

struggling more than usual with the college composition curriculum, instructor and 

students alike were experiencing an unhealthy level of frustration and discouragement. 

Something had to be done, but what? Initially, I set out to do some short-term research 

that I thought would help my students out of a difficult situation. Eventually, I came to 

the realization that there were no quick fixes for the learning difficulties of my twenty-

five students. 
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With no apparent help on the horizon, I had more questions than answers about 

my deteriorating teaching situation. Having kept current with disciplinary' journals and 

listservs, I knew that there were college instructors across the nation who were concerned 

that today's incoming freshman represented a "new" student who was less-prepared for 

college-level studies than their predecessors. I couldn't help but wonder how my teaching 

experiences that semester might represent a new benchmark for future teaching 

challenges in college composition. The future of teaching college writing didn't look too 

bright from where I stood. 

At some point during that semester, I determined that the most logical plan of 

action before me was to do my best and accept the inevitable—more than half of the 

students would have to retake English 101. Unfortunately, taking a back seat to 

widespread student failure didn't suit me. Still I needed a sound plan for moving through 

the semester. Then it came to me: I would teach a class full of twenty-five struggling 

students one-on-one. Of course the plan wasn't a reasonable one, but it beat back my fear 

of widespread student failure. To make short of a demanding semester, the majority of 

the students in the class did eventually pass the course, but whether or not they learned 

anything that stuck, who knows? By semester's end, I had decided there had to be a 

more effective way to help students who struggle to learn. 

What made my job even more difficult that semester was the fact was the dearth 

of research available for teaching high-risk learners in college-level writing classes. 

Certainly, members of our field have researched basic writing classes for years. However, 

1 couldn't locate any research on teaching high-risk nontraditional college students in 
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college-level writing courses. By nontraditional students I mean struggling learners who 

are fairly new on the college scene. Yesteryear's traditional college learner was more 

often than not a well-educated white Anglo Saxon male; today's nontraditional students 

are mostly female, oftentimes persons of color, and/or those who grew up in working 

class families, are sometimes returning students, and are likely to have diverse learning 

styles and learning difficulties. Such students often lack the wherewithal to pass college-

level courses for complex reasons (see chapters two and three). Recognizing that my 

students were likely to need extra help, I urged them from day one to work with writing 

center tutors. Unfortunately, supplementary instruction didn't produce the hoped-for 

results. It was apparent to me that the instructional help my students needed that semester 

had to be delivered in the classroom on a daily basis by the instructor herself I just didn't 

know what that instruction might look like. 

My dilemma was additionally troubling for me because I was pretty sure that my 

teaching situation was not unique, not a once-in-a-career challenge. Given the diverse 

educational preparedness of many of today's high school graduates and returning college 

students, I surmised that the challenges I faced that semester were similar to those faced 

by other colleagues across the nation. Moreover, I suspected that I was witnessing only 

the tip of an iceberg that had already surfaced. I didn't want to be part of such a future 

unless I could find ways to become part of the solution, which meant redirecting my 

research focus to the challenges of high-risk nontraditional learners. The question was 

where to start? 
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Certainly there have always been incoming freshmen who are not ready for the 

academic challenges of college-level courses. Such students are commonly referred to as 

"underprepared," meaning they were not fully prepared to meet the demands of college-

level courses. While college underpreparedness is a permanent phenomenon in 

postsecondary education (see chapter two of this dissertation), there isn't a standardized 

policy for determining who is and isn't underprepared. A 2000 NCES study on remedial 

education found that 57 to 61 percent of all degree-granting institutions use placement 

tests to determine underpreparedness; students achieving below some cut-off score are 

advised or required to take basic education courses. That said,,, every institution uses a 

unique assessment tool, a unique rubric for scoring the results, and a unique score to 

separate underprepared students from the rest of the college student population. Generally 

speaking, college freshmen who are found to be underprepared for college-level studies 

are those students that fall to the far left of the institutional learning curve at any 

postsecondary school. Just as there isn't a common assessment tool for identifying 

underprepared students, there isn't a consensus about how such students should be 

educated. Why? The basic skill levels of underprepared students are determined 

institution by institution. When a college or university has dug deep into the pool of 

college applicants, the skills of the students who fall at the bottom of the assessment 

curve (those usually determined to be underprepared) are going to be quite low. 

Compare this to an institution with higher admission requirements; its underprepared 

student population is likely to be more highly skilled because admissions personnel skim 

only the cream of the college applicant pool. The point here is that institutions often set 
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identification and instructional guidelines that reflect their constituency. Recognizing that 

there are bound to be vast differences in the abilities of underprepared students across 

institutions, we can see how difficult it might be to establish national educational policies 

for identifying and educating these students on the low end of the learning curve. One 

thing is for sure. Colleges and universities can't get rid of its underprepared student 

population simply by redirecting low end students to another institution. What happens is 

that the institution ends up with a new low-end that may or may not be more skilled than 

the student population that was redirected elsewhere. 

Complicating the identification and education of underprepared college students 

is the ongoing growth of another student population with learning challenges—those with 

documented learning disabilities (LD), a disorder that among other things can impede a 

person's ability to read and write (see chapter three). While LD students are not said to be 

underprepared for college-level studies, in fact, many of these students have disabilities 

that affect their basic skills. Accordingly, many LD students join underprepared college 

students in basic or remedial courses, including basic writing, upon arrival at college or 

university. Most postsecondary institutions have in place programs for educating students 

who need basic skills courses in reading, writing, and math. The larger problem comes 

when students with diverse learning styles and challenges pass the basic courses and 

move on to college-level studies; as was the case at my university, numbers of these 

students entering college-level courses may struggle with the higher-order thinking skills 

needed for college reading and writing. Thus we find instructors lacking adequate 

knowledge and resources challenged to do the impossible. 
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Some readers may be surprised to find out that college readiness is not defined the 

same way from one postsecondary institution to the next. In other words, there isn't a 

national standard for determining underpreparedness in any discipline, let alone college 

composition. Rather, individual institutions put into place their own assessment tools and 

determine their own cut-off scores for identifying underprepared students. This means 

that when I refer to underprepared students at my university, for example, I may be 

talking about students who assess into college-level courses at your college or university. 

Because there isn't a universally accepted tool for determining which students are to be 

determined ready for college-level writing coursed, having a nationwide discussion about 

the identification and education of underprepared students can have its problems. That 

said,,, if journal articles and online discussion groups are any indication, there seems to 

be a fair amount of agreement among college writing instructors that today's entering 

freshmen are less-prepared for college-level studies. Why might this be? 

Newspapers and popular magazines testify on a daily basis that our world is in the 

midst of change, especially as concerns the needs of the nation's work force. Yesterday's 

workers who earn decent paying jobs may not have required a college education. Rather, 

a high school degree used to be the bottom line for countless occupations in this country. 

Today's changing world presents new opportunities and challenges, and new educational 

experiences are mandated. A college degree is fast becoming the bottom line for today's 

worker. Accordingly, the numbers of students applying for college admissions at two-

and four-year postsecondary institutions is up. As this dissertation will attest to, the rise 

in college applicants does not necessarily reflect a similar rise in college preparedness. In 
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my mind's eye, 1 envision a flood of nontraditional students beating down the doors of 

college admissions, only to find themselves on the out as they fail required composition 

courses. If the masses are in need of a college education to function in our changing 

world, then those of us in higher education, college composition programs in particular, 

would do well to leam how to make learning more accessible to these increasingly 

diverse learners. Otherwise more and more of us who teach college writing courses may 

find ourselves faced with insupportable teaching situations such as the once 1 faced 

several years ago. 

Following the teaching crisis I faced several years ago, 1 began the research that 

led to this dissertation. I surmised that college composition programs were going to face 

increasingly challenging years as more nontraditional students filled our classrooms. My 

experience suggested that while nontraditional students were completing their basic 

writing courses satisfactorily, they were not applying what they had learned in those 

classes to assignments in college-level writing classes. Without access to the knowledge 

and skills taught in basic writing, nontraditional students were retaining their 

underprepared status as far as college composition is concerned. This situation plays 

havoc with the justification for course prerequisites. If students are not learning enough 

and/or transferring what they learned in basic writing to college-level courses, 

composition programs are going to have a difficult justifying any basic wxiting courses. 

Having found little help from my own field of studies, rhetoric and composition, I 

decided to look elsewhere for some help. With some awareness of the source of the 

problems my students and I faced that semester, I decided the best place to begin was 
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transfer of learning research. Accordingly, in this first chapter, I examine some rather 

surprising assertions about learning transfer, the application of prior knowledge to new 

contexts. At the close of chapter one, I preview the chapter to come. 

Looking Back: A Semester Gone Awry 

Around the same time that I had determined I was out-matched by my students 

learning challenges, I happened upon Robert E. Haskell's Transfer of Learning: 

Cognition, Instruction, and Reasoning. Learning transfer, explains Haskell, is "our use of 

past learning when learning something new and the application of that learning to both 

similar and new situations" (Haskell, Introduction xiii). Most instructors who have a 

fairly lengthy history of teaching know something about learning transfer as evidenced by 

our attempts to help students apply what they have learned in their everyday lives. Few of 

us, I would assert, have any idea that learning transfer is a troubled concept. While 

transfer figures prominently in education, there is little evidence to support its existence, 

or so experts including Haskell claim. If transfer is as rare as Haskell and others attest to, 

then instructors have little reason expect that our students would be able to transfer what 

they learned the previous semester to the work we were doing in class. Worse, there 

seems to be little reason to expect students to transfer what they learned from one 

assignment to the next. It didn't surprise me to discover a negative relationship between 

transfer and learning disabilities (LD) in Haskell's work, as I had already suspected that 

the LD students in my class were not transferring the knowledge and skills learned the 

prior semester to my course. Unfortunately, there is little to celebrate about the 

paradoxical relationship between formal education and learning transfer in Haskell's 
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work Commenting upon recent research on strategy instruction and transfer, Haskell 

reports that the findings for "strategy transfer" were no better. He elaborates; 

Lynn Gelzheiser's research, one of the most extensive strategy-training studies 

with learning-disabled students, is consistent with other findings and indicates 

that transfer of strategies and skills isn't readily achieved. And the currently 

popular educational programs attempting to foster writing across the curriculum 

"Are [sic] based on the unexamined assumption that whatever skills are being 

practiced will simply transfer to new content situations." (Haskell 14) 

Of course, Haskell's summary of Gelzheiser's work gave me little comfort. One of my 

ongoing attempts to help students learn that semester involved the use of some limited 

strategy instruction, or explicit instructor-directed teaching. I say "limited" as I was 

relying on a partial understanding of strategy instruction, mostly shooting from the hip of 

inexperience. While directed skill instruction had resulted in some measure of student 

learning, it hadn't achieved the results I sought. Still, I was planning to continue 

experimenting with explicit instruction as a last-ditch hope. Although the verdict was still 

out on the success of my plan, the verdict on skill transfer seemed to be in—and the 

results were not favorable, if I was to believe Haskell. Given the gloomy picture painted 

by Haskell, I decided that Gelzheiser's research deserved more investigation. I did in fact 

look up her work and was somewhat relieved to find that it was carried out almost 20 

years ago with young children as the subjects. While I had no reason to doubt 

Gelzheiser's research, 1 decided that the results didn't warrant Haskell's broad 

conclusions about writing and skill transfer. 
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In fact, Haskell's discussion of learning transfer did convince me that I needed to 

become more informed about transfer and its role in the college classroom. Since my 

students were not transferring past knowledge to new assignments (and I knew this to be 

the case without reading Haskell), I surmised that transfer was part of the failed-leaming 

equation. At that time, I decided that I needed to learn more about learning transfer if I 

was to better imderstand how to teach at-risk or high-risk college writers in the college-

level writing class. While Haskell's position on learning transfer offers a rather dismal 

view of this important aspect of learning, I had hopes that it would point me in yet 

another direction in my goal to learn how to teach at-risk or high-risk students—those 

who come to college underprepared for college-level studies as well as those who come 

to college with learning disabilities. Disappointingly, research for this first chapter of this 

dissertation was fraught with continuing negative evidence on transfer. Was it just me 

worrying about transfer's implications in formal education? A 2002 "Report of a 

Workshop held at the National Science Foundation" puts transfer in perspective; 

A major, but often tacit, assumption in education is that knowledge that students 

leam in school will transfer to situations and problems encountered outside of 

school. Indeed much of our investment in education is justified in terms of 

preparing students for future learning so that they may become productive 

members in a society where workplace needs and demands are in constant 

flux... . Yet, despite these tacit assumptions, our educational system is inefficient 

at teaching in ways that promote transfer. Whether measured by standardized 
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tests, or by laboratory' studies of transfer, it is evident that transfer of knowledge is 

elusive. (Mestre 4) 

Certainly, someone knew the score on current transfer research, but those in the know 

seem to be guarding their secret, as if widespread knowledge about the "truth" of learning 

transfer would bring chaos into all levels of education, from grammar schools to graduate 

college programs. 

While the overall picture of learning transfer doesn't seem to have too many 

really bright spots, the issue of transfer needs to be addressed in higher education. There 

is considerable evidence to support the difficulty of achieving transfer in any instructional 

context. When that context involves traditional banking education (see Freire, Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed) where the knowledgeable expert spoon feeds information to passive 

students, the results are even more distressing. Nonetheless, there is a trace of light at the 

end of the tunnel of transfer failure, but I save that bit of news for the end of chapter one. 

Because transfer is an assumed component of successful learning, regardless the 

discipline, transfer research should inform all instruction in the college classroom; 

college composition is no exception. Accordingly, in this first chapter of this dissertation 

on teaching nontraditional college students in the college writing classroom, I review-

transfer research, current and past, toward a larger goal of discovering and recommending 

instructional strategies that may increase learning for at-risk students with diverse 

learning styles. Such students are often labeled "nontraditional" in that these students are 

mostly newcomers to the college scene, having been kept out of the postsecondary 

education loop due in part to diverse learning challenges and oftentimes low grades in 
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school. Nontraditional students include those who are underprepared for college-level 

studies and those with learning disabilities. In this first chapter, then, I offer a beginner's 

guide to learning transfer, arguing throughout that current college composition pedagogy 

ought to be informed by research in transfer of learning. 

Where There is a Need, Fill It 

Since I began the bulk of my research on learning transfer after completing the 

challenging semester described above, any knowledge I gleaned was not going to help the 

students who prompted the research. However, it was not too late to help future writing 

students who struggle with the challenging first-year college composition curriculum. 

Although I had not studied learning transfer in a formal educational setting, I had picked 

up enough information to surmise that transfer played a key role in education. Instructors 

are always encouraged to construct relevant assignments that reflect possible lives lived 

outside the academy. The only reason for doing so had to be based on transfer hope, the 

conviction that formal education practices will transfer to future jobs, civic 

responsibilities, and daily living. I have since discovered that learning transfer isn't 

simply the hope of education; it is the goal of all education. In Haskell's words transfer is 

the "foundation of thinking, learning, and problem solving" (xiii). Cognitive theorist Dale 

Schunk remarks that without transfer, "all learning is situation specific, and the 

longstanding practice of sequencing instruction to build skills would be of little benefit" 

{Learning Theories 206). Students of all capabilities are expected to transfer what they 

know from one assignment to the next, from one course to another, from the classroom to 

"real" life. 
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As stated earlier, my limited understanding of learning transfer led me to believe 

that the students in my class were not transferring learning achieved in their previous 

basic writing course. What evidence led me to these conclusions? At the beginning of the 

spring semester, I had just completed a semester of teaching basic writing and was 

familiar with the course objectives as well as the types of assignments students were 

required to successfully complete before moving on to English 101, the first of two 

required college-level writing courses. The basic writing curriculum includes 

considerable practice in simple analysis. For example, students were asked to separate 

both written and graphic texts into parts in order to see how the parts contributed to the 

whole. It had been less than a month since most of my current students had completed 

that course, so it was hard for me to believe that students had already "lost" learning 

gained during the previous semester. Yet I saw little evidence of the expected learning 

from their basic writing course. For the most part, my students could not recall, much less 

apply, or generalize, knowledge and skills gained in the basic writing class they had 

successfully completed. 

When I began to teach the English 101 course populated by mostly at-risk college 

writers, I had been teaching for two-and-a-half years as a college composition instructor. 

However, I had never taught English 101 during an ojf semester with students who had 

been required to take a basic writing class prior to the college-level course. (Spring is an 

off semester for taking WRT 101 since the majority of incoming college freshmen 

complete the 101 course during the previous fall semester.) It occurred to me a number of 

times that semester that I could have set course expectations too high for my current 
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students. However, I had already adjusted the syllabus for possible differences in student 

expertise. Moreover, I had considerable related experiences, including work in writing 

centers at both the university and the community college—enough to know that students 

should be expected to transfer a reasonable amount of knowledge from the previous basic 

writing course. I correctly postulated that student learning disabilities were partly 

responsible for some of the transfer failure, but that assumption gave me little clue as to 

how I should proceed with the rest of the semester. After all, the presence of a disability 

did not exempt a student from successfully completing the course requirements. 

Transfer Assumptions Unrealized 

While my college composition program mentors never referred to the term 

transfer per se, graduate instructors were led to believe that our students would be able to 

apply or generalize learning as they progressed through increasingly more complex 

writing tasks. When I had taught English 101 during prior fall semesters, the customary 

time for college freshmen to take the course, I did encounter students who seemed to be 

"stuck" at a rather basic level of thinking and writing. However, those students usually 

dropped the course before intervention was sought. In contrast, the semester that I taught 

the large population of LD students, I faced a class full of students who were struggling 

from day one, and had no intention of dropping because they weren't doing well. Rather, 

they would rely on their instructor and their tutors (perhaps too much) to help them 

succeed against the odds. Early on that semester I anticipated the eventual possibility of 

having to teach a class of twenty-five students one-on-one to ensure they passed the 
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course. That said,,, there were some bright spots that suggested to me things were not as 

hopeless as they seemed. 

After that spring semester began and students had settled in, students were 

assigned a short personal narrative essay so I could better evaluate their writing strengths 

and weaknesses. I did notice that students were capable of transferring knowledge and 

skills from earlier years of schooling. This suggested to me that transfer was at work in 

areas where students had considerable knowledge and experience in the learning task. 

This ray of hope came as students worked on personal narrative essays, the type of 

writing assignment that is assigned students from elementary school and on. Without 

exception, the class demonstrated satisfactory writing skills as they crafted these essays. 

When we moved on to the more difficult task of learning to write academic summaries of 

short articles, it became apparent that my students were experiencing negative transfer 

whereby past learning was being transferred inappropriately to current learning tasks. 

Specifically, students persisted in writing academic summaries as if they were book 

reports. The former requires an analysis of main points while the latter offers an "about" 

statement, as in "This book was about...." Then when we attempted to progress from 

narrative and summary to simple critique and analysis, few of the students in the class 

readily grasped the concept of abstract thinking in a formal education context. Students 

were able to engage in a discussion that involved abstract thinking, but when they tried to 

get these complex ideas on paper, their writing skills and experience failed them. This 

puzzled me as I knew students had done similar activities the preceding semester. Trying 

to get a fix on what my students did bring forward from their prior basic writing course, I 
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asked students to write about what they learned during the previous semester when tliey 

took basic writing. A few could recall hearing the terms "rhetoric," ""argument," and 

"analysis" the previous semester, but few if any of the LD students remembered how 

those terms related to their writing. All who took the basic writing course had to have 

dealt with rhetoric, argument and analysis on some level because the basic writing 

curriculum was designed to introduce underprepared freshmen to a simplified form of 

rhetorical analysis of short texts that included advertisements and images. Because my 

students had little memory of work completed the prior semester, I figured the possibility 

of useable knowledge transfer was limited at best. 

The fact that my students couldn't explain what they did with the advertisements 

and/or images they were to have analyzed the prior semester worried me. I wasn't 

looking for a complex understanding of analysis, but I did expect that students would 

recall the task of separating a text into various pieces in order to view the whole 

differently. When that basic understanding was not realized in my classroom, I surmised 

that little if any learning had transferred from the prior semester. I further inferred that the 

failure to transfer was due, in part, to the diverse learning challenges of all of my 

students, not just those with documented learning disabilities. As the semester 

progressed, I struggled with a growing apprehension that I was teaching basic writing all 

over again, but the stakes were higher: students had to pass this first of two required 

composition courses before they moved on to their major courses and before they earned 

a degree. Those of us who are familiar with the history of college composition programs 

in the US know that wTiting classes were developed to serve as the gatekeepers of higher 
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education; students who fail to pass our courses generally fail to progress toward a 

degree. With the majority of the students in my class failing to progress in their 

understanding of simple analysis, I was running out of ideas to help them move forward. 

There were days when students seemed to grasp the notion of taking a text and breaking 

it down into simple parts, but that learning rarely materialized in the assignment that 

followed. I guessed that my students were "stuck" for any number of reasons: They were 

not taking careful notes; they were not reading handouts carefully; they were not 

following instructions; they forgot what they learned in class almost before walking out 

the door; and they were not putting in enough practice time outside of class. From 

comments made in class, I feared that the LD students who had access to one-on-one 

tutoring were placing too much responsibility for their learning on their tutors. Even 

though efforts were not producing the hoped-for results, I was witness to impressive 

determination in some of the students who clearly wanted to pass the class. 

I recall one LD student who put in countless hours trying to move from summary 

to analysis over spring break, with literally no breakthrough. After working with the 

student one-on-one for hours prior to spring break, we agreed she could send me revised 

drafts through email over the break. To her frustration and mine, the student repeatedly 

sent "revised" texts that never moved beyond summary. In fact, most of the "revisions" 

involved very little text change, despite the student's feelings that she had made progress 

with every new draft. Part of her difficulty had to do with the shortness of the semester 

and the extended time she needed to grow as a critical thinker and writer. Oftentimes we 

expect students to progress over a semester when it might take years. Still, any 
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understanding of analysis that the student had been able to glean the prior semester had 

vanished. Unfortunately, colleges and universities can't always be forgiving when it 

comes to educating nontraditional students. The problem becomes what to do with 

students who must either move on to the next course or leave college until they are in a 

better intellectual space to learn abstract thinking in a formal setting. If I had only one or 

two students who were not learning, I would have been able to let go the burden I carried 

that semester. However, I couldn't fathom failing an entire class; nor could I imagine 

passing them along to the next instructor. Thus I continued to try to do the impossible in 

class, all the while keeping up wdth my investigation of learning transfer in my spare 

time! 

I intuitively knew from my own educational experience that course prerequisites 

were founded on the hope of learning transfer. While it is true that we had never talked 

about learning transfer in teacher training classes, and had not come across the term in 

any of my courses on teaching college writing, it was evident to me that our discipline 

followed the academy in its imquestioning faith in learning transfer. If this were not the 

case, our program wouldn't exist; recall our beginnings when we became an academic 

entity to prepare college students for upper-level courses that had writing components, be 

they short essay questions or lengthy research papers. If learning transfer didn't exist, 

then students wouldn't be able to transfer knowledge and skills from their writing class to 

other courses. Clearly, a satisfactory percentage of college freshmen were successfully 

transferring knowledge and skills from their college composition courses to satisfy 

college and university administrations. If this weren't the case, all composition programs 
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would have disappeared long ago. My own composition program demonstrated a similar 

faith in learning transfer as it encouraged instructors like me to set up assignments that 

mirrored real-world problems. The problem was that students who struggled to learn 

(diverse underprepared students) were also having considerable difficulty transferring 

what they did learn to another context, be it similar or dissimilar. 

The Fallacy of Transfer Hope 

The fact is the academy-at-large is culpable for placing endless faith in transfer 

hope without knowing much about (or concerned about?) how learning transfer occurs. 

Instructors like me, who depend upon students knowing how and when to apply 

knowledge and skills from one course to the next, are likely to know little if anything 

about knowledge and skill transfer; yet we teach as if transfer is a sure thing. The little 

1 have managed to glean from other disciplines about learning transfer in formal 

education contexts may give us clues as to why there is so little discussion about and 

interest in learning transfer. Haskell explains it this way: "Despite the importance of 

transfer of learning, research findings over the past nine decades clearly show that 

individuals, and as educational institutions, we have failed to achieve transfer of 

learning on any significant level" (xiii) (emphasis mine). My question is this: is there a 

conspiracy of "don't ask, don't tell?" in the academy? If the academy on some level 

understands that learning transfer is not a guaranteed or even expected outcome of 

learning, why are we not doing all we can to increase its likelihood? Do tradition and ivy-

covered walls prevent us from accepting the evidence that we need to change? Although 

we may not be listening, experts in learning transfer argue that educators must come to 
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understand the nature of transfer and then design instruction to best facilitate transfer 

(Marini and Genereux 2). 

Learning Transfer 101 

Transfer of learning, say the experts, is a process whereby learning is transferred 

from one context to another, from one task to another task. Put another way, transfer 

"involves prior learning affecting new learning or performance" (Marini and Genereux 

2). The new learning may be different from original learning in several ways. Differences 

may occur, for example, as "students apply what they learned on practice problems to 

solving a new problem" (2). Or, there may be differences in the context when students 

apply what they have learned outside the learning environment. From these examples we 

can infer the basic elements of transfer: the learner, the instmctional tasks, the 

instructional context, the transfer task, and the transfer context (2). Included in the 

instructional tasks element are the learning materials. Included in the context are the 

physical and social setting, instruction and instructor support, the behaviors of other 

students in the instructional setting, and normed expectations (2). As psychologists 

Marini and Generuex explain, a learner brings with him to the learning situation 

"resources and constraints including declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge, 

dispositions, and processing capacity" (2-3). In order to succeed at a transfer task, the 

learner must have "the knowledge, strategies, dispositions, and processing capacity" that 

meets the requirements of the task at hand (Marini and Genereux 3). Unless the learner 

comes out of the initial learning experience with the necessary resources, including 

knowledge, strategies, dispositions, and processing capacity, transfer will not be possible. 
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The challenge for the teacher then is to construct learning contexts and tasks that equip 

learners with the necessary resources to facilitate transfer. According to Marini and 

Generaex, this requires an understanding of student characteristics (dispositional and 

academic) and the requirements of each task (3). However, the challenges of learning 

transfer do not stop here. In fact, transfer of learning also depends upon the learner 

herself—her access to resources when a transfer situation occurs, her capacity to 

recognize a potential transfer situation, and her motivation to carry out the transfer (3). 

The bottom line here is that the able learner must want to transfer learning in order for it 

to occur in formal educational settings. 

While we have been focusing on transfer that occurs at the conscious level, 

transfer can occur as a subconscious process (McCauley and Cree 189). As a 

subconscious process, transfer of learning occurs continually as humans make 

connections between tasks and contexts in our daily lives. For transfer of learning to 

occur as a conscious process in educational settings, however, more than mere 

connections must be made. For transfer to occur at a conscious level, "appropriate and 

relevant connections" must be made (189). The obvious challenge for educators is to 

figure out how to help students recognize how and where to make connections between 

former learning and learning yet to be acquired. 

Psychologists and educators speak of different types of learning transfer. Transfer 

having to do with the similarities and differences between the original task and the 

transfer task are called near transfer and far transfer, respectively. Near Transfer occurs 

when a learned behavior is repeated in situations that are nearly identical (Detterman 4). 
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For example, a person learns to draw a three-inch line, then returns to the same scene to 

draw a five-inch line. An advantage in drawing the five-inch line could be attributed to 

near transfer from drawing the three-inch line (4-5). Another example of near transfer 

might be when students are taught fraction skills then tested on the same skills in the 

same room (Schunk 208). If, on the other hand, a person participates in a list-learning 

experiment, then memorizes a poem faster because of the original experience, the 

advantage could be attributed to far transfer. An instance of far transfer would be the 

application of fraction skills in a new context without explicit instructions to do so (208). 

For example, following the teaching of fractions skills in one context, students might be 

moved to a different context and asked to add VI cup of one liquid to VA cup of another 

liquid to find how much liquid is use in a recipe; importantly, the students are not told the 

task involves adding iractions (208). 

We can think of transfer as occurring along a continuum of situations that are 

progressively different. The more similar the situation in which the transfer occurs the 

more likely the advantage is due to near transfer. Likewise, differing situations 

increasingly produce far transfer (Determan 5). Another important distinction in learning 

transfer is between specific and nonspecific transfer (Determan 5; Schunk 208, 209). In 

specific transfer the learner transfers the contents of learning (for example, an intact skill) 

to a new situation. In nonspecific transfer it is general skills or principles that transfer. 

Educational psychologists have other ways of distinguishing one type of transfer 

from another. For example, there is low-road and high-road transfer. Salomon and 

Perkins explain the former as the transfer of "well-established skills in a spontaneous and 
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perhaps automatic fashion" and the latter as both abstract and mindful in that it involves 

the "explicit conscious formulation of abstraction in one situation that allows making a 

connection to another" (Salomon and Perkins 118). An example of low-road transfer is 

learning to use a personal desktop computer and then using a laptop computer that 

operates in a similar fashion. Salomon and Perkins explain another form of low-road 

transfer—learning to drive a vehicle then driving a truck that drives much the same way. 

In both examples skills and actions have been learned and practiced in multiple contexts 

until they become automatic, yet flexible as contexts change (120). The same skills and 

actions become automatic in similar situations/contexts (Schunk 209). In other words, 

skills transferred may occur in a relatively mindless state with little conscious awareness. 

In contrast, high-road transfer requires a state of mindfulness whereby students abstract a 

rule, principle, main idea, strategy, prototype, or schema and "represent it in a more 

general sense than how they learned it" (209). Of the two, high-road transfer involves 

forward-reaching and back-reaching processes that are actively controlled by the learner 

(Salomon and Perkins 126). It should be noted that high-road transfer may occur between 

metaphorically matched contexts as well as literally matched contexts. Gutenberg, for 

example, thought of the printing press while observing a wine press. 

Forward-reaching (high-road) transfer occurs when the student "abstracts skills 

and knowledge from the learning context to potential transfer contexts (Schunk 210). As 

such, forward-reaching transfer "is proactive and requires self-monitoring of potential 

uses of skills and knowledge" (210). It also requires some knowledge about which 

contexts are likely to be receptive to transfer. Obviously, forward-reaching transfer is 
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unlikely to occur when the student has little knowledge about possible transfer domains. 

For example, while studying calculus a physics major might think about how calculus is 

applicable to physics (210). In contrast to forward-reaching transfer, hack-reaching 

transfer begins in the transfer context rather than in the initial learning context (128). Or 

put another way, the learner abstracts in the transfer context aspects that can be integrated 

with previous knowledge (Schunk 210). For example, the physics major working on a 

physics problem cannot immediately think of a useful technique from calculus, but 

"abstracts some general techniques" and engages in self-talk about whether anything he 

knows about calculus can be generalized forward (Salomon and Perkins 128). In 

reviewing calculus (back-reaching) the student locates a technique. 

In Table 1.1 Schunk contrasts for the reader the various types of transfer. We are 

likely to consider any type of learning transfer as a positive occurrence. As suggested 

earlier in this chapter, that is not always the case. As Schunk explains, "when prior 

learning facilitates subsequent learning" we call it positive transfer (206). Accordingly, 

when learning to drive a vehicle with an automatic transmission enables one to drive all 

such vehicles, we consider the transfer to be positive. However, there are times when 

prior learning makes subsequent learning more difficult. Recall my earlier 

example of students transferring what they knew about writing book reports to the 

writing of academic summaries. Student knowledge of and experience in writing book 

reports interfered with their capacity to see the academic summary as a different type of 

text summary. Another example of negative transfer can occur when an inexperienced 

driver applies prior knowledge about driving an automatic vehicle to a standard car 
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(stick-shift or clutch); the results could be a ruined transmission if the driver attempted to 

change gears without using the clutch. Again, experts call this negative transfer. This is 

not the type of transfer we seek in educational contexts. Then there is zero transfer when 

prior learning has no apparent influence on subsequent learning. 

Type Characteristics 
Near Much overlap between situations; original and transfer contexts 

are similar. 
Far Little overlap between situations: original and transfer contexts 

are dissimilar. 
Literal Intact skill or knowledge transfers to a new task. 

Figural Use of some aspects of general knowledge to think or learn about 
a problem, such as with analogies or metaphors. 

Low-road Transfer of well-established skills in spontaneous and possible 
automatic fashion. 

High-road Transfer involving abstraction through explicit conscious 
formulation of connections between situations. 

Forward-reaching Abstracting behavior and cognitions from the learning context to 
one or more potential transfer contexts. 

Backward-reaching Abstracting in the transfer context features of the situation that 
allow for integration with previously learned skills and 
knowledge. 

Table 1,1 Types of Transfer (Schunk 209) 

Thus far we have been looking at the transfer of knowledge and skills. Schunk 

views strategy transfer as a separate category of transfer (211). Strategy transfer has a 

conflicted research history. On the one hand, research shows that students can learn 

strategies for completing academic tasks and apply them effectively. For example, 

writing students might learn strategies for writing an effective academic summary. The 

same students may be inclined to practice such strategies under the guidance of a 

particular instructor. The problem comes as students fail to maintain them or generalize 

them over time. For instance, students who learned how to write academic summaries in 
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a writing class may fail at writing textual summaries 2 years later in a science class. 

Reasons for transfer failure vary. Students may not understand that a strategy is 

appropriate for different situation or they may not know how to modify a strategy for 

different content (Schunk 211). Sometimes students think that the use of a strategy is too 

complicated or that it takes too much time. 

Phye and associates developed a model to facilitate strategy transfer. During the 

acquisition phase of learning a strategy, students learn how to assess their metacognitive 

awareness of the uses of the strategy (Schunk 211). Later, during a retention phase, 

students continue to practice the strategy. Students use the same strategy to attempt to 

solve new problems with similar surface characteristics during a third transfer phase. 

Phye stresses the role of motivation in learning transfer by showing students new uses for 

the new knowledge. As Schunk notes, the transfer of problem-solving strategies requires 

both knowledge of the strategy and of its uses. (211). 

Many factors can affect the transfer of learning. According to Mestre, before any 

transfer can occur, there must be some initial acquisition of knowledge (4). In fact, part of 

the problem of transfer is that initial learning is inadequate. Not surprisingly, research 

shows that rote learning has little transfer value while learning for understanding enjoys 

more transfer success. Attempts to learn too much too fast may hinder transfer because it 

is likely that the learning is little more than memorized facts. Content can play a role in 

successful transfer. For example, if knowledge that is learned is context-bound, then 

attempts to transfer knowledge to different contexts will likely fail (5). 
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An Historical Perspective on Learning Transfer 

The history of transfer research offers a somewhat dismal story of repeated 

learning failure, especially when we are dealing with learning transfer between dissimilar 

situations. An old adage coined by Santayana says, "Those who cannot remember the 

past are condemned to repeat it" (Detterman 1). This saying suggests a positive 

correlation between remembering past experiences and learning in the present. If this 

were the norm rather than the exception, arguably we would be living in a different 

world. Hegel comes closer to the truth in transfer: "What experience and history teach are 

this—that people and governments never have learned anything from history, or acted on 

principles deduced from it" (Detterman 1). Though not an expert in transfer, Hegel 

seemed to understand the human propensity against transfer. In fact, if a century of 

research is to be believed, the outlook on transfer, especially between differing situations, 

is bleak. Commenting upon the negative data acquired over the past century, Detterman 

writes: "If there is a general conclusion to be drawn from the research on transfer, it is 

that the lack of general transfer is pervasive and surprisingly consistent"' (18). 

Although transfer research has not revealed desirable results, an abundance of 

transfer research dates to the early twentieth-century debate between Charles Judd and 

Edward L. Thomdike. In 1908 Judd carried out an experiment whereby "fifth-and sixth-

grade boys were instructed to throw small darts at a target submerged under 12 in. of 

water" (Bamett and Ceci 4). Instruction in the principle of "optical refraction" was given 

to some of the participants, prior to throwing the darts. The instruction included an 

explanation of light refraction and its role in making submerged objects appear to be 
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closer. Initially, there was no difference in the participants' success in hitting the 

underwater target. When the target was set only 4 inches from the surface, the 

participants who had received instruction in optical refraction showed "superiority" in 

hitting the target. Was knowledge transfer responsible for the higher number of hits? Judd 

argued in favor of transfer evidence, as did Judd's adherents, who further proposed that 

"teachers should focus on teaching broad principles and generalizations rather than 

specific facts, skills, and beliefs" (qtd. in Barnett and Ceci 4). Judd's study prompted the 

promotion of instruction in "basic processes" to strengthen "mind faculties," prior to 

instruction in the disciplines (4). Specifically, students "should be given lessons of will, 

of attention, of discipline; before exercises in grammar, they should be exercised in 

mental orthopedics; in a word they must learn how to learn," or so argued Binet in 1908 

(Barnett and Ceci, 4). 

Thomdike, on the other hand, found little evidence for transfer. Beginning with 

his 1901 work that included estimating the area of geometric shapes, Thomdike found 

"poor or uneven transfer across disparate tasks that entailed similar operations" (Barnett 

and Ceci 4). By 1906 Thomdike was certain that conscious transfer was unlikely due to 

the disparities of conditions in leaming from one context to the next. He concluded. "The 

mind is so specialized into a multitude of independent capacities that we alter human 

nature only in small spots, and any special school training has a much narrower influence 

upon the mind" than previously thought ("The Influence of Improvement in One Mental 

Function" 246-47). 
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In 1913 Thomdike reiterated his findings. On the one hand, Thomdike accepted 

that ordinary training has some influence upon mental traits (357). At the same time, 

Thomdike asserted that the influence upon the other mental traits is minimal in 

comparison with the influence on "the direct object of training" (358). In other words, the 

improvement of one function can positively affect another, but not to the degree of 

change in the first. To illustrate his findings, Thomdike explained that in doubling a 

learner's reasoning power in arithmetic problems we do not double it for any other 

subject such as grammar or chess or history (358). Similarly, "tripling the accuracy of 

fingering exercises" does not triple the same for typewriting (358). Thoradike's findings 

gave rise to the notion of near transfer, where "a change in one function alters any other 

only in so far as the two functions have as factors identical elements" (359). Thomdike 

explained identical elements as "mental processes which have the same cell action in the 

brain as their physical correlate" (359). Near transfer, then, may occur when the tasks 

share identical elements. 

A question arises about the potential for transfer when the learner incorrectly 

assumes that tasks share identical contexts (see Macaulay and Cree 189). What is likely 

to happen, for example, according to Thomdike's findings, if a leamer believes that the 

college-learning situation mirrors that of high school? More specifically, what is likely to 

occur in the case of the new college freshman who assumes that studying at college is no 

different than studying in high school? Given the possible scenario that the high school 

leamer got by with rote memory skills, such skills are bound to be found inadequate in 

the college classroom. While most college freshmen are forewarned that succeeding at 



39 

the college-level will require new skills and strategies, most freshmen attempt negative 

transfer, meaning that the transferring of learned behaviors into a new context has a 

negative rather than a positive effect. Evidence of negative transfer can be found in high 

drop out rates for freshmen. Of course, there will always be freshmen who attempt to 

learn new study skills appropriate to the college challenge, but either fail to learn in the 

first place, or fail at transfer. 

Thomdike's dismissal of claims of cognitive transfer held sway over "an entire 

generation of scholars" (Bamett and Ceci 5). The original debate over the meaning of 

contexts and generalized v. identical transfer continues today, over a century after the 

original debate between Thorndike and Judd. While individual studies shed varying 

degrees of light on the debate, results remain inconclusive. Inconclusive results didn't 

stop both English and British proponents of generalized cognitive transfer from heralding 

the "presumed benefits" of providing formal instruction in the classics, geometry, logic, 

Latin, and chess—all of which were presumed "to enhance general thinking skills and 

result in transfer to contexts outside of formal education" (4). Binet supported a similar 

position at the beginning of the twentieth century, arguing not so much for specific 

instruction, but for general "lessons of will, of attention, of discipline"—which, if done 

correctly, would teach learners how to learn (Bamett and Ceci 4). 

Discrepancies in the results of experimentation carried out by Thorndike, Judd, 

and other researchers following in their footsteps may have something to do with the 

learner's level of understanding of a skill, concept, or process before transfer is to occur 

(6). Such a finding would support the broad claims that successful learners tend to have 
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more success at transfer than their peers who struggle to leam at every step. Still, most of 

the research carried out over the twentieth century did not take into account the depth of 

understanding of the learner. Experts in the field have found studies on far transfer 

(transfer to a dissimilar context) to be more relevant to formal education application than 

near transfer, or transfer to a similar context. After all, the end-goal of postsecondary 

instruction is to equip students with the ability and the knowledge to transfer learning 

achieved in the classroom to a life lived outside the academic context. Still, instructors 

would be quite pleased to find students able to transfer learning between similar 

assignments! 

Not counting the seminal work of Thomdike and Judd, transfer experts refer to 

eight significant observations that stand out over the past century (Haskell 77); 

1. the recognition of the importance of transfer; 

2. the recent tracing between transfer and cognition; 

3. that the term transfer has no systematic taxonomical framework to guide 

its multiple definitions and uses; 

4. an absence of conceptual and theoretical development of transfer as an 

educational principle-, 

5. that the field of education has ceased to generate useful transfer findings 

or applications; 

6. the many names imder which transfer has paraded; 

7. that transfer has been largely missing in the pages of educational 

textbooks; 
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8. that there has been no comprehensive educational text on transfer. 

(Haskell 78) 

Taking this list to represent the state of transfer research, we are left with a dismal 

picture: On the one hand, transfer is key to the learning process; at the same time, experts 

know very little about transfer. Worse, teachers-in-training are not being taught about this 

most important aspect of teaching and learning. A glance through this list is apt to bring 

up questions about the current state of knowledge about transfer. For example, how can 

education continue to identify transfer as the end all of education, knowing full well that 

transfer takes a back seat everywhere else—in education textbooks, education research, 

even in the classroom? While researchers have been studying transfer for over a century, 

the results of their efforts raise more questions than answers. Despite the evidence that 

transfer research has not found a way to dramatically increase learning transfer in the 

academic context, educators at all levels of education support systems and institutions 

that presupposes the opposite. The current state of transfer should make every educator 

nervous about what we do each day in the classroom. Though I stated the question 

earlier, it bears repeating: How it is that we in higher education continue to teach as if 

some abstract notion called transfer is the expected, even natural, result of note-taking, 

memorization, and testing? Ask an employer today about the capacity of college 

graduates to transfer academic learning to occupational challenges and we will get a more 

accurate reading of the in-the-world meaning of a college degree. 
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The Challenge of Transfer, Part I 

Researchers interested in the transfer phenomenon have been trying to gain some 

control over learning transfer for over a century. Learning transfer has been a topic of 

concern for educators since the beginning of the twentieth century because a formal 

education seems to have value primarily as it can be transferred to other contexts, both 

inside and outside the college classroom (Klausmeier 352). Indeed, there has always been 

"a lot at stake," time-and-money-wise, in intersection of transfer research and education 

(Ceci and Barnett 3). For a number of complicated reasons, and despite a lengthy history 

of inquiry, the transfer of learning remains a little-understood process—this despite the 

fact that higher education is grounded in the principle of hierarchical learning. In most of 

our college classrooms, learning transfer occurs at a subconscious level. Not surprisingly, 

it seems to be our brighter students who have more success with what we might call the 

spontaneous transfer of learning. Students who have a history of struggling to learn 

characteristically have less success applying what they do learn from one context to 

another. If we are to increase learning for all students in our writing classrooms, program 

administrators and instructors should be current with theory that concerns the acquisition 

and transfer of skills between assignments and across courses. After all, if our 

assignments and courses assume learning transfer, then we as a discipline would do well 

to acquire a basic understanding of learning transfer. Otherwise, we will likely continue 

to witness the learning failures of nontraditional students, for whom subconscious 

transfer is the exception, rather than the rule. 
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Transfer of learning, or educational/training transfer, may have a ring of 

famiUarity to anyone who has taken graduate coursework in education, but surely not 

graduate courses in rhetoric and composition. Without knowing what transfer is, even the 

field of rhetoric and composition takes the fact of transfer for granted—this despite the 

fact that there has been very little exploration of what transfer of learning is and how it 

might be facilitated (Macaulay & Cree 183). On the one hand, there has been an ongoing, 

though intermittent, interest in transfer research in educational psychology since the 

field's inception in the early 1900s. We can trace the influence of transfer of learning on 

formal education, by following a related thread, generalization. At the same time, transfer 

research supported by the discipline of Education concerns public school age learners. 

Locating scholarly works on the application of educational transfer theory in 

postsecondary instruction is far more challenging. In fact, much of the interest in 

learning/training transfer comes from individuals and groups interested in successful 

transfer on the job. Perhaps it shall come to pass that colleges and imiversities invest in 

transfer research when institutional budgets stand to gain or lose according to the success 

of learning that transfers. 

Evidence about transfer tends to support the existence of near or specific transfer, 

(where learning transfers to similar problems and contexts). However, Detterman claims 

that hundreds, if not thousands, of experiments in far or general transfer, rarely involve 

true transfer. Even the experiments that are attempting to show true transfer fail to 

produce transfer. As Detterman notes, the problem in far transfer is that individuals do 

not see the similarities between the situations (even when it is obvious the situations are 
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identical) and thus fail to apply the learning advantage (Detterman 13). Instructors can 

help students identify the similarities between situations, but when the goal is 

independent learning transfer (as is needed for homework, exams, and life applications), 

students persistently fail to make the needed connections for transfer to occur. 

The Challenge of Transfer, Part II 

Some of my readers may recall two classic theories of education. In the first, often 

called the doctrine of formal discipline, instructors are assigned to teach "general 

principles of learning and problem solving" (Detterman 15). This approach represents the 

classical approach to learning, best represented by early educators' belief that instruction 

in Latin and Greek would increase general learning skills such as memorization. In other 

words, this theory held that learning to reason in one context could transfer to reasoning 

in another context (Ceci and Ruiz 170). Students originally signed up for these courses 

for "the habits of mind" they create as well as the content (Ceci and Ruiz 15). 

Unfortunately, the classical theory of education was discredited by Thorndike in 1924, 

when he proved that "learning Latin and geometry were no more usefol in improving 

reasoning that other, more utilitarian courses like bookkeeping" (15). 

The second theory of education goes like this: Teach exactly what you want them 

to know. Theorists who support Thorndike's work argue that learning transfer doesn't 

exist. Despite the negative literature on learning transfer, many educational psychologists 

find the second theory of education quite repugnant as it mimics the methods we use to 

train animals (16). At the same time, Detterman argues that there is no evidence to 

support significant transfer when the second situation is a new, novel situation. Says 
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Detterman, "[w]e replay most of our behavior exactly as we ieam it" (16). In other words, 

we Ieam exactly what we are taught. How do we explain transfer when we see it in 

educational settings? Variances in how people transfer are largely due to biological or 

environmental differences, or so Detterman claims (17). Arguably, not all 

educational/cognitive psychologists agree with his position. If they did, we might be 

forced to rethink our current theory of education that is held together by transfer hope. 

Haskell, who happens to concur with Detterman that learning transfer in formal 

settings is minimal if not non-existent, nonetheless proposes eleven principles to both 

explain and facilitate transfer (see below). In listing Haskell's principles we are able to 

see the apparent complexity of teaching for transfer. 

1. Acquire a large primary knowledge base in the area in which transfer is 

required. 

2. Acquire some level of knowledge base in subjects outside the primary area. 

3. Understand what transfer of learning is and how it works. 

4. Understand the history in the area(s) that transfer is wanted. 

5. Acquire motivation, or more specifically, a "spirit of transfer." 

6. Develop an orientation to think and encode learning in transfer terms. 

7. Create cultures of transfer or support systems. 

8. Understand the theory imderlying the area(s) in which we want to transfer. 

9. Engage in hours of practice and drill. 

10. Allow time for the learning to incubate. 
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11. Observe and read the works of people who are exemplars and masters of 

transfer thinking. (Haskell xv; 45-46) 

Recall that it was Haskell who pointed to the Gelheiser et al. study as proof of little 

transfer in writing. Haskell didn't write his book to foreclose on transfer. Rather, it seems 

that he wanted to make believers of the readers who were willing to buy into the eleven 

principles. For the most part, the depth of Haskell's eleven principles is not that 

surprising, given the complex process of learning. Nonetheless, I think it safe to say that 

the average college instructor who knows nothing about learning and transfer would 

hardly have the time to become an expert in learning transfer by following Haskell's lead. 

But it's not the instructor that needs to invest in education via the eleven principles. 

Students themselves must follow the guidelines of the principles if they are to encounter 

positive learning transfer. Indeed, anyone who successfully walked down the road with 

Haskell is bound to end up an expert. I don't think that Haskell could possible have in 

mind today's undergraduate college student population. 

On the one hand, we have an academy with a longstanding tradition of 

exchanging knowledge through the lecture system. The professor prepares by making 

sure she knows her content backward and forward. The lecture proceeds in the presence 

of students, many of who are struggling—struggling to take notes, to understand, to find 

relevancy. The barrier between the knower and the hopeful learner is clear; only those 

students brave enough to cross the invisible barrier to ask a question becomes visible to 

the professor. At the end of the lecture, all leave. The instructor leaves with hopes of 

continuing on with his research; the students leave wondering how they are going to pass 
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the next test. Once the exam is given and grades are dealt, we conclude that those 

students who have studied properly have learned; the others have failed to learn. And the 

semester rolls on. 

With a clear view of traditional higher education in mind, let's ask the "how" 

question again, with Haskell's eleven principles in mind: how can instructors create 

learning contexts where students and instructor alike will actually learn to apply these 

principles, especially when instructors are hired for their disciplinary expertise, not their 

understanding of learning or learning transfer? Can any of us find the time to attend to all 

of Haskell's principles the way higher education is structured today? Probably not, but I 

do wonder if Haskell has the last word on transfer or if there is other research that might 

make teaching for transfer more feasible for those of us who teaching college 

composition. The more important question here is whether or not anyone who teaches 

college writing would be interested in transfer, given Haskell's interpretation of all that is 

required. Since the academy as a whole has done little to address the fact that very little 

transfer occurs, I wonder if my own colleagues would prefer to keep the same status quo. 

I know that we like to think that study skills instructors are supposed to help students 

learn how to learn. Since transfer seems more likely to occur more often between similar 

contexts, we ought not rely on study-skills courses to teach these principles and expect 

students to transfer knowledge and skills to knowledge specific courses. 

Academic Apathy 

The absence of interest on learning transfer in post secondary education is likely 

attributable to the academy's historical disregard for teaching/learning theory and 
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pedagogy. It's no secret that professors at research institutions have been routinely hired 

for their research potential, rather than their ability to teach a diverse student population. 

It is only in the last decade or so that postsecondary administrators have acknowledged 

the limits of the traditional lecture and test mode of instruction. It's hard to find an 

institution that doesn't claim to provide learning environments conducive to the learning 

styles of nontraditional college students. However, an anecdotal survey of college and 

university courses held in the traditional lecture classroom that seats himdreds makes 

light of such claims. Institutions of higher education may have caught the bug of learner-

centered educationese, but words do not necessarily translate into promised practices. 

Indeed, there is an aggressive nationwide movement to raise institutional standards, 

thereby excluding diverse learners who are likely to fail traditionally taught college and 

university courses. Recall the intense public and institutional outcry against City 

University ofNew York's (CUNY) decision to eliminate remedial courses (including 

writing) in the late 1990s. Several "successful" years later some soothsayers see in 

CUNY's history, even the decision to redirect less-prepared students, "a microcosm of 

national trends" (Lavin 1157). 

Since the 1960s, when the nation witnessed a massive influx of nontraditional, 

often underprepared, postsecondary students on the nation's college and university 

campuses, educators have likely viewed learning and knowledge transfer at the nation's 

colleges and universities as a hit-or-miss business. In contradiction, postsecondary 

education assumes a student's capacity to transfer learning from one task to a subsequent 

task. Perhaps education experts were not unreasonable when they assumed 
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(subconscious) transfer in traditional college students. Though educators may have 

minimal knowledge about learning transfer—what it is, how it is achieved, and how it is 

measured—centuries of college and university graduates attest to the fact that new-

knowledge construction builds on previously learned concepts. We may not have known 

how this works, but the fact that colleges and universities embrace course prerequisites as 

a way of determining the readiness of a student to take a particular class suggests that we 

tacitly embrace learning transfer. 

Isn't it generally accepted that a student who has successfully passed the first year 

of Latin is bound to do better in second-year Latin than a student who has no prior Latin 

instruction to speak of? The same holds true for other disciplines such as writing. While 

we might not be able to do justice to the concept as yet, evidence speaks in favor of the 

existence of learning transfer, though it has increased visibility in non-formal educational 

contests. Moreover, it does seem that traditional well-prepared college and university 

students are more adept at transferring learning from one context than their learning-

challenged peers. Accordingly, our best students will continue to enjoy more learning 

successes in a postsecondary system of education that assumes learning transfer but 

knows little about how it is achieved. Thus we remain a system of higher education with 

practices steeped in the past, though our words attempt to convince otherwise. We are left 

with decades of learning failure for nontraditional students, and little thought on how to 

increase the learning odds for them. 

At the same time that college and university administrations have generally 

ignored the learning differences of its expanding nontraditional student population. 
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college composition programs have put into practice ways to help diverse students 

become more effective writers. Yet our record is not perfect. We as a field bear our own 

troubling inconsistencies in our efforts to equip diverse students with college-level 

literacy skills. If the majority of the students in one of my classes are struggling to apply 

learning from one context to the next, I can only imagine that diverse students in all of 

our writing classes are having difficulties with transfer, especially when we consider the 

negative evidence of a century's worth of transfer research. And wouldn't this be ironic 

when our discipline exists because of transfer hope. 

What Gets Transferred? 

Haskell argues that in the recent emphasis to equip students at all levels of 

education with problem-solving skills, we have ignored the need to have a strong 

knowledge base in whatever discipline we are trying to master. How many times I have 

heard that we now live in an information base that makes the memorization of 

disciplinary' knowledge passe. Why memorize, it is asked, when we have instant access to 

memories larger than we can hope to have. Once upon a time in another world that few of 

us see evidence of anymore, students were not allowed to use calculators for fear they 

would not understand simple, everyday computations. In that same world, students of all 

ages knew how to count back change to a customer, could fathom what a mile meant in 

terms of feet, knew the past tense forms of verbs, and knew to respect instructors who 

had obviously sacrificed considerable time so we could learn. Today we ask our students 

to look "it" up on the Internet, time and again, because a strong knowledge base seems to 

be little valued. I have to agree with Haskell that depending upon instruments to spew out 
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everything we need to know is foolhardy. The fact is, no learning can transfer if the 

learning is all on the surface with no depth. No learning can transfer if we give students 

the needed facts once and then hold them accountable. 

I go around and around on this issue of building a strong knowledge base, 

especially in grammar. A semester of basic writing for underprepared students is hardly 

long enough to build a base that should have been forming over twelve years of 

elementary and secondary schooling. Nonetheless, a semester, or perhaps two, is all 

instructors have to make up for lost learning opportunities. Some semesters I require 

college students to learn a few grammatical terms and parts of speech so that we have a 

common language to improve our critical literacy skills. When the same students go to 

the dean of instruction and complain that the instructor expects too much of them, I 

remove the memorization requirement and have students depend upon note cards to help 

us discuss fragments and run-on sentences. Ironically, it doesn't seem to matter which 

way I choose to teach the semester. Invariably, the semester comes to an end too soon; 

students give up too soon, the instructor and the students become frustrated too soon 

because the task at hand is too large. I know that students need a solid foundation to 

support a lifetime of reading and writing. As Haskell points out, most of our students lack 

a solid foundation in every discipline, not just writing. And it's a moot issue to attempt to 

transfer knowledge that is memorized today, gone tomorrow. 

What are we really talking about when we discuss knowledge and knowledge 

transfer? Cognitive experts typically refer to four types of knowledge: declarative, 

procedural, strategic, and conditional (Haskell 101). Haskell adds a fifth kind of 
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knowledge—theoretical. In brief, procedural knowledge is how-to knowledge—how to 

find an effective thesis statement, how to support the thesis statement. Strategic 

knowledge "is knowledge of our mental processes, such as how we learn and remember 

(Haskell 101). Declarative knowledge is simply knowledge of or about something, as in 

"what is a noun? " Conditional knowledge is knowing when to apply knowledge 

contextually (101). Theoretical knowledge, explains Haskell, "is our understanding of 

deep level relationships, of cause and effect and other explanatory cormections about 

phenomena" (101). 

Having an effective knowledge base isn't just about what needs to be learned, 

argues Haskell; it's also about knowing how to filter out what doesn't need to be learned 

(101). For example, when trying to learn to recognize a verb, one ought not take the 

approach of memorizing every verb in the dictionary; the futility of memorizing countless 

verbs would be a waste of effort and time. At the same time, I often have students 

memorize samples of each category of speech in hopes that the limited knowledge can be 

used to recognize additional words that belong to each category. This is not a fail-proof 

method of learning speech parts by any means. But having students memorize every 

adjective, every verb, every preposition, every noun, and so on would become a huge 

time waster with little outcome value. 

Distinguishing Experts From Novices 

An interesting question comes to mind here about the difference between experts 

and novices. Until recently, scholars thought that superior strategy use separated experts 

from novices (107). However, recent studies show that "rich stores of knowledge" 
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distinguish experts from non-experts. It is common knowledge among chess players that 

the expert player is one who has spent thousands of hours studying the game. Experts 

gain their knowledge through play, reading, sharing with other players, and more. But 

what about expertise? What does it mean to have an expertise in a content area? Haskell 

notes two types of expertise: routine expertise and adaptive expertise, each determined by 

the amount and use of knowledge (107). The former depends upon "a restricted 

knowledge base in a particular area," while the latter, adaptive expertise, depends upon a 

more expansive knowledge base. Adaptive experts are flexible problem-solvers with the 

potential to invent new strategies to handle novel problems (107). Routine expertise is 

predictable in that it employs strategies in expected ways. Adaptive expertise enables the 

expert to employ common strategies with new results. It should be obvious that simply 

having an expertise does not guarantee it will be used for problem-solving. If a situation 

demands an expertise that the use has but isn't aware of, available knowledge won't be 

accessed as needed. Or, if the expert fails to recognize a match between a situation and 

owned knowledge, appropriate strategy will not be used. The different between users here 

is the difference between competent or expert problem solvers and novices (107). 

Haskell's "Spirit" of Transfer 

The least studied component of learning, argues Haskell, is the learner, and yet 

learner characteristics can determine whether or not transfer will occur. More 

specifically, learners who are oriented toward transfer are more likely to transfer than 

those who lack that orientation (Haskell 115). Here Haskell is referring to characteristics 

such as learner "attitude, motivation, temperament, and character" (115). At one point, he 
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argues that "significant and general transfer" is overwhelmingly tied to "personality and 

other dispositional characteristics" (116). He refers to this phenomenon as the "spirit of 

transfer." Spirit represents a state that is conducive to transfer of learning. According to 

Haskell, transfer spirit rates higher than strategies and learning methods on the capacity-

to-promote-transfer-scale (116). 

By spirit, Haskell means more than the customary notion of motivation (117). 

Rather, it is motivation plus psyche plus emotions. Haskell refers to Carl Brell's 

understanding of the need for a "deep-seated disposition" (117). Brell acknowledges that 

a concept of critical thinking as transfer . .. calls attention to the fact that teaching 

for transfer is less a matter of transmitting knowledge, skills, strategies, and 

principles of thinking (though it is that too) than it is of fostering in students from 

the start an inquiring disposition by which I mean a "readiness" to consider the 

bearing of apparently discrete frames of reference on one another and toward the 

construction of a more integrated world view. (qtd. in Haskell 117). 

In other words, the so-called transfer spirit envelops the whole person. Someone with a 

spirit of transfer has more than the requisite knowledge needed to apply to a task. In 

Haskell's words, the development of human characteristics with a bent toward transfer is 

needed (118). Finally, a spirit of transfer "infiises information with meaning; for it's 

meaning that transforms information into transferable knowledge (118). The question is 

whether or not we can help nontraditional students develop the sprit or psychic 

propensity toward transfer. 
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If the Goal Is Transfer... Then What? 

Hopefully we can agree that one of the goals of education is to help students 

develop their learning potential toward the goal of independent living. If that is to 

happen, then learning achieved in the formal classroom must be transferable to different 

contexts. We have learned that this type of transfer is far transfer and that it occurs less 

often than near transfer. Because the primary changing factor in transfer is tasks, research 

has tended to focus on either the original task or the transfer task; little research has 

focused on the learner. However, as Judy Lupart asserts in her project on transfer and 

self-regulation (whereby learners manage their learning), "Exceptional Learners and 

Teaching for Transfer," a theory of transfer can't be complete without giving 

consideration to the interactions between learner characteristics and differences (216). 

Paradoxically, the successful performance of student self-regulation not only involves the 

transfer of behaviors and knowledge from one task to the next, but is also thought to 

facilitate content learning. Lupart decided to focus her research on transfer and self-

regulation for two reasons. First, transfer studies reveal that the student's self-regulation 

of cognitive and metacognitive strategies is "the essential factor in facilitating learning 

and transfer, regardless of learner characteristics or limitation" (216). In other words, 

research points to student self-regulation of learning as the most likely agent to facilitate 

an increase in learning and learning transfer. Fortunately, studies show that the increase 

can be found among diverse students with diverse learning styles who practice self-

regulation, if the instructor takes into consideration the factors that contribute to the 

diversity of the student's learning practices. Secondly, research shows that the 
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instructor's knowledge of transfer enriching contexts and procedures plays a crucial role 

in successful transfer. 

The fact that transfer can increase when instructors understand the complex 

learning practices of diverse students and relates it back to transfer theory sets us up for 

the next two chapters. Recall that students with diverse learning practices are often at-risk 

for learning failure. In the past, nontraditional students rarely sought a college education. 

Such students included underprepared learners and those with learning disabilities—the 

same student populations that struggled in my spring semester 2000 English 101 class. 

The visible presence of high-risk nontraditional learners in at the nation's colleges and 

universities justifies chapters two and three of this dissertation on at-risk nontraditional 

college students. Specifically, chapter two examines the world of underprepared students, 

arguing that this student population will retain a presence in four-year schools no matter 

ongoing efforts of colleges and universities to redirect them elsewhere. Accordingly, 

educators should be obligated to explore ways to increase learning for these struggling 

students. 

Chapter focuses on yet another often high-risk nontraditional student 

population—students with learning disabilities (LD). Recall that the semester I taught the 

room full of struggling college writers, sixteen of them had learning disabilities. Anyone 

that seeks out the field of learning disabilities to better understand the growing LD 

student population is likely to be met with the same confusion that I experienced. Simply 

put, there are countless voices struggling to be heard in the LD field, and not all of them 

have positive things to say about those who research, define, diagnose, and work with 
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students with learning disabilities. Chapter three asserts that much of the political fallout 

we have witnessed in higher education against legally mandated accommodations reflects 

a discipline awash in its own infighting and controversy. Setting LD learners apart from 

the rest of the student population has not always created optimal learning situations. 

Nonetheless, disability laws require that LD learners be given accommodations that are 

not awarded to underprepared students, yet another group of high-risk nontraditional 

learners. Regardless how college professors may perceive learning disabilities, teaching 

LD students has its own challenges. The fact that there has been considerable negative 

press for learning disabilities (see Patricia Dunn's work for further details) hasn't 

furthered the goal of training instructors to teach these diverse learners. In fact, there are 

professors who would prefer that this high-risk nontraditional student population would 

go the way of underprepared college students—out of the four-year institution. In chapter 

three I examine often-contested theories that explain learning disabilities. Importantly, I 

consider reasons why some of the professoriate construe the LD population as yet another 

underprepared classification of students. If learning about the learning practices of 

diverse students can help us increase the potential for learning transfer inside and outside 

the classroom (as is argued at the end of chapter one), then we who teach college 

composition should familiarize ourselves with learning disabilities. Along the way we 

will review some important characteristics of all at-risk learners. Lupart's research on 

student self-regulation sets the course for chapters four and five on student self-regulation 

from a social-cognitive perspective and strategy instruction. Recall that Lupart and others 

have found that teaching students to manage their own learning has the potential to raise 
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learning and learning transfer for diverse learners. By the end of the dissertation, readers 

should have a better understanding of learning transfer, high-risk nontraditional learners, 

and strategies for increasing the transfer of knowledge for this diverse student population, 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Who Gets Educated and How: The Big Picture 

The American college is obliged to supplement the American school. Whatever 
elementary instruction the schools fail to give, the college must supply. 

(Charles Eliot, Harvard University, 1869) 

Introduction 

Higher education in the US has always been a hotbed of debate, and no issues 

have been more contentious than those of access and retention: Who gets educated and 

how? Histories of education in this country reveal little startling news, privileged 

populations (white Anglo Saxon, more-often-than-not males) have long been the intended 

recipients of a four-year college education. As such, these students share the 

characteristics of traditional college students. The traditional student graduates high 

school then enrolls fulltime in the college of his or her choice, depends on parents for 

financial support, and works only part time if needed (NCES, "Projection" 1). 

Surprisingly, these students comprise only 27 percent of all undergraduates in the US (1). 

Historically, traditional students have been portrayed as independent learners. These 

students have been shaped by past educational experiences to achieve in lecture-oriented 

systems of education. Over the centuries less privileged populations, including women, 

minorities, and high-risk students, slowly gained access to four-year colleges and 

universities. Students in this expanding classification are characteristically referred to as 

nontraditional students. As of 1999-2000, 73 percent of all undergraduates are 

nontraditional in some way. Due to a variety of factors including class, culture, language, 

ethnicity, and learning differences, nontraditional students tend not to fare as well as 
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traditional students in college. These students often work full time and support families, 

both of which compete for time and energy needed for college studies (NCES, 

"Projection" 1). Historically, retention statistics of less privileged college students have 

always been lower than that of their more advantaged peers. Not surprisingly, 

nontraditional college students are less likely than their traditional peers to attain a degree 

or remain in school after five years (NCES, "Projection" 1). 

Colleges and universities have responded to the learning challenges of 

nontraditional students in a Janus-faced manner: At times four-year schools encourage 

access and retention of high-risk students by broadening access policies and developing 

support programs for them; other times, the same institutions have discouraged access 

and retention by recommending a redirection of nontraditional students to two-year 

colleges, thus relinquishing responsibility for educating nontraditional students. Of late, 

four-year colleges and universities are showing their less tolerant faces by redirecting 

high-risk students elsewhere. Readers may be familiar with City University of New 

York's (CUNY) recent campaign to do just that. CUNY is not alone in its policy to raise 

admission standards. About 45 percent of postsecondary institutions report raising 

admission requirements in 2002 (National Association for College Admission Counseling 

58). While four-year colleges and universities expect two-year institutions to absorb the 

flow of redirected students, two-year colleges report that they are have indicated that they 

cannot bear the burden of educating the burgeoning population of high-risk students on 

their own. Add to this fact the results of research project carried out by Dougherty in 

1994: "Students who enter community colleges receive significantly fewer bachelor's 
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degrees and years of education than students of similar background, ability, and 

aspirations who enter four-year colleges (53). Dougherty's findings don't support the 

common practice of diverse students who attend community colleges with the intention 

of transferring to a four-year institution in the future. Redirecting less-prepared students 

away from the four-year college isn't a fix-all solution to educating diverse high-risk 

students. 

Understandably, the problem with the Janus-faced tradition of responding to an 

increasingly diverse student population is that the institutions themselves have failed to 

learn from history. Today's redirected nontraditional student isn't going any place. In 

fact, the number of high-risk students in four-year colleges should grow given the current 

increase in college applicants. Learning how to help this student population needs to 

become more of a priority for all of us who teach in higher education. 

Testimonies to the challenges of teaching underprepared students fill the pages of 

college English and composition journals. Since Mina Shaughnessy's initial research on 

basic writers during the 1970s, our discipline has provided numerous labels for less-

prepared students, researched their literacy practices, suggested strategy after strategy for 

bringing remedial level writing skills up to college-level, investigated cognitive 

approaches to teaching and learning, threw our hands up in frustration, praised and 

condemned the efforts of teachers and students alike, and more. And yet, more than a 

quarter of a century later, some of us in the field believe that we have barely scratched at 

the surface of understanding how to teach underprepared students, especially those taking 

college-level courses. Indeed, most of us could write (and some do) the same articles that 
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were published decades ago bemoaning the challenges of teaching our nontraditional 

students. If honest, many of us would have to admit that even our college-level courses 

are populated with freshmen who are not prepared for college-level reading and writing. 

Despite our valiant efforts, years of professional frustration suggest that our field 

is positioned for a well-needed change inspired by cognitive research from other 

disciplines. While readers may argue that in the past we have tried just that before with 

little success (recall, for example, earlier interest in cognitive research), the fact is there 

are continuing developments in research on learning. This time around, we may bring to 

our discipline invaluable strategies for helping all of our students learn more successfully. 

If we don't look to other disciplines to better understand the learning challenges of 

diverse learners, we may be taking the first of a series of steps that eventually bring about 

our programs' demise. In the face of increasing numbers of challenged learners, our 

programs have a couple of options. We can keep things as they are—a sort of status quo 

so-to-speak—and fail increased numbers of students who are not prepared for college-

level reading and writing; we can lower the bar and pass students whether they learn or 

not; or we can prepare for a future that is already here for many of our institutions. 

We already know not to expect to find easy answers or magic formulas for 

teaching college writing today, any more than our colleagues did a quarter of a century 

ago. While process pedagogies and rhetorical theory remain our foundation, we must be 

willing to admit they don't meet all of the needs of today's changing student body. From 

my perspective we need to expand our understanding of learning processes, even when 

that means borrowing theory and pedagogy from other disciplines. We haven't been wont 
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to borrow in the past. Recall that we have incorporated into our curricula countless ideas 

from women's studies and cultural studies to help our nontraditional students gain voices 

and power. We don't want to stop there. The students who are coming to college are 

those very same students we have stood up for in the past. Moreover, this population is 

becoming the majority, and many are coming to college without the educational practices 

and learning experiences that they need to persist in their classes. Since our discipline 

remains the first stop for entering freshmen of all ages, and arguably, we have the 

opportunity and perhaps the obligation to equip students with successful student 

practices. Again, to do so requires that we admit our current disciplinary efforts are 

leaving more of our students in the dark. Assumptions we make about our students' past 

learning experiences—yes, even those who fill our college-level courses—are no longer 

reliable. Thus, we need to expand our knowledge bank by learning as much as we can 

about our "new" student population and revise our teaching strategies in order to reach 

the diverse learning styles of all of our students. 

Chapter two then carries forward the need for instructional change by examining 

US educational policies and institutional practices that have to do with educating 

underprepared college students. As stated at the end of chapter one increased learning 

depends in part on a clear understanding of the students whom we teach. The chapter 

offers a subjective review of the more compelling landmark events that have contributed 

to current college and university access and retention practices, as well as an in-depth 

case study of CUNY. Clearly, the decision to all-but-eliminate CUNY's educational 

programs for underprepared students at four-year schools dealt a hefty blow to instractors 
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and students who have long fought for the educational rights of high-risk nontraditional 

college students. Moreover, we are seeing a similar trend in other four-year institutions. 

While the writer recognizes that individual colleges and universities maintain separate 

access policies, national patterns arise as campuses adopt similar policies in order to 

compete to fill each new freshman class. 

The Masses Come to College 

The not-always-welcome student population that has more recently gained 

entrance to even the most prestigious colleges and universities is commonly referred to as 

the tmderprepared—students who lack college-level basic skills in reading, writing, and 

math. At various times underprepared college freshmen have also garnered such labels as 

"students with defective preparation" (mid nineteenth century), "underachievers," "low-

ability students," "at-risk students," "high-risk students," "boneheads," "unprepared 

students," "remedial students," "developmental students," "academically challenged," 

and of late, "students with learning differences." No matter the label—underprepared 

students, remedial students, developmental students, or students with learning 

differences—such students are considered at risk of failing to leam. Accordingly, their 

place in higher education has always been contested, especially during times of budget 

crunches and standards' crises. 

Surprisingly, there is little agreement as to what it means to be underprepared, 

remedial, or at risk at the college-level; rather, educators (consciously or not) tend to 

define the term contextually. The 1998 study, "College Remediation," carried out by the 

Institute for Higher Education Policy, explains the ambiguity of these terms: "Rather than 
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being based on some immutable set of standards, remedial education needs are often 

determined by the admissions requirements of a particular institution" (7). On the surface 

many colleges and universities appear to support the education of underprepared students 

as evidenced by broadened admissions standards and proclamations of equity in 

education. However, after centuries of defining higher education as the quintessential 

educational experience for the nation's best and brightest, more than a few educators are 

ambivalent about accommodating the new college students filling our classrooms. 

In emphasizing new (as in new college students), I am pointing to the popular 

belief that the current swell of academically at-risk college freshmen is a new 

phenomenon. It does seem that every time educators or the public sit up and take notice 

about a current phenomenon, we always read it as "new," especially when the word 

"crisis" is attached to the more recently visible phenomenon. While there may be more 

underprepared freshmen on the nation's campuses, their presence is hardly a new 

phenomenon. The noted increase in the number of less-prepared students might be 

accounted for by the increased numbers of students seeking postsecondary education. As 

Spann and McCrimmon note, we might even argue that underprepared students have 

been challenging US institutions since the 1600s, if we care to count the provision of 

Latin and Greek tutors for underprepared students at Harvard (164). In fairness to those 

who contend that higher education is facing a crisis in student preparedness quite unlike 

any other time in the history of this nation, researchers have conceded to the growing 

challenges of teaching today's college students who often bring with them second-

language issues and inadequate public school learning experiences. Nonetheless, we in 



66 

higher education are (once again) taking a new look at the challenges of teaching 

underprepared students, in effort to determine which institutions are more likely to fit the 

learning needs of this challenging student population. Fundamentally, we are responding 

as we have done in the past by suggesting that underprepared (read: undeserving) college 

students (also known as students with learning differences) do not belong in the nation's 

colleges and universities; after all, colleges and universities should not be expected to 

fund/provide the education that secondary schools fail to provide, or so many politicians 

and educators claim (see "College Remediation" for further details.) In an ideal world, 

higher education would not be expected to accept underprepared students. Better yet, in 

an ideal world, there would be no academically at-risk learners; all would learn the same 

way, over the same length of time, with equal success. Until we create that ideal world 

we who choose to teach at the college-level are destined to be challenged by the learning 

differences of our students. 

Such differences have broad, complex, and often unknown origins linked to 

genes, personal histories, educational backgrounds, family systems, social and 

institutional systems, cultural practices, gender and class perspectives, and more. There 

has always been a widespread belief that learners, regardless their differences, should be 

expected to learn the same way, especially at the college-level. When standardized scores 

proclaim that learning isn't happening across a broad spectrum of students, it is not 

unheard of to scapegoat the students themselves rather than our assumptions about 

learning. Some say that we have only to look at the public school system, the primary 

feeder for colleges and universities, to realize that failure to learn at the college-level 
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cannot be blamed solely on students who don't apply themselves, don't study enough, 

don't know how to study, don't care enough to study, or don't belong in college in the 

first place. In fact, public schools have been more than challenged by the complex needs 

of an increasingly diverse citizenry that doesn't always do what's best for its younger 

generations. 

Public Schools: Education for Some But Not All 

Whenever the public school system falls under the microscope for failing to teach 

our children to read, we find politicians and educators alike arguing and assigning blame, 

rather than collaborating to construct an educational system whereby all students are 

expected to learn. Increased immigration during the 20^'' century from non-English 

speaking countries has placed a seemingly impossible challenge on our public schools: 

K-12 classrooms are increasingly filled with students for whom English was a second-

language. Increased numbers of children with single parents and families who are 

collapsing under the stresses that accompany poverty are adding additional challenges to 

crowded classrooms. The mainstreaming of students with disabilities increases the 

demands placed on the public school teacher who may or may not be trained to teach to 

the diverse needs of her students. Standardized test scores across the nation repeatedly 

show numbers of children moving from grade to grade without learning the requisite 

grade-level skills. There is no single reason that students are passed ready or not, but 

clearly there is pressure from dwindling school budgets, parents, and other institutions 

outside the public school system to keep students moving as smoothly as possible 

through the K-12 system. Those in charge of public education, administrators and 
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politicians included, continually point fingers at teachers, rather than examine an 

educational system that may need to be overhauled in light of today's diverse student 

population that doesn't always receive needed guidance from responsible family 

members. (See the "High Schools of the Millennium Report" by the American Youth 

Policy Forum for details on remaking high schools for today's new students.) Simple 

solutions, such as requiring standardized testing and threatening to fire personnel who 

don't produce passing scores, are proposed to correct the problem, whereas they seem to 

make the situation worse. 

Clearly, we do not know how to make learning successful for increasingly diverse 

students who pass through our public schools, anymore than we profess to know how to 

increase learning for nontraditional students at the college-level. Societal and political 

demands to graduate high school students regardless of their knowledge and skill levels 

encourages grade inflation in public schools, which in turn increases the number of 

underprepared graduates applying for and receiving acceptance at the nation's four-year 

colleges and universities. Local newspapers seem to have the last word on the increase in 

numbers of underprepared students applying for college; every time there is news about 

new lows in standardized scores in reading, writing, and math, the press heralds the 

results, seemingly placing the blame solely on the schools that produce the scores. 

However, when this same student population fails to succeed in college, the students 

themselves are made to carry the blame and the shame. After all, if they were smarter or 

better educated, they wouldn't fail, right? Rarely do we hear colleges or universities give 

notice to a local community that they are failing underprepared students. Yet the 
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"Measuring Up 2002" report states that "only in a few states do large proportions of 

students take rigorous courses, demonstrate high levels of achievement, and graduate 

from high school" (Hansen 1). Of course, figuring out who the responsible parties are in 

public school systems can be difficult when we consider the impact of non-English 

speaking students in crowded English-only classrooms. When these students come to 

college and don't make it, academically speaking, institutions tend to get nervous about 

dropping retention rates. If academic reputations take precedent over learning, the 

students who can't cut it either drop out or are redirected to institutions that are a better 

fit. Regardless who is at fault, we have high school graduates with above-average grade 

points (higher than a "C"), grade points high enough to gain entrance to most state 

colleges and universities, who enter college believing that they are prepared to take 

college-level studies; again, this isn't always the case. Unfortunately, I have had former 

AP students tell me that there must be something wrong with the composition's 

assessment process because they ended up in basic writing classes rather than the college-

level courses they expected. After I read some of these students first writing samples, I 

am bereft of words for their writing does indeed warrant a basic writing class. Little did 

these students know when they applied for admissions that they would fit the 

characteristics of those unprepared for college-level composition. It shouldn't surprise us 

that some of the higher grade-point averages of today's graduating high school students 

are the results of grade inflation. In 1997 it was reported that 31.6 percent of high school 

grades are "A" grades; this represents close to triple the percentage of "A" grades 

awarded in 1969 (Hansen 1). If colleges and universities accept students where they are 
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yet fail to provide the kinds of instructional supports that can make learning possible for 

those who are struggling to succeed, the results are going to make all of us in higher 

education the villains. The regrettable pattern of graduating high school students 

underprepared for college studies is not a new phenomenon, thought some would argue 

that recent years show a new low in student preparedness. Regardless how students ended 

up as negative statistics, educators continue to refer to the population of underprepared, 

at-risk, or high-risk college freshmen as a new phenomenon (since the 1970s onward). 

The percentage of college freshmen determined to be underprepared for college studies 

may have enjoyed an increase and visibility unlike other periods in the nation's history, 

but their presence does not represent a new trend. 

Underprepared Students? Enough! 

Any discussion of underprepared college freshmen is going to inflame interested 

parties as there is little agreement about how today's high school graduates ended up less-

than-prepared for college-level studies. As this chapter demonstrates, evidence tends to 

assign blame to high schools. Ask an inner city high school instructor who teaches five 

classes of forty-plus students and s/he is likely to point to absentee parents, drugged 

students, stressed school budgets, second-language challenges and more. One thing is 

clear: colleges and universities are not prepared for the increased numbers of 

underprepared students. During the latest "discover}'" of underprepared students (whose 

numbers are known to flourish as the nation's population increases and the public schools 

lose credibility), four-year and two-year colleges and universities have said on occasion, 

"enough," meaning, no more underprepared freshmen. Administrators have said 
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"enough," as college and imiversity attrition rates go up and institutions lose academic 

credibility due to the learning failures of underprepared students. College instructors 

have said "enough" as they watch underprepared students fail to learn in their classes. In 

fact, studies show that instructors have said worse. Pitts, White, Jr., and Harrison report 

that instructors believe that today's college students "have been passed all along"; "don't 

have that sense of wanting to learn"; "are very passive": and "want easy ways to get by" 

(1). Still, increasingly challenged students are seeking admissions to four-year colleges 

and universities in higher numbers. To handle the underpreparedness of today's college 

students, over 80 percent of public four-year colleges offer remedial programs. Recent 

statistics the California State University, for example, show that 59 percent of 36,655 first 

time freshmen were unable to meet one or both of the University's requirements for math 

and English proficiencies during the 2001-2002 school year (Carter 1). At the same time, 

freshmen are increasingly overestimating their own abilities (Hansen 1). Accordingly, 

when assessed into basic/remedial courses, some students display shock. Noted 

educator/research Alexander Astin, who has surveyed the characteristics of freshmen 

college students for over a decade, has said on a number of occasions, "that the 

underprepared student is a kind of pariah in American higher education" (11). While 

Astin may be relying, in part, on his rhetorical skills to lament the status of less-prepared 

college students, his comment reflects the attitudes of some administrations and 

professors who cling to the traditional and elitist standard of higher education. In their 

defense, higher education experts legitimize the argument that the practice of admitting 

underprepared students tends to lower academic standards and damage the academic 
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reputation of the institution. Understandably, no one wants their institution devalued for 

any reason. 

Again, the increased presence of underprepared college freshmen can be 

attributed in part to a nation-wide pattern of high school grade inflation, to political 

agendas, but also the exponential growth in the degree-seeking population. Still, there are 

other factors at work behind the growing numbers of underprepared college students. For 

example, part of that increase can be attributed to an increase in the numbers of returning 

students who are coming to college to upgrade their careers or find another career. 

Returning students are likely to have found their first encounter with higher education an 

unsuccessful one, academically speaking. If not, it is likely that returning students bring 

rusty academic skills and will need refresher courses. Consequently, returning students 

often need remedial or basic instruction in at least one discipline in order to continue on 

with their college-level studies. There is also a language/culture factor that must be 

considered when attempting to account for the increased presence of underprepared 

college freshmen at four-year colleges and universities. Our expanding population 

includes increased numbers of students with diverse cultural and language backgrounds. 

Such differences increasingly account for the presence of at-risk students in college 

courses that require reading and writing in English. Although many of these 

nontraditional college students may have moved beyond the need for second-language 

instruction, these students are likely to struggle in any class that requires considerable 

reading and writing. Required proficiency in Standard English and knowledge of 

discourse conventions puts many nontraditional college freshmen at risk of failing. 
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All That said, studies suggest that the percentage of underprepared students 

enrolled in colleges and universities has not experienced the dramatic increase that is 

claimed anecdotally. The Institute for Higher Education Policy, for instance, found that 

during the years between 1989 and 1995, "college and university enrollment grew by half 

a million students" (about 6 percent overall), yet "there was little change in the 

percentage of students enrolling in remedial courses" (Institute for Higher Education 

Policy vii). What these numbers suggest is that the percentage of underprepared remains 

stable; however, the increased numbers of college students as a whole raises the actual 

numbers of underprepared students. The number of first-time freshmen enrolled in 

remediation courses in fall 1989 was 30 percent; the number dropped to 29 percent in fall 

1995 (vii). It is possible that some four year institutions are not reporting accurate 

numbers of underprepared college students enrolled on their campuses due to the stigma 

associated with less-prepared students. Convincing colleges and universities that 

remediation is a "core function" of higher education, as the Institute for Higher Education 

Policy claims, has become a centuries old problem. 

To some degree the continued presence of underprepared college students, 

especially freshmen, reflects a nationwide belief that the (four-year) college degree has 

replaced the high school degree as a requirement for employment in this information-

sawy age. This belief is backed up by a 1990 public opinion polls that showed the 

majority of respondents viewed the high school degree as inadequate (Edgerton 1). 

Fortunately for the nontraditional students who want the opportunity to earn a college 

degree, four-year colleges and universities of late must boost their tuition dollars to make 
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up for decreased federal and state financial support. As one study puts it, "higher 

education digs deeply into the pool of high school graduates with a sieve (ETS). The 

lower that institutions dig for tuition dollars, the lower the persistence rates of the 

students. One study shows only 67 percent of freshmen staying the course (1995) during 

the first year in public four-year colleges (Educational Testing Services 1). If colleges 

and universities are losing on average about 33 percent of its freshmen every year, it only 

stands to reason that the numbers of freshmen accepted is going to have to increase if 

adequate numbers of freshmen advance to sophomore standing. At my university, for 

example, 4026 freshmen enrolled in 1992. By 2001 the number of enrolled freshmen was 

5949. That's an increase of close to 2000 students over a nine year period. With a 

retention rate of about 76 percent, my institution lost approximately 450 students by the 

end of the first year of college in the year 2001. We can't say that all of the students left 

the college due to poor academic records, but arguably many of the 450 students left due 

to poor grades. Unfortunately, it seems that colleges that enthusiastically accept the 

tuition dollars of underprepared students may be reluctant or unable to provide effective 

academic support to ensure that their struggling students remain in college. In the past 

few years, my own university built a new freshmen center that includes classrooms for 

first-year courses. Certainly this was a smart move by the university to show evidence to 

students and their parents that student support is important. As this dissertation argues, 

additional classroom instructional support for all freshmen could be an additional factor 

in the increased retention of freshmen in the near-future. 
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Not surprisingly, there are fewer student-centered ways to increase retention. 

About three years ago, the president of my university made the argument that our 

underprepared students should be redirected to the local community college. This attitude 

will soon be standard policy as the university prepares to increase admission policies in 

order to bring a higher level of student excellent to the University. This action is likely to 

be perceived with some controversy in the local community which includes diversely 

populated school districts with high public school dropout rates and low standardized 

scores. Interestingly, the president's comments were initially made public during the time 

that CUNY as well as other colleges and universities across the nation were either 

making similar claims or taking specific action to address the growing population of 

underprepared college freshmen. As we shall see later in this chapter, CUNY did not 

seem concerned that it would have a problem attracting higher- caliber students. Still, 

there is always the concern that raising the bar could have a spin- off effect in lowering 

tuition dollars. 

The Need for Educated Citizens 

Among the challenges we face as a nation, suggests McCabe, at least three are 

interrelated and require the productive output of all citizens. First there is the challenge of 

"remaining competitive in the global economy" (4). Disenfranchised citizens can 

negatively impact our nation's position by lacking requisite knowledge, technical skills, 

and problem-solving skills that colleges and universities can provide. It seems reasonable 

to me that a democracy would expect all colleges and universities to support the nation 

by assuming some of the responsibility for educating underprepared students. A second. 
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though related, challenge we face is our goal to retain a power-hold on the world. 

Obviously, a democratic nation cannot remain powerful if more and more of its citizens 

are forced to join the ranks of the disenfranchised (McCabe 4). Revolutions have been 

fought and lost because leaders lacked the ability to lead the masses toward progressively 

higher standards of living. Third, our nation's businesses and technical/digital industries 

are crying out for a "workforce possessing 21^^-century skills" (4). Vocational institutions 

are the answer for some but not all who seek to become productive members of an 

always-evolving workforce. Accordingly, we as a nation can choose to pay now, by 

opening wide the doors to higher education (and provide appropriate education in the 

process), or pay consequences further on down the line. Historically, we have a 

preponderance of shortsightedness that impairs our ability to look beyond traditions and 

ideals to the often-harsh realities of everyday life of the masses—an interesting dilemma, 

since many, if not most, of us who teach at postsecondary schools hail from the masses, 

not the elite. Indeed, our shortsightedness in higher education is foolhardy and continues 

to put us all at risk. 

Nonetheless, our nation continues to produce educators, politicians, and 

prominent citizens who believe that higher education should be reserved for the elite who 

are being groomed for the next generation of leaders. The numbers of individuals who 

support an elite system of higher education may be few, but in certain circles their 

influence remains powerful. Certainly, the voices of traditionalists are heard from one 

side of the country to the other every time we become complacent about who gets 

educated and how. Put another way, when advocates errantly believe that at-risk college 
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students have paved a permanent road to higher education, complacency sets in, thereby 

giving the "enemy" space to move in and recapture gained ground. History teaches us that 

this higher-education debate will never be a settled issue. Rather, advocates for the 

masses will be challenged repeatedly to fight for the same grounds. Nonetheless, there 

are local and national consequences that result from choosing to/not to provide education 

for diverse students at four-year colleges and universities. In the next section of this 

chapter I take a look backward at our historical approach to who gets educated and how. 

Perhaps in doing so, the reader will be convinced that the quandary of what to do with 

underprepared students is unlikely going to go away by simply closing higher education 

doors (once again). 

Who Gets Educated and How: The Big Picture Up Close 

Martha Casazza, president of the National Center for Developmental Education 

(NADE), speaks for those who believe "It IS a matter of democracy" (Casazza 1). This 

nation, argues Casazza in her paper presented at the Harvard Symposium 2000 on 

Developmental Education, has a reputation for providing higher-education access for all 

who desire to improve their lives and minds through education. Harvard's interests in 

educating underprepared college students suggest that even the more elite institutions are 

challenged on some level by its own version of underprepared freshmen. I say "suggest" 

because some of our elite institutions keep invisible any presence of underprepared 

students. While it is an accepted "fact" every institution has its own version of the 

population we call underprepared, two- and four-year institutions with broader, even 

open, admissions policies bear the greater responsibility for educating "truly" 
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academically underprepared freshmen—those students who wouldn't pass basic 

assessment tests in writing and math at almost any institution. 

Educators who seem to be afflicted with selected memory loss argue that the 

challenge of underprepared freshmen is a recent phenomena, a product born of the 

turbulence of the 1960s and 1970s. In fact, this nation has been educating (or attempting 

to educate) underprepared freshmen for more than a century, though it hasn't been carried 

out in an atmosphere of harmony and accord. Rather, the education of academically at-

risk freshmen has always created tension between "the traditionalists and reformists" 

(Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). Casazza explains 

the differences between the groups: "The traditionalists come from within the educational 

system and argue that student enrollment must be selective in order to maintain high 

academic standards" ("Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). As the 

label suggests, traditionalists want things to return to some ideal past before the common 

masses demanded equitable rights to a college education. Accordingly, the traditionalists 

argue in favor of selective admissions and high academic standards. 

In contrast, the reformists generally "come from outside the system of higher 

education" (Casazza 1). Reformists are any individual or groups of individuals who 

support increased access to higher education. They argue that a democracy, by definition, 

confers on all its constituents the right to (higher) education (1). Moreover, reformists 

contend that educational opportunities "must be relevant and must prepare individuals for 

their role in society" (1). The federal government shows its support of refonnist policies 

through "funding policies or legislation" (1). Recall that our many open admissions four-
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year state colleges and universities had their beginnings in the land-grant legislation of 

the 1800s. Casazza claims that the tension between the traditionalists and reformists 

regarding who gets educated and how has brought about gradual changes in education 

(1). As explained below, the past bears out Casazza's argument. 

One approach to examining the history of higher education in the US is to ask my 

original question, "who gets educated and how? " The advantage of such an inquiry 

disallows the traditionalist tendency to ignore the "how" in the case of underprepared 

students. It is one thing to suggest that higher education opened its doors to the 

underprepared and "they couldn't hack it." It is far more useful to examine whether or not 

underprepared students have been educated appropriately, that is, in a manner that has 

some assurance of success. During the early history of this country, for example, higher 

education was characterized by a "classical tradition" that was designed for the elite—the 

clergy-in-training and the upper echelons of society (meaning white males) who would 

lead the country and in the process maintain our European culture and heritage 

("Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). We can see evidence of an 

elitist attitude toward postsecondary education in a speech delivered to a 17'^-century 

graduating class at Harvard. Having spoken his appreciation that the college had its 

origins in Puritan sensibility, the speaker adds: Had it been otherwise "the ruling class 

would have been subjected to mechanics, cobblers, and tailors, the gentry would have 

been overwhelmed by lewd fellows of the baser sort, the sewage of Rome, the dregs of an 

illiterate plebs which judgeth much from emotion, little from truth" (Brubacher and Rudy 

10). Though we consistently deny that this country was founded upon a classed society, 
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the history of higher education demonstrates that individuals were to be educated to keep 

their place in society—a traditionalist program, indeed. Nonetheless, the struggle to keep 

higher education on its traditional path has been challenged any number of times since 

our 17'^-century beginnings. 

For example, we know that as far back as the 1600s, ten percent of Harvard 

students came from the working class—the sons of artisans, seamen, and servants 

(Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). Additional spaces 

in the university were offered to poorer students whose tuition fees were often paid by 

working outside of class time or by assessing wealthy students (Brubacher and Rudy 10). 

An attempt was made to educate some of the local American Indian population, but was 

withdrawn for a number of reasons including the widespread belief that Indians should 

not be allowed to take their place in society beside their white superiors (Cremin 222). 

While Harvard put forth some effort to educate minority populations, the less-prepared 

students were expected to learn the same curricula without necessary support (my 

emphasis) (Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). 

Traditionalists might boast of this generous offer of higher education for all; reformers 

would quickly point out that the less-prepared students were educated to fail from day 

one due to lack of an appropriate education. 

Brubacher and Rudy note another attempt to provide educational opportunities for 

diverse students occurred mid 19^ century when Brown University developed an 

extension program that was supposed to make Brown the "center of intelligence for all 

classes" (107). Then-president Francis Weyland eliminated the program when evidence 
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of student deterioration was found (Brubacher and Rudy 107). The university feared that 

the extension program, which did not lead to any degree, lowered the value of a Brown 

bachelor's degree (107). The development of land-grant colleges and universities in the 

19*^ century proved to be a more successful attempt to include students who traditionally 

had little representation in higher education in the US And college composition 

instructors surely know about the official beginning of our discipline when Harvard 

University found their freshmen unprepared for college reading and writing courses. 

Overall, each new class of freshmen has likely challenged many an institution, 

educationally and economically, due to growing numbers of underprepared students. 

Still, we might be surprised with the number of students who gained admissions to 

colleges and universities since the 1700s. 

As we saw earlier in this chapter, a qualified college or university was most often 

a white male from the privileged class, one who was well schooled in Greek and Latin. A 

good moral character was a desirable, though not required, characteristic of college 

students. By 1745 freshmen had to pass a math test before entering some colleges, 

including Yale (Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" (1). 

With merely 465 graduates in the 17^ century, quality students were hard to come by. In 

1710, Harvard boasted 123 quality students while Yale claimed only 36. Even then, 

colleges and universities bemoaned the "minimal training" of freshmen (1). The president 

of Vassar College claimed, "the range of student achievement extends to a point lower 

than any scale could measure" (1). When ideals clash with reality, the results are usually 

tough for some to swallow. Thus, considerable objection arose when new institutions 
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such as Amherst and Williams opened to educate students who couldn't afford the Ivy 

League colleges. As might be expected, traditionalists didn't think much of the students 

who got into colleges such as Williams; they were "rough, brown featured, schoolmaster 

looking, half-bumpkin, half-scholar, in black, ill-cut broadcloth ..." (Brubacher and 

Rudy 40). The student describes hardly fits the caricature of the traditional elitist student 

who could atTord Harvard or Yale. While institutions such as Williams were established 

to educate "commoners," no special accommodations were made for less-prepared 

college students. All were expected to progress through a relatively standardized 

curricula at a pace that matched more privileged institutions. It's not hard to predict which 

students were likely to stay the course to graduation. Perhaps this policy explains why 

there were so few graduates attending commencement exercises. 

Not everyone accepted this approach to higher education in the US, for reasons 

that are not as fair-minded as a first glance suggests. In 1825 a Harvard professor 

published a pamphlet that criticized the unsoundness of requiring all students, regardless 

of college preparation, to learn the same materials at the same pace. Was this a plea for 

underprepared students who couldn't keep up with their more advanced peers? Hardly: 

The esteemed professor was writing in defense of the more-prepared students who were 

unjustly held back due to the slower pace of their inferior peers. The pamphlet written by 

the observant professor reads in part: 

The attempt to force together sixty or eighty young men, many of whom have 

nothing ... in common... and to compel them to advance ... (at the same pace) 

... giving to the most industrious and intelligent no more and no other lessons, 
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than to the most dull and idle is a thing that is unknown to the practical 

arrangements for education in other countries. (Butts and Cremin 226) 

Note the commonly voiced references to the long-held elitist traditions of European 

higher education, which have always informed this nation's thinking on who gets 

educated and how. Fortunately, not all of the earlier 19^-centur>' educators had their 

attentions focused upon 'the most industrious and intelligent.' Ezra Cornell, for example, 

turned on its end the Harvard professor's argument that "unqualified" students needed 

assistance to keep up with their qualified peers. 

During the 1830s Ezra Cornell, founder of Cornell University, became interested 

in the large numbers of university applicants who failed to pass the entrance exam 

(Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). When Cornell 

asked faculty members if something couldn't be done to teach the underprepared students 

what they didn't know, one of the professors quipped back that the university faculty did 

not teach the alphabet; nor did they teach spelling. After all, these were skills that were 

supposed to have been learned in primary school, not college (1). If we consider that 

Cornell University had an official policy of admitting only qualified students, it is not 

hard to figure out why the university professors were aghast at ComeH's suggestion that 

they find a way to qualify numbers of students who did not pass the entrance exam on 

first try. Records show that Cornell eventually established a committee that looked into 

the "Doubtful Cases" of students who were not quality students ("Evolution of Learning 

Assistance in Higher Education" 1). 
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In the meantime, while Cornell battled their version of the 'who gets educated and 

how' debate, Yale was examining its own institutional challenges, the results of which 

were published in "The Yale Report, 1828." As part of that institutional study, the faculty 

responded to the rapid changes taking place at Yale. The beginning of the report 

acknowledges that Yale as an institution was still heavily engaged in observing (and 

presumably borrowing) ideas from European institutions (1). New courses of study had 

been added to Yale, especially in the sciences, and qualifications for admission had been 

raised. Although the faculty was behind such institutional change, they questioned the 

gradual pace. At one point the faculty report deliberates on the challenging goals of a 

thorough education, which must exercise "all the important faculties," through 

foundational courses in mathematics, the physical sciences, and English (1). Not 

surprisingly, "The Yale Report, 1828" hails the lecture mode of instruction, which over 

time has been shown to favor the learning modes of'traditional' college students: 

The great advantage of lectures is, that while they call forth the highest efforts of 

the lecturer, and accelerate his advance to professional eminence; they give that 

light and spirit to the subject, which awakens the interest and ardor of the student. 

(1) 

Is it any wonder that the lecture mode of instruction has lasted through the centuries? The 

report eulogizes the lecture for propelling the lecturer to "professional eminence" and the 

subject to the realm of the divine (1). Ironically, the student seems to be the lesser player 

in this trinity of teaching and learning. While student "interest and ardor" may be 

awakened, it seems highly unlikely that the student leaves the scene of the lecture 
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changed. The faculty report makes it clear that as of 1828 the goal of higher education is 

produce a knowledgeable gentleman of elevated "dignity of character," thereby enabled 

"to diffuse the light of science among all classes of the community" ("The Yale Report, 

1828" 1). At the same time, the report acknowledges that anyone seeking training in the 

sciences, or in the "minute details of mercantile, mechanical, or agricultural concerns," 

ought to look outside the college for appropriate training (1). 

That said,,, the faculty report does consider the financial benefits of increasing 

college access to "different descriptions of persons" for the purposes of increasing faculty 

income, but only if the college can do so without descending to "an inferior standards of 

attainment" (1). Certainly, Yale faculty supported the training of "[mjerchants, 

manufacturers, and farmers," but such training could best be done elsewhere. In other 

words, the Yale philosophy supported education for the more deserving of the masses, as 

long as the masses sought their education in someone else's back yard. In retrospect, it 

appears that we have progressed very little in our notions of "who gets educated and 

how"—and perhaps, "where." 

As indicated earlier, the policy of educating the elite may have been standard 

practice at prestigious institutions such as Yale and Harvard, yet there was always 

opposition against such practices. One such voice of disapproval belonged to the mid-

nineteenth Massachusetts legislature, which viewed higher education as a site for 

practical learning (Casazza, "Evolution of Learning Assistance in Higher Education" 1). 

Some may recall that around this same time period, Ralph Waldo Emerson spoke up 

strongly in favor of education adapting to the individual, rather than vice versa. It was 
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1837, and change was astir at all colleges and universities. Colleges such as the College 

of Philadelphia were adding coursework in "mechanic arts as well as the learned 

professions" (Brubacher & Rudy 105). And Harvard was moved to develop an elective 

system to "better meet the needs of individual students" (1). 

Eventually, colleges and universities in this country formed "preparatory' 

departments" to bring underprepared students up to par (Cassava, "Evolution of Learning 

Assistance in Higher Education" 1). One such preparatory program was established at the 

University of Wisconsin in 1849. Its purpose was to "bridge the gap"—an enduring term 

that yet survives in the business of educating underprepared freshmen. The program 

endured considerable criticism from its faculty until 1880 when the program was 

eliminated (1). In spite of the University of Wisconsin's dissatisfaction with its bridge 

program, similar bridge programs thrive at colleges and universities across the country. 

This fact should suggest to unbelievers that underprepared students have always been 

with us, and are likely here to stay. We only think that the wild years of the 1960s and 

1970s produced this generational "aberration." 

While similar attempts to help underprepared students gain access to higher 

education are ongoing around the world, characteristically, European systems of higher 

education favored the talented and gifted who could pass the stiff entrance exams. The 

US borrowed Europe's design of higher education and established a similar system in a 

democracy that on parchment paper boasts a classless society. Most of us know that our 

nation's founding fathers always meant freedom and justice (and opportunity) for some, 

but not all. This policy has held true in higher education since its inception. Institutions of 
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higher education that didn't have preparatory programs sometimes offered "precollege 

courses and/or tutoring" for less-prepared students (Casazza "Evolution of Learning 

Assistance in Higher Education" 1). Additionally, less-prepared students were required to 

seek extra help by taking additional coursework and/or studying with a tutor (1). 

About this time (mid-nineteenth century), the federal government stepped onto 

the higher-education scene in a big way through the Morrill Land-Grant Acts, "equal 

opportunity legislation, and the G.I. Bill" (1). College Land-grant Act was authored by 

Justin S. Morrill of Vermont, who saw the grant as an opportunity to set aside valuable 

land for educational purposes that would benefit the whole nation, especially through 

improved knowledge in agriculture (Nevins 4). Jonathan B. Turner, a graduate of Yale 

and a humanities professor at Illinois College, joined Morrill's battle for the Land-grant 

Act. Turner had been advocating for "a more practical system of higher education," and 

saw Morrill's plan as a way to finance "industrial universities" in every state (Nevins 6). 

Horace Greeley, an advocate for "popular enlightenment and progress," lent his support 

to Turner and Morrill. Greeley foresaw the grant as a way to create "a system of people's 

colleges" (6). Traditionalists who supported a classics curriculum fought against the 

grant, but even in Europe the classics discipline was giving up ground in favor of a more 

democratic system of education (8). A win against a narrow classical discipline was 

crucial if America's masses were to gain access to a college degree. Even more so if the 

least-prepared students in the nation were going to have any chance of earning a four-

year degree. In their favor was the ongoing industrialization of the Western nations, 

including Germany, France, Britain, and the US In the midst of industrial modernization 
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on the Continent and in the US, the narrow classical agenda in higher education was out 

of sync. 

In 1867 James A. Garfield, Congressional member and Williams graduate, 

examined twenty US colleges and found their graduation requirements similar to 

Harvard's, which required that a student devote four-sevenths of his studies to Greece and 

Rome (Nevins 11). Worse, claimed Garfield, none of the colleges offered studies in 

physical geography, anatomy, physiology, US history, or English literature (Nevins 11). 

Charles W. Eliot, then president of Harvard, was on the scene to change all this. When he 

discovered that medical students were awarded degrees following a five-minute oral 

examination, Eliot inquired with the medical faculty about requiring a written exam. The 

answer would shock Eliot: '"Written examinations," argue the faculty, '"are impossible in 

the Medical School. A majority of the students cannot write well enough'" (Nevins 11). 

The demands for a broader-based curriculum went beyond the attack on classics and 

interests in the liberal arts. There was an urgent sense that higher education had to 

become more practical. Brown University President Francis Wayland observed in 1850 

that 

[l]ands were to be surveyed, roads to be constructed, ships to be build and 

navigated, soils of every kind, and under every variety of climate, were to be 

cultivated, manufactures were to be established which must soon come into 

competition with those of more advanced nations; and in a word, all the means 

which science has provided to aid the progress of civilization must be employed. 

(Nevins 16) 
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In other words, the push was on for a new relevancy in education that would "lift the 

farmer and the mechanic out of their old limitations" (Nevins 16). Recalling the words of 

Rousseau, that "'[e]ducation comes to us from nature, from men. and from things,"' it 

became evident to numbers of 19^-century educators that the oldest institutions in Europe 

had propagated a theory of education that clung to the eminence of men, while forgetting 

about nature and things (16). 

In bringing the Western concept of the university to the US, the founders of 

higher education in this country carried on the tradition of reveling in the words of 

eminent scholars. Dissatisfied with the results from a purely philosophical education, the 

reformers of higher education set about to "put nature and things" back into education 

(Nevins 17). Harvard seemed to the lead on reform, while Yale and Princeton shortly 

followed (17). The need for more agricultural and mechanical institutions would be 

answered through the Land-Grant Act. New institutions of higher education were to 

become regionally rather than federally operated. While this push for more colleges 

seemed to mean that the masses could join their elite peers in the college classroom, in 

fact, "the vision was for families with bright children" (Nevins 24). This fact didn't hinder 

a growing belief that higher education in the US would make possible an open society, 

with 

"every person free to think, speak, write, and learn without restraint; free to rise to 

the height of his or her capacities, defying efforts at social stratification; free to 

shift from poverty to wealth, from ignorance to learning, and from subordination 

to command—a society, in short, free in every sense of the word. (Nevins 26) 
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When the Morrill Land-grant Act of 1862 passed, it provided $7,500,000 "for founding 

or invigorating land-grant universities and state universities" across the nation (Nevins 

28). The grant was defeated more than once, passed by a president's signing more than 

once, but eventually passed because it supported a democratic form of higher education 

for the masses, or at least the brighter of the masses. 

The Morrill Land-grant Act was praised for its intent to bring higher education to 

more than the nation's elite. Yet five years before the passage of the Act, in 1857, the 

Michigan Agricultural College (now Michigan State University), opened its doors as an 

educational experiment designed "to correct... flagrant inequality," or so proclaimed 

President Joseph R. Williams at the opening ceremonies (Nevins 8). Until that time, only 

the "favored few" had been allowed into higher education. Williams wanted to see the 

other "seven-eights of a race, on whose toil all subsist" pronounced worthy of mental 

cultivation (8). In 1962, the "Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education" 

convened in Washington DC (cosponsored by the American Federation of Labor, 

Congress of Industrial Organizations, and the Association of State Universities and Land-

Grant Colleges), to commemorate the one hundredth anniversary of the Morrill Land-

grant Act (5). Ironically, AFL-CIO President George Meany called the conference to 

address the ongoing crisis in higher education. Said Meany, "The need for higher 

education has never been more urgent than it is today. Yet far too often rising costs and 

poor secondary school preparation constitute barriers to the children of low income and 

minority group families" (Nevins 5). 
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The 1962 Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education 

The goal of the higher-education conference of 1962 was to look at current 

barriers to higher education and ways to remove the barriers "so as to guarantee equal 

opportunity to all children" ("Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education" 

5). Recall that over one hundred years earlier Turner had defended the Morrill Land-grant 

Act for its intent to give the industrial classes "the same opportunities for higher 

education as the professional classes enjoy" (8). In other words, over one hundred years 

after the Act was passed, there was again a need to "plea for equality of opportunity" 

("Conference On Equal Opportunity for Higher Education" 8). In fact, the conference of 

1962 met to consider how the land-grant philosophy was threatened by those who said 

the nation was too poor "to continue to give generous support to worthy young men and 

women seeking an opportunity to acquire higher education" ("Conference on Equal 

Opportunity for Higher Education" 11). By and large, critics of funded higher education 

in the 1800s and the 1900s believed that parents and students ought to be responsible for 

the costs of higher education. Critics maintained their attack on funded higher education, 

in the face of evidence that "persons become more valuable by education, more useful to 

themselves and to the community" (11). Economic studies showed that in the 19* and 

20* centuries, increases in the Gross National Product were largely due to increase in 

worker production, in turn brought about by higher levels of education in the workforce 

(11). Now, one hundred years later, threats to all that the Land-grant Institutions stood for 

were at risk. Thus my question, who gets educated and how? 
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On the one hand, the land-grant colleges and universities "are obligated by 

philosophy and tradition" to open their doors to anyone who can benefit from higher 

education ("Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education" 12). Yet, in times of 

economic challenges, all institutions of higher education have to juggle their budgets and 

admissions in order to make sure they are attracting "the best possible students" to their 

campuses (12). In fact, the quality of the student entering higher education around the 

early 1960s was "something to boast about" (12). At the same time, in having to restrict 

admissions and the students according to brainpower, the original mission of the land-

grant institutions was being thwarted. Who was being left out of higher education at the 

time the conference met in the early 1960s? Students excluded due to racial 

considerations, "community environment, family attitude, and economic 

circumstances"—the same students who found themselves outside the hallowed halls of 

higher education since its inception (12). 

While the attendees at the 1962 Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher 

Education were primarily concerned about higher education's choice to restrict 

admissions to those students who had the financial support of their parents, the attendees 

were nonetheless confronted with the same question that prompted the passage of the 

Morrill Land-grant Act one hundred years earlier: who gets educated and how? Clearly, 

the students who were supposed to benefit from the Act were not. Recalling the earlier 

discussion on the purpose of the Land-grant Act—to educate all of the nation's "bright 

children"—if the masses were denied entrance to state colleges and universities, we can 

be certain that underprepared students didn't stand a chance of earning a college degree. 
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While we might be inclined to let things fall as they may, we probably ought to consider 

how many of the nation's underprepared students are educated via the public school 

system, all the while reminding ourselves that what was true almost a half of a century 

ago, holds true today. 

During the 1962 conference on higher education, educators condemned the 

appalling conditions in the city of Chicago (representative of all large cities), where one-

third of its 400,000 school children attended less-than-adequate public schools 

("Conference on Equal Opportunity for Higher Education" 21). Buildings were ill 

equipped to house children and youth safely. Up to fifty-two children were placed in one 

classroom. Due to a critical shortage of teachers, children were attending school only half 

day. Segregation remained a problem. As we might expect, there was 25 percent less 

funds to spend on schooling in these troubled areas. The majority of the children came 

from minority ("Negro" in Chicago) families (21). It was not expected that the children 

and youth in these neighborhoods would go to college. Rather, there was little likelihood 

these children would graduate from high school. In the end, it probably didn't matter that 

these families were too poor to send their "bright" children to college. In fact, their bright 

children were more than likely to be underprepared for college studies even if the state 

college or university offered to waive tuition. Now who gets educated and how? 

During the 1950s and early 1960s, there were a number of factors that helped 

determine who went to college. These were the years when "Sputnik-era competition 

drove up four-year college admissions standards" (Ci/y University of New York 1). The 

responsibility for educating underprepared freshmen shifted to the two-year college 
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system. The typical four-year college student was male (males had a 50 percent better 

chance), with considerable aptitude and a high class ranking ("Conference on Equal 

Opportunity for Higher Education" 29). In all likelihood, his parents were professionals 

or executives (by a whopping 64 percent margin) with high incomes. In contrast, the 

"Culturally and Economically Deprived—children whose parents didn't go to college, 

who attend relatively poor schools," (minority populations) rarely made it to college (29). 

On the one hand, the numbers of less-prepared and less-distinguished had multiplied 

following the end of the civil war in the 19*^ century, and World War I and II in the 20"' 

century, primarily due to the GI Bill. Nonetheless, by mid 19"" century, the high costs of 

higher education, coupled with highly competitive entrance requirements, made the 

dream of a college degree out of reach for most graduating seniors, especially those who 

came from underrepresented populations—working-class males, females, minorities, 

older students, and students with learning challenges (underprepared students). 

In November of the year 1965, Public Law 89-329, 79 STAT 1219, better known 

as the Higher Education Act of 1965, passed. Its purpose was to strengthen the 

educational resources of our colleges and universities and to provide financial assistance 

to students in postsecondary and higher education (Higher Education Association 1). The 

Higher Education Act "expanded access for educationally and economically 

disadvantaged students" {City University of New York 10). During the 1960s, education 

experts believed that socioeconomic factors were the main impediment to academic 

achievement. As access to four-year colleges expanded during the 1960s, remediation 

was institutionalized (10). The answer to our original question about who gets educated 
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and how seems to be improving. Still, the two-year college was set change the picture 

dramatically. 

The two-year college was set to explode onto the national scene to provide job 

training for young people set to join the work force. Such institutions had been offering 

higher-education coursework since the early 20^*^ century "when state policymakers, 

recognizing that geography and cost were barriers to attendance at senior colleges, 

established junior colleges to provide lower-division coursework in more accessible 

locations and at a lower price" (Lorenzo 112). Following World War II, the GI Bill 

prompted junior colleges to expand their mission to include lifelong learning (113). In 

addition to providing lower-level college courses, the two-year colleges "threw open their 

doors to students who wanted to pursue vocational, college preparation, and adult and 

continuing education programs" (113). The community colleges would also make it 

possible for many students to take the first two years of college at a reduced cost and a 

convenient location. Importantly, remedial courses were to be offered to students who 

were underprepared for college-level and/or vocational training courses. While the junior 

or community college has filled a huge gap in educational possibilities for countless 

numbers of students of all ages, from diverse backgrounds and educational experiences, 

and with diverse learning differences, advocates for open admissions pushed for better 

access to four-year colleges and universities. During the 60s, the nation witnessed the 

(re)birth of open admissions in four-year colleges and universities. The college system 

that best exemplifies this rebirth, and further helps us to understand the rise and fall of 

remedial or basic education in four-year schools, is the CUNY system mentioned earlier 
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in this chapter. When we understand the roles of competing powers that influenced the 

opening and demise of education for underprepared students at four-year colleges in New 

York, we may better understand the skewed reasoning behind the Janus-faced educational 

policies of education for underprepared students in this nation. 

CUNY: A Contemporary Case Study of "Who Gets Educated and How?" 

CUNY, the nation's largest urban university, begun in 1847 as the Free Academy, 

has been providing education for more than 157 years. Currently, CUNY boasts a diverse 

undergraduate student population with black students accounting for 31 percent, white 29 

percent, Hispanic 26 percent, and Asian 14 percent. Sixty-two percent of the 

undergraduate population are female, 25 percent are 25 years and older, 43 percent are 

bom outside US mainland, 49 percent are not Native English speakers, and 70 percent of 

full-time degree students receive financial aid (cuny.edu). Truly, CUNY has been a 

leader in educating nontraditional students. As such, its institutional history should give 

the rest of us insight about past and current attitudes and actions that continue to affect 

how nontraditional students are educated, especially those underprepared for college-

level courses. Every institution of higher education has its own underprepared or high-

risk nontraditional student population. There is much to learn from colleges and 

universities that have struggled with the same policy questions that challenge our own 

institutions. It is especially important to examine CUNY's history in light of recent action 

intended to redirect underprepared students away from its four-year campuses. In fact 

CUNY isn't the first large postsecondary institution to attempt to limit its underprepared 

student population. As reported by the Institute for Higher Education Policy, "attempts 
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have been made to limit remedial education in states such as Arkansas, California, 

Louisiana, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Virginia" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 1). Still, 

CUNY has a longstanding reputation for being the people's college. Having already put 

an end to the "Free Academy" by imposing tuition, CUNY officials basically did away 

with the notion that CUNY senior institutions existed to serve all the state's people when 

Trustees voted against remediation, or so many have argued. Any institution thinking 

about following CUNY's lead should give consideration to the often dissentious voices in 

this debate. If anything, CUNY's story should make us question whether or not 

redirecting any student population to two-year colleges represents a fair course of action 

for those involved. 

The CUNY system of higher education dates back to the mid 19^ century, when 

many of our land-grant state colleges and universities came onto the national scene. The 

"Free Academy," as CUNY was originally called, was established to provide an "an 

academic curriculum comparable to that offered by the Ivy League" (Renfro and Armour-

Garb 12). Originally called upon to educate "all qualified boys," access for "girls" who 

would become teachers was extended in 1870. Prior to the 1960s move toward an open 

admissions policy, CUNY employed standardized tests and academic achievement to 

determine who was qualified to enter the college. As the following discussion indicates, 

entrance requirements were always in flux. Although the requirements reached all-time 

lows over a number of years, significant numbers of academically underprepared 

applicants would not gain access to the college system until the 1970s. Keep in mind that 

as the decades passed between 1847 and 1970, the CUNY system went from the "Free 
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Academy" to a multiple college system that includes two- and four-year colleges. 

CUNY's record of fluctuating admissions policies have been shaped by social, cultural, 

and economic events. As such, a look at the CUNY system offers a glimpse at general 

admissions trends across the nation. The CUNY story helps us better understand the 

continuing struggle for access and retention faced by underprepared students throughout 

the US It's also the story of how one prominent institution of higher education tried to 

level the economic playing field to insure that any student who could meet the admissions 

requirements could afford a college education. Recall that nontraditional students are 

more often than not among those college applicants that have inadequate economic 

resources to pay the high costs of a college education. Because this student population 

includes a large percentage of students who fail to qualify for academically based 

scholarships, students are pretty much on their own when it comes to paying college 

tuition. Now, CUNY's story. 

Renfiro and Armour-Garb state that from 1847-82, the Free Academy (early 

CUNY system) required that entering freshmen had attended common schools for one 

year and earned a competitive score on the entrance exam (14). From 1882-1900 

admissions requirements included a certificate of graduation from an accredited high 

school, and passing scores on competitive exams (14). By 1865 students had to pass 

Regents exams in order to earn the high school degree. During the early 20"^ century, 

from 1900-1924, increased immigration made huge demands on higher education. The 

increasingly diverse college freshmen were required to have the high school graduation 

certificate to gain admissions, or pass the entrance exam, or pass College Board tests 
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(14). By 1926 the Free Academy would up the ante by requiring freshmen to have 15 

high school units, including 11.5 units in academic subjects, 3 units in English, 2.5 units 

in math, 5 units in language, and 1 unit in history. Additionally, successful applicants had 

to have a minimum high school GPA—a 75 average by 1926, and an 80 average or 

higher by 1936 (14). During the early 1930s, and in response to "Depression-era 

demand," students who lacked academic preparation were offered a "limited 

matriculation" status (14). Two years later, graduating high school seniors could earn a 

"second-tier general diploma," even if they didn't pass the Regents exams. By 1943 "City 

College" as CUNY was now called, established a "non-matriculated" status based upon 

the lowest admissions standards in the history of the state college system (Renfro and 

Armour-Garb 14). The minimum high school average was reduced to 75-80 from 1943-

48, when it was raised back up to 80. The 1950s brought about higher admissions 

standards: 75 percent of the freshmen were admitted solely on GPA; 25 percent were 

admitted based upon their aptitude tests. The minimum average at the four-year CUNY 

institutions was 80 based solely on academic subjects (11.5 units). During the early 

1960s, the minimum average ranged from mid-80s to 90s at the four-year colleges, while 

the two-year colleges in the CUNY system required a 75 average. Responding to 

demands for broader access standards. City College opened its doors to underprepared 

students who were "economically and educationally disadvantaged" in 1966 (Renfro and 

Armour-Garb 15). Fall semester, 1970, represents the first year of Open Admissions at 

City College. This period in CUNY's history was a "defining moment" for the college 
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system, and deserves a closer look since CUNY began a trend of looser admissions 

policies that moved across the nation. 

As is the case for most decisions regarding the education of the nation's 

underprepared students, CUNY's decision to adopt an open-admissions policy was 

economically and politically driven. The 1960s civil rights movement had awakened the 

nation to deplorable poverty attributed to racial discrimination and "inequality of 

opportunity" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 19). As part of a nationwide effort to "wage war 

on poverty," the Higher Education Act (HEA) made funds available to institutions that 

were willing to "identify and recruit" students with "exceptional financial need" (19). 

Title IV of the Higher Education Act made economic need the sole factor in distributing 

financial aid to deserving students. In other words, prior academic performance was not 

to be a factor in dispersing financial aid. To advance the cause of minority students, 

community colleges in New York City put into place "'a program of full opportunity'— 

otherwise known as open admissions" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 19). As might be 

expected, the increased availability of federal and state dollars for underprepared students 

created "a powerful incentive to expand the university" (18). Moreover, an open-

admissions policy was seen as the answer to an increased demand for minority 

representation in the CUNY system. 

CUNY's original plan to advance educational opportunity for diverse students was 

to be phased in over a ten-year period. The original plan was to admit the top 25 percent 

of high school graduates at the senior colleges, and the next 40 percent at the community 

colleges. That plan would be set aside in 1969 when black and Puerto Rican students 
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demanded that the student population at City College reflect the surrounding population 

(Renfro and Armour-Garb 20). Due to increased threats of violence by protesters, City 

College made a decision to acquiesce to demands for increased access. It was either 

change the policy or deal with explosive violence that threatened to shut down the college 

altogether (Renfro and Armour-Garb 20). The unrest at the college-level reflected general 

racial unrest throughout the city and its failing public education system. 

An agreement was forged between the Black and Puerto Rican Student 

Committee (BPRS) and the administration. That agreement reflected a "dual admission 

plan," which was to have admitted 50 percent "of the freshmen from designated poor 

neighborhoods and high schools in black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods," along with 

another 50 percent selected by traditional institutional policies that consider academic 

performance as a key indicator for admissions (20). That plan was rejected because it 

"would not increase access for members of white ethnic groups" (Renfro and Armour-

Garb 21). Eventually, a plan that could provide ethnic and racial integration was sought 

(21). Failed attempts to create a plan acceptable to multiple competing parties prompted 

the university to "throw the university wide open" (21). On November 12. 1969, 

university administrators adopted a plan that would admit high school graduates who had 

achieved a minimum high school grade average of 80 in academic courses or were ranked 

in the top half of their graduating class (Renfro and Armour-Garb 21). City College of 

New York was set to become the model for the urban open-admissions institution. As 

such, its history "captures the successes and failures of America's urban public 

universities at helping imderprivileged students" (Healy 1). 
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With its lengthy history of supporting a free tuition policy. City College boasts 

that it has prepared numbers of celebrated "politicians, teachers, artists, and scientists" 

(Healy 2). For example, Ira Gershwin, Bernard Malamud, Colin Powell, eight Nobel 

Prize winners, intellectuals such as Nathan Glazer and Irving Kristol all were educated at 

City College (Healy 2). City College provided the coveted introduction into America's 

middle class for countless needy and immigrant students, such that the college considered 

itself to be "the workingman's Harvard" (2). Consequently, many thought that CUNY 

"made a terrible mistake in 1970, when it bowed to student and faculty agitators and 

adopted a policy of 'open admissions' to enroll more minority students" (2). Why? 

Lowering the entrance requirements made remedial education a "mainstay" (2). While 

those in favor of open admissions won the 1970s battle, the traditionalists kept to their 

fight against educating underprepared college students at CUNY's senior colleges and 

universities. Nonetheless, open admissions had its day for a number of years. It would 

have been interesting to ask the traditionalists if they understood that underprepared 

college students do not represent a strictly defined group of learners. As stated earlier in 

this dissertation, underprepared students are merely those that fall to the far left of any 

institutional learning curve. It is likely that such students are required to take basic 

education courses in at least one of three areas—reading, writing, and math. However, 

the cut-off scores for basic education classes is also highly subjective as well. In other 

words, it would be interesting to ask traditionalists how many underprepared students 

must go before any college or university is rid of the problem. The truth is, there will 
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always be an underprepared student population since underpreparedness is a relative 

concept. 

By 1970, the practice of using standardized test scores for admissions purposes 

were discontinued. Once open admissions were established, "the university-wide student 

body came to reflect the racial composition of the city's public high schools" (Renfro and 

Armour-Garb 23). The following table shows the increase in minority populations and 

decrease in white students at CUNY between 1969 and 1974: 

Black Puerto Rican White 

1969 14.8 percent of total 
student population 

4 percent of total student 
population 

77.4 percent of total 
student population 

1970 19.9 percent of total 
student population 

4.9 percent of total student 
population 

74 percent of total 
student population 

1974 25 percent of total 
student population 

7.4 percent of total student 
population 

55.7 percent of total 
student population 

Table 2.1 CUNY Student Ethnicity Changes 1969-74 (Renfro and Armour-Garb 23). 

A comparison of the percentage of white students at CUNY between the years 1969 and 

1974 (Table 2.1) shows a significant decrease coupled with a strong increase in the 

combined percentages of Black and Puerto Rican students. Clearly, the decision to drop 

the use standardized tests scores as an admissions tool changed the answer to our 

question, Who gets educated and how? 

At the time open admissions was adopted at CUNY, its SEEK program (Search 

for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge) headed up by Mina Shaughnessy had been 

admitting underprepared students at its four-year campuses for 4 years (since 1966). The 

SEEK program had been established as the gateway for underprepared students 
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(primarily minorities) who were accepted at CUNY, but were not prepared for college-

level coursework in one or more disciplines (Reeves 117). Participating senior colleges in 

the CUNY system had agreed to "recruit economically and educationally disadvantaged 

students, admit them to the student body, and provide them with counseling and 

compensatory education" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 22). The SEEK program (and its 

counterpart, CD at community colleges) was different from typical services provided for 

underprepared adult students, which were characterized by 'limited matriculation" to the 

community and senior colleges and universities (23). SEEK students became fully 

matriculated college and university students upon admittance to the special program. 

Once plans were underway to adopt open-admissions policies at the four-year 

institutions, CUNY trustees voted to increase by 85 percent the numbers of freshman 

students accepted into the SEEK program, an increase of 2,500 students (Renfro and 

Armour-Garb 23). While the increased numbers of minority students looked good on 

paper, "the ethnic distribution of students among the individual colleges was a persistent 

issue" (23). Eventually, budget constraints would hinder the long-range attempt to keep 

the SEEK program growing at the same rate as the growth in the freshman class. As the 

numbers of underprepared students at CUNY grew, so did the complaints that the most-

qualified applicants were deprived of their first college choice. 

By 1973 an institutional study determined that "the most severely underprepared 

students" were concentrated at only three of the nine senior colleges. CUNY trustees 

responded to the unequal distribution by allocating increased numbers of underprepared 

to all senior colleges. Once there was a critical mass of underprepared students at each of 
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the nine senior colleges, CUNY trustees set about to create "special programs" on every 

campus to address student academic needs (Renfro and Armour-Garb 24). Originally, 

CUNY officials supported the recruitment of increased numbers of underprepared 

students to the SEEK program as a way to integrate the overwhelmingly white student 

population at most senior institutions. What actually occurred was a different story: 

increased numbers of "underqualified" minority students were set apart on every campus. 

With admissions standards at an all-time low, it didn't take long to discover that 

25 percent of the incoming freshmen students "were reading at or below a 9''^-grade level, 

and an additional 40 percent scored between the 9^ and 1grade levels" (24). Numbers 

for black and Hispanic students were even worse: 72 percent of the black students scored 

below the 8"'-grade level in either math or reading, compared to 65 percent of the 

Hispanic students, and only 20 percent of the white students (Renfro and Armour-Garb 

23). Not surprisingly, the level of support needed for the huge population of 

underprepared students was unprecedented. Still, the trustees established a policy that set 

no limit on the length of time students could enroll in remedial courses. Additionally, 

failing grades would not apply to a student's overall GPA. At some point, trustees 

admitted that an "out" was needed and asked senior institutions to provide associative 

degree programs for students who needed an acceptable way to leave the college or 

university. In the meantime, CUNY officials turned their attentions to New York City 

public schools. Clearly, the large numbers of underprepared high school graduates 

suggested that an overhaul of the public school system was overdue. CUNY did not have 

the means to spend $30 million plus dollars on remediation year after year. Rather, 
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CUNY wanted the public schools to address the growing problem of graduating high 

school students who were underprepared for college-level course work. Unfortunately, 

that didn't happen. Instead, the 1970s show the "declining quality of the New York City 

public schools and the lowering of admissions standards at CUNY" (Renfro-Armour-

Garb 30). While high school grades didn't go down during the 70s, grade inflation 

camouflaged a steady decline in student knowledge and performance. In 1974, for 

example, some estimates "put 40% of the city's 300,000 high school students two or more 

years behind grade level" (31). Students were especially behind in math and science 

courses. Some attributed the sorry state of public education to the lax admissions policies 

at CUNY; why take courses you don't need to get into CUNY? 

In order to cope with the massive number of underprepared students gaining 

acceptance at senior colleges, CUNY sought ways to manage a reasonable flow of 

students through the higher education system. First, CUNY considered a plan that would 

cap enrollment by requiring students to progress at a reasonable pace toward the earning 

of a college degree (Renfro and Armour-Garb 27). They also considered a proposal to 

require specific levels of competency in math and reading. Eventually, the trustees voted 

in favor of requiring incoming freshmen to have at least an 8'''-grade level of competency 

in math and reading. Various faculty members and advocates for ethnic students rights 

argued that imposing an S'^-grade competency would "lead to a 40% [sic] drop in 

enrollment" (28). Of the projected loss of students, it was believed that two-thirds of the 

rejected students would be minority students (27). Once CUNY trustees realized the 

extent of students' needs, they joined forces with the New York City public school system 
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to "turn out better-prepared students instead of sending CUNY young people in need of 

massive remediation" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 26). 

The 1975 New York City fiscal crisis forced CUNY to reconsider the imposition 

of tuition at its senior and community colleges. In the beginning of the crisis, CUNY 

Trustees hoped that cutting programs and/or merging/closing several institutions would 

keep the budget out of the red. In the end, they had little say in the matter; outside 

influential political forces viewed the imposition of tuition fees as preferable to merging 

or closing institutions. In fact, a proposed merger of Hostos and Bronx Community 

Colleges, along with a proposal to turn Medgar Evers into a community college did not 

sit well with Puerto Rican and black students. Thus, this approach to saving money was 

discarded. Another proposal to tighten admissions standards and cap enrollments seemed 

a more reasonable approach to save money. Eventually, on December 15, 1975, the 

Trustees voted in favor of a proposal that would require new university students to 

demonstrate an 8^ grade level of competency in reading and math. With two trustees 

dissenting, a compromise policy was adopted. The compromise plan required new 

students with high school averages below 80 to place in the top third of their graduating 

class or demonstrate comparable achievement on the SAT (Renfro and Armour-Garb 28). 

Additionally, new community college students would require entering students to 

graduate with a 70 or above, or place in the 26^ percentile, or earn a comparable score on 

the GED. Applicants who did not meet these standards were offered 'conditional 

admission to a transitional program' run by the Trustees (27-28). Although the CUNY 

Trustees tried to avoid the need for tuition fees, such fees were imposed fall semester 
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1976. The state promised to subsidize poor students, but families with annual incomes of 

$20,000 or more had to pay full tuition (Renfro and Armour-Garb 9). As a result of the 

imposed fees, CUNY "suffered dramatic drops in enrollment—particularly among high 

achieving students" (32). Total university enrollment fell from 270,000 in June 1976 to 

220,000 in May 1977, a 17 percent drop (32). The drop in numbers of higher achievers 

suggested to many that a CUNY education was of little value unless it was tuition free. 

Numbers would continue to decline over the next decade. 

Meanwhile, Shaugnessy's SEEK program began to admit students who ranked in 

the top 35 percent of their graduating high school class who also received extensive 

remedial assistance. Freshmen who matriculated via standard entrance requirements, had 

to have an 80 average or rank in the top 50 percent of the graduating class. In 1976 

freshmen could also gain admittance to City College through their SAT scores. One year 

later, in 1977, trustees moved the skills development program into the degree program, 

thereby allowing students who needed extra instruction to matriculate into programs of 

study that led to a degree, rather than transitional programs (Renfro and Armour-Garb 

17). In 1981 students who were not progressing at a level deemed appropriate by the 

college system were offered Supplemental Tuition Assistance through STAP (17). By 

1993 opinion was in flux, and gradually entrance requirements replaced the open-

admissions policy at CUNY. AT first, the requirements included 6, then 8, college 

preparative courses. By 1996 the CUNY system discontinued its use of class rank, and 

instead required students to meet minimum SAT scores. 
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From 1976-1990 the Trustees struggled to find a balance in standards, academic 

progress, remediation, and more. Studies demonstrated that CUNY student transcripts 

"did not accurately reflect performance" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 33). A liberalized 

grading process was said to have led to poor student performance; students apparently 

had "little incentive" to put much effort in their studies (34). Finally on May 26, 1998, in 

response to continued arguments that CUNY had lost its way due to its liberal Open 

Admissions Policy, CUNY Trustees mandated an end to all remedial course instruction in 

its senior colleges (42). The original timetable called for changes to take effect in all 

institutions by January 2002. (Originally, four of CUNY's 11 senior colleges were 

designated to end remedial education offerings in the fall of 1999; the other seven were to 

follow by 2001). 

Not surprisingly, the Trustee's decision to gut remedial courses was met with both 

praise and vehement opposition. Four-year colleges and universities across the nation 

watched closely as the first truly open-admissions system of higher education progressed 

toward the deadline to redirect underprepared students away from its senior institutions. 

Of course, CUNY was not the first postsecondary system to question the place and 

purpose of remediation. As stated earlier in this chapter, CUNY wasn't the first 

postsecondary institution to attempt redirection of underprepared students. Still, it was a 

leader in opening its admissions doors the people. As of late, CUNY remains a strong 

force in declaring its intent to close its doors to the people. Having already put an end to 

the "Free Academy" by imposing tuition, CUNY officials basically did away with the 

notion that CUNY senior institutions existed to serve all the state's people when Trustees 
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voted against remediation, or so many have argued. Inevitably, decisions made by the 

Trustees of the largest urban system of higher education was bound to have impact on the 

literacy education of all underprepared students in the US 

When CUNY Trustees voted to amend admissions policies in 1998, there was 

little agreement among university faculty and administrators about the nature of 

remediation at CUNY. First of all, faculty who worked in the remedial courses referred to 

credit courses as developmental, rather than remedial (Renfro and Armour-Garb 73). 

Those interviewed by the Mayor's Task Force in 1999 argued that the term remediation 

recalled medical terminology, and alluded to a belief that something was wrong with 

students who required precollege coursework (73). Others argued that faculty who 

preferred the term developmental used other "pop-psychological" phrases, including 

mainstreamlng, treatments, holistic approaches, and improving self-esteem, all of which 

seemed to reinforce medical models of treating illness. Moreover, terminology used to 

described students and programs differed across campuses. There was even university-

wide dissension over which courses were high school or college-levels (75). It shouldn't 

surprise us, then, that from college to college, there was "no consensus on how to 

structure a remedial program" to prepared students for college-level work (81). On the 

one hand, CUNY represents a one-of-a kind institution that took extreme measures to 

(re)open its doors to any and all underprepared students that wanted a shot at earning a 

college degree at a four-year college. At the same time, the types of challenges faced by 

CUNY administrators and teachers due to the extreme underpreparedness of its students 

are common to all institutions. As such, other institutions stand to learn from actions 
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taken to "remedy" situations. Despite its efforts, CUNY was unable to change the 

academic preparedness of inner city high schools. This is due in part to the misplaced 

belief that public schools just need to get their acts together. 

CUNY: Underpreparedness—An Institutional Determination 

As the Mayor's Advisory Task Force discovered, every college had its own 

approach to "remedial placement, limits on remediation, the configuration of remedial 

courses and departments, and the use of prerequisites" (Renfro and Armour-Garb 81). In 

case we are prone to criticize CUNY for its failure to implement a district-wide policy on 

remediation, we should reflect on the fact that there is no established scientific method of 

determining what is and isn't college-level coursework. Rather institutions often set 

guidelines that reflect their constituents. Nonetheless, an outsider is likely to conclude 

that remedial education at the senior institutions was indeed "adrift." Of interest to 

college and university composition programs, the CUNY Task Force on Writing found 

CUNY's writing assessment test (WAT) had serious problems. 

Like most assessment tests at larger institutions, CUNY students were give 50 

minutes to write a persuasive essay in response to one of two topics (Renfro and Armour-

Garb 92). Students were directed to "take a position in response to the statement and to 

support or explain their position by drawing on their own experience, observation, or 

reading" (92). The directions further suggested that students allot time for planning and 

proofreading. The completed essays were then read by two trained readers who used a 

holistic scoring rubric based on a six-point scale (93). Any essay that received at least a 4 

from each reader, or 8 out of 12 points, passed. Testing experts who assessed the CUNY 
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writing assessment testing process determined that the assessment program had "serious 

problems" in reliability, validity, fairness, and cost (93). The Task Force further 

discovered that there was no consistent standard for defining college-level work (96). 

Although program faculty claimed that a consistent standard did not exist anywhere, the 

Task Force wasn't impressed. In fact, the Task Force argued that there should be "an 

effective and efficient way of measuring student progress through mediation" (97). 

Additionally, the Report claimed that a CUNY-wide exit exam should be given to all 

students who leave the remedial programs. In fact, as of 1999, CUNY had no post-testing 

of remedial students, nor were there "established meaningful, university-wide standards 

of readiness for credit-bearing classes" (98). While those of us who teach remedial or 

basic courses in writing can acknowledge the difficulty of determining what might count 

as college-level skills at any given college or university, the Task Force was not 

impressed with the apparent ambiguity in determining precollege and college-level 

coursework. 

As the Mayor's Advisory Task Force on the City University of New York (1999) 

discovered, any definition of remediation has political implications. On the one hand, the 

CUNY's remedial programs were designed to prepare students to pass admission exams. 

But they were also taught to develop skills for upcoming college-level coursework (as 

quickly as possible). Yet putting such competing definitions into practice is difficult, at 

best. Even when an instructor favored one goal over the other, meeting individual student 

needs was almost impossible. While underprepared students were required to pass the 

Writing Assessment Test (WAT), there was no standard exit-exam that could show what 
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students had learned. With a demand that remedial students pass through remedial 

courses in the space of one or two semesters, did an exit exam matter? The Task Force 

said yes, the faculty said perhaps not. 

Some faculty members supported the idea of "jump-starting," or giving 

underprepared students specific skills that they could master in a short space of time and 

then apply them in college-level courses. Such skills were to be taught at a regulated 

pace, regardless of individual learning. Other faculty members believed that the goal of 

remediation ought to be the mastering of basic skills that may or may not be directly 

transferred to other courses. Students who are unable to move ahead quickly and master 

the skills needed for specific college-level courses will inevitably fail, since the courses 

must move along quickly, regardless the learning that takes place. Students who had not 

mastered grammar and syntax might be pushed ahead to learn a simplistic method for 

organizing a college-level essay. In other words, individual needs suffered at the 

necessity of teaching the same curriculum to all students in the same class, regardless of 

individual need. Still, keeping underprepared students in remedial courses until they 

demonstrated that they had mastered grammar and syntax might require years, not one or 

two semesters. Since passing the writing assessment test (WAT) seemed to be the end-all 

of remedial courses (at least from the administrative point of view), teaching to the 

assessment test, rather than to individual need, became the rule. What the 1990 Report 

showed was the lack of consensus on how to teach underprepared students. While the 

Task Force determined this to be a CUNY problem, anyone who teaches underprepared 
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students, especially in the area of literacy practices, recognizes the difficulty in defining 

terms, establishing standards, and assessing learning. 

Although New York City officials, including the Mayor, accepted the Task 

Force's Report on CUNY as an accurate representation of the state of education at all 

CUNY institutions, there were numerous groups that disagreed with the Report's 

findings, especially in its recommendation to end remedial education at the senior 

institutions. Even The Chronicle of Higher Education became engaged in the politics of 

CUNY's decision to "gut" remedial education. The July 10, 1998 issue of The Chronicle 

featured a lengthy article by Patrick Healy and Peter Schmidt, "In New York, a 

'Standards Revolution' or the Gutting of Public Colleges?", in which they critique 

CUNY's decision to move away from its "long-time commitment to maximum access," 

toward new priorities that included "free-market principles of competition, efficiency, 

and the promise of what the trustees call a 'quality' product" (2). The authors attribute the 

CUNY Trustees' decision to one of "downsizing, driven by the small-government 

ideology of the two Republicans who appointed them, Governor Pataki and Mayor 

Giuliani" (2). Altliough Pataki and Giuliani were given several weeks to respond to the 

upcoming article, they failed to do so. Instead, the day before the article went to press, 

Pataki released a statement designed to assure the public that the Governor and the Mayor 

had New York taxpayers in mind when they decided to overhaul the state's colleges and 

universities. Popular buzz words that alluded to performance, effectiveness, and 

accountability shaped Pataki's public statement. The Chronicle article quoted the Mayor's 

position on remedial education—a position that supported a Republican social philosophy 
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of high standards, where "open access has no place" (5). "'When you get a degree,' 

offered Giuliani, 'you should have gone through rigorous academic exercises, and it 

should mean you've had a very difficult and tough time getting an education'" (5). What 

CUNY has done over the years, claimed Giuliani, was just the opposite: offer good 

feelings rather than education (5). With the state higher education system in budget 

trouble, attacking remedial education was a way to kill two birds: blame the 

underprepared students for failing to learn and ruining the budget system. As the article 

states, Guiliani's original solution to remedial education was to send underprepared 

students to away to privatized remedial classes (7). 

A follow-up article published in the September 18, 1998 issue of The Chronicle 

noted that City Tech, one of the programs set to offer remedial classes for underprepared 

students who failed to gain entrance into the CUNY system, offered a program that 

emphasized study skills and '"self-regulated learning,' a teaching method that directs 

students to assess their own skills, preparation, and performance; to set goals; and to 

change their behavior to achieve those targets" (Healy, "Using 6 Weeks" 3). As the 

Healy article noted, underprepared students, like those who signed on with the City Tech 

program, were not taught in a"'touchy-feely environment'" (3). On the other hand, with 

most of the students "a few failures away from giving up on them selves," the students 

needed to feel good about themselves for setting and completing goals that would help 

them to become more successful learners in an academic setting (3). 

Like so many underprepared college students, the ones participating in the City 

Tech program came from low-income families and brought with them few study skills. 
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Paradoxically, most of the students overestimated their academic abilities (3). As the 

article stated, the students "come in with a belief that they really know what they need to 

do, but that the stars have to be aligned correctly for them to do it" (Healy 4). In other 

words, most had "given up responsibility" for their learning (4). Thus, the City Tech 

program was also about changing student perceptions about themselves and school (4). 

Interestingly, the City Tech program was designed by Barry J. Zimmerman, a professor 

of educational psychology at CUNY's Graduate School and University Center. Said 

Zimmerman, "Nothing is as powerful as having your own personal record to look at to try 

to understand why your performance is deficient and your estimates need to be adjusted" 

(4). Zimmerman had trained four workers at City Tech to teach self-regulated learning to 

underprepared college students. Still, as Zimmerman noted, correcting student 

"deficiencies" in the short space of a 6-week summer program "is asking a lot" (4). In 

fact, CUNY faculty involved in the remedial education programs at CUNY had been 

saying this for years: You can't take students who have received a poor high school 

education and develop college-level learners overnight. Nevertheless, Zimmerman argued 

that the students who enter the City Tech program will be "much more prepared for 

college" (5). Perhaps, keeping imderprepared students out of senior colleges until they 

pass entrance tests or demonstrate college-level literacy skills is not an appropriate 

approach. Rather, helping students to become more prepared for college may be the best 

that can be hoped for. Of course, this conclusion would not pass muster with the Mayor's 

Advisory Task Force. This brings us back to the debate about eliminating remedial 

courses in college in order to raise standards. 
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Lois Cronholm, former interim president of the City University of New York's 

Bernard M. Baruch College, entered the debate over the "role and value of remediation in 

higher education" in an article published in the September 24, 1999 issue of The 

Chronicle. In "Why One College Jettisoned All Its Remedial Courses." Cronholm 

recounted actions taken against remedial education at Baruch College, even before the 

Task Force reported its findings. Assuming a politically savvy position on this 

historically controversial issue, Cronholm writes that despite the "good intentions of 

those who advocate remediation... I have concluded that offering pre-collegiate work in 

colleges and universities is a grievous error" (1). In particular, Cronholm questions 

whether or not the benefits or remediation outweigh the costs: While remediation 

advocates can always point to stories about underprepared students who have come out 

on top, writes Cronholm, "can those achievements alone justify the burdens of remedial 

work?" (1). For Cronholm, such burdens include "the thousands of hours that colleges 

and universities invest in remediation," excessive costs, and grade inflation (1). 

Interestingly, Cronholm supports educational support for immigrants and returning 

adults, but not for freshmen who have been educated poorly in the public school systems. 

Cronholm takes yet another politically astute position when she reminds 

Chronicle readers that it is the taxpayer who wants colleges and universities to eliminate 

remedial courses, not the institutions or even the Mayor's Task Force who want to 

perform this controversial surgical cut (2). As Cronholm argues, "Educators claim that 

the problem with education is the lack of resources, but the public believes that the 

problem with education is the lack of academic integrity" (2). What's more, "the public is 
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not going to give educators resources until it is convinced that education is a good 

investment for society" (2). Not surprisingly, Cronholm points to the "entire educational 

system" as the place to begin the fix (2). To support her not-so-startling conclusions, 

Cronholm drew upon an earlier study carried out by Baruch administrators to determine 

why students with similar backgrounds—"economically, socially, culturally, 

geographically"—may or may not require remediation. The only variance that 

administrators found was where the participants of the study attended high school. In 

other words, they came up with the "startling" conclusions that some high schools do a 

better job preparing its graduates for college. If only some of our high schools can turn 

out graduates who need no remediation, wrote Cronholm, "why are we focusing on 

remedying the student's education at the college-level?" (3). In a sense Cronholm was 

arguing that underprepared students must pay the price for their lack of preparation for 

college, regardless the complex reasons that caused the situation. What he was really 

doing was passing the buck. He saw a situation that he didn't want to deal with and 

passed it on to another institution, a decision that would find both favor and disfavor with 

interested parties. Accordingly, Cronholm argued that the CUNY system cannot be asked 

to do for underprepared students what should have been done in the first place. And, 

Open Admissions is no more than an admission that the public schools failed to do their 

job. Rather than demand more of the colleges and universities, "[w]e must demand more, 

not less, of educational institutions" (3). In effect, this means gutting remedial education 

at the college-level. 
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Chronicle Letters to the Editor revealed a mixed reaction to Cronholm's position 

on the CUNY situation. Perhaps the most revealing letter v^as written by Edith B. Everett, 

former member of CUNY Board of Trustees. Everett conies out strongly against 

Cronholm's article for offering "grossly misleading" information about Baruch College 

(1). According to Everett, Baruch College's voluntary removal of remedial courses "did 

not do away with remediation as [Cronholm] implied" (1). Students who had not passed 

all three of CUN Y's entrance exams (about 20 percent of entering freshmen), "continue to 

be accepted by Baruch" (1). Such students are then evaluated and assigned to some form 

of remediation, including tutoring. Everett added that in 1998 alone, "85,000 hours of 

remedial work were provided to Baruch students" (Everett 1). Everett added that offering 

support for students who just barely miss the mark is a good investment, "an efficient and 

desirable thing to do" (1). Moreover, most of the nation's colleges and universities have 

chosen to provide such support (1). To counter Cronholm's contention that none of the 

state-wide private colleges and universities would accept underprepared students, Everett 

argues that such schools are advertising to attract just those students and using the offer 

of remedial help as its bait. 

Like Cronholm, Everett is a sawy politician. However, being savvy doesn't 

necessarily mean having a clear understanding of public issues. Everett also has wisdom 

to question Cronholm's assertion that "traditional students who may have been 

disadvantaged by attending a poor high school are ... less deserving of a modest level of 

support than immigrants or returnees" (1). This is indeed a smart move since many of the 

families of the traditional, though underprepared students have been state taxpayers for 
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years and deserved the support of the CUNY system. But here we are once again talking 

about who gets educated and how. If public colleges and universities remove themselves 

from serving the constituents they were set up to serve, then we probably ought to 

question the purposes and usefulness of the institutions themselves. 

Yet another letter to the editor published in the same issue as Everett's letter asks 

a similar question about Cronholm's choice to support immigrants all the while denying 

state residents of such support. Donald H. Smith, Professor Emeritus of Public Affairs 

and Education, Bernard M. Baruch College, writes that Cronholm's view on remediation 

is "shortsighted" at best: "These young people ... can be the new leaders, managers, and 

workers of our city, or they can be a generation of welfare recipients or prisoners who 

take from—but do not contribute to—the city's and the state's economies" (2). Smith 

reminds readers that the "academically deficient students who come to CUNY were 

underprepared by teachers and administrators" educated and trained by CUNY (Smith 2). 

In the end, Smith rejects Cronholm's "denunciation of Open Admissions" as well as her 

support for the proposed CUNY policy on remediation (2). 

We ought not assume that Cronholm was without her supporters. The Chronicle 

published a number of letters to the editor to remind readers that the debate is fanned by 

supporters on each side of the remediation question. One letter, written by Nellie 

Santiago, New York State Senate, praises Cronholm for calling for systemic reformation, 

yet disagrees with Cronholm's choice to abandon the state's struggling students, most of 

whom would be "left without any chance of bettering themselves through a college 

education while that reform takes place" (3). Another letter by Steve Davis, Director 
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Academic Development and Support Center, Carleton College in Minnesota faulted 

Cronholm's and CUNY attitude of exclusivity when it came to issues of remediation. 

Wrote Davis, "let's not confuse exclusivity with integrity" (4). Davis was alluding to the 

idea that any course—college-level or otherwise—can be taught with integrity; to 

denounce remediation across the board is an elitist act that ignores "the relationship 

between curriculum and constituencies" (3). Finally, a letter written by William Grain, 

Chair, Department of Psychology, CUNY, criticized Cronholm's "negative portrayal of 

remediation at CUNY" (4). While Crain agreed with Cronhom's contention that public 

education must be improved, he defended CUN Y's former remedial policy and the 

opportunities it provided underprepared students. 

CUNY: Serving the People or Serving Loftier Goals 

All of the articles and letters about CUNY and remediation that appeared in The 

Chronicle of Higher Education should be of compelling interest to all of us who teach in 

higher education in that they represent an accurate range of the diverse attitudes held on 

the issue of college remediation. No one likes the fact that countless numbers of entering 

college freshmen seem underprepared for college-level courses in at least one academic 

area. However, maybe the problem lies with institutional expectations of entering 

freshmen. Increased numbers of college students means increased diversity in educational 

experiences, natural abilities, motivation, commitment, learning styles, goals, and more. 

With so much riding on the successful completion of two- and four-year college 

programs, the commitment of open admissions institutions to the education of 

underprepared college students cannot be understated. In 1849 Dr. Horace Webster, first 
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president of the Free Academy, (later City College), noted the importance of educating 

all citizens to the highest level attainable. On the occasion of its formal opening, Webster 

stated, "The experiment is to be tried, whether the children of the people, the children of 

the whole people, can be educated; and whether an institution of the highest grade, can be 

successfully controlled by the popular will, not by the privileged few" (Commission of 

the Future of CUNY 1). Should this singular institution that was established from the 

beginning to provide open access to the many, rather than the few, set the pattern for 

closing its doors on the very students it sought to serve? Jf The Chronicle of Higher 

Education is any indication of nationwide sentiment, probably not. But the voices of a 

few do not make for a referendum. We need to hear from other individuals and groups 

closely aligned with CUNY's original mission to serve all students. Let's see how the 

CUNY University Faculty Senate positioned itself on this issue that has troubled higher 

education in the US for hundreds of years. 

In July 1999 the CUNY University Faculty Senate offered its response in "Cuny: 

An Institution Affirmed, Response to the Report of The Mayor's Task Force, 'CUNY: An 

Institution Adrift.'" In the "Executive Summary," the Faculty Senate argued that the Task 

Force's Report "is seriously flawed" (2). The Senate report went on to say, 

The recommendations of the Mayor's Advisory Task Force (the "Schmidt 

Commission") would, we believe, do the following: exclude thousands of 

deserving New Yorkers from access to CUNY including students from all ethnic, 

racial and gender groupings but disproportionately African-American, Hispanic, 

and Asian-American; .. . exclude any of professional intellectual judgment in 
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favor of performance standards that are quantifiable, "objective," and 

computerized;... end full access in the senior and community colleges. (2) 

In the end, the Faculty Senate report supported full access to CUNY's senior and 

community colleges, along with varied financial support for underprepared students (3). 

The Faculty Senate report criticized the Task Force for focusing on remediation as the 

singular cause of budgetary and scholastic problems. Rather, the Faculty Senate report 

argued that a decline by 64 percent of fulltime faculty members since 1974 was a real 

problem that demanded further investigation (7-8). The Faculty Senate report winds 

down by reminding the Task Force of CUNY's historical commitment to equity: "Our 

commitment to equity is seen as a problem, an obstacle to the imposition of a system of 

rewards for so-called productivity and efficiency, an obstacle to outcome-based 

accountability" 15). The report then recounts the names of countless CUNY graduates 

who have gone on to serve the state and the nation. The report's concluding statement 

should remind us all of the importance of keeping open the admissions doors of senior 

institutions: 

The moral fabric of democracy requires an educated citizenry, an education not 

just for the privileged few but for the hardworking and dedicated many. 

Democracy requires that a great public university empower the citizenry to think 

and speak for themselves that they may live as free, creative, and productive 

human beings. (16) 

The CUN Y Faculty Senate was not alone in its condemnation of the decision to 

end open admissions. The September 1998 issue of The Messenger, an independent 
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CUNY student newspaper, called the decision to end CUNY's 29-year-old policy of Open 

Admissions a return to "educational apartheid" (Wallace 1). The article recalled 1969 

when the CUNY system "was comprised primarily of white students;" then moved on to 

1976. when "the majority of CUNY students were of color", and finished by reminding 

readers that by the early 1990s, "63 percent of CUNY undergraduates were non-white" 

(1). Moreover, if the Trustees followed through with their plans for CUNY, it would be 

the nonwhite population that would be "cleaned out" of the senior colleges, as claimed by 

Anne Paolucci, chair of the Board of CUNY Trustees (2). The Messenger article further 

argued that the proposed policy "would represent one of the worst defeats New York 

City's working class will have suffered" during the last half of the 20"' century (2). As the 

article points out, on August 10,1998, State Supreme Court judge Elliot Wilk "served an 

injunction against the Board's decision to end remediation at CUNY's senior colleges" 

(3). In fact, the State Supreme Court decision stemmed from a lawsuit brought by 

William Crain (see earlier reference to his article in The Chronicle) and a CUNY 

graduate student. The suit accused the Board of violating New York's Open Meetings 

Laws when the Trustees voted in favor of removal of remediation at CUNY. In the 

meantime, other interested groups, including the Association of the Bar of the City of 

New York, got involved in the CUNY debate. 

The Association of the Bar of the City of New York set out to study the Future of 

CUNY, thinking that a legal reading of the situation would provide needed light. 

Following the completion of their fact-finding work, the Bar published their findings in 

their "Report of the Commission on the Future of CUNY Association of the Bar of the 
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City of New York." Part I, "Remediation and Access: To Educate the 'Children of the 

Whole People'" offered their findings related to the future of open access and remediation 

at CUNY. 

Again, CUNY's longstanding, though difficult, relationship with imderprepared 

students exemplifies our nation's continuing challenge to provide higher educational 

opportunities to the masses. As the CUNY case study suggests, this nation has bifurcated 

notions about "who gets educated (postsecondary) and how." While CUNY represents 

the third largest university system in the country, and has had a "strong commitment to 

serving a diverse and nontraditional urban constituency that includes large numbers of 

working students, recent immigrants, single mothers, and adult learners" (3). Importantly, 

as Part I of the Bar's Report states, CUNY represents for the entire nation the most visible 

"vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged" (3). The Bar Report recalls the 

historical mission of CUNY: providing broad access and opportunity for diverse students, 

without losing its commitment to educational excellence and student needs (4). For those 

who are inclined to dismiss CUNY's historical mission to all the people of New York, the 

Report recalls New York Education Law, which states that 

CUNY is obligated to provide broad access and opportunity for students from all 

backgrounds, to maintain a commitment to academic excellence, to remain 

responsive to the needs of its urban constituencies and to operate an integrated 

educational system that fosters student access to all system resources. (Bar's 

Report 4) 
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Believing that the Board of Trustees" proposed Amendment might be headed for a run-in 

with controlling law, the Report cautions the Regents (who ultimately make final 

decisions regarding access and remediation at CUNY) to take care that any changes to the 

CUNY Master Plan comport with the mission of CUNY. Indeed, a caution about rushing 

to judgment on such vital issues would have to count as the most sane advice in any 

situation that threatens the rights of the less powerful. In fact. The Bar Report argues that 

the Trustees' plan for changes in access and remediation are too "rigid" (6). Their 

analysis of the net effects of the proposed Amendment is as follows: 

1. to deny, or make conditional, baccalaureate program admission to students 

who demonstrate any level of skills deficiencies and need to complete 

remedial work; 

2. as a result, to raise significantly the bar for admissions at the senior colleges to 

the exclusion of unknown numbers of students; and 

3. to nevertheless admit to senior college some students (SEEK and ESL) who 

may need remediation, but to deny them remedial course work. Since the 

national average combined SAT score is 1017, the 500/500 SAT score 

exemption means that the practical effect of the Amendment is that only 

students with above national average SAT scores are presumptively eligible 

for CUNY senior colleges. (8) 

The question to be addressed, of course, is whether or not denying access to an unknown 

number of underprepared students (as determined by entrance exams/SAT scores) falls 

within CUNY's mission and educational law. 
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The Bar Report addresses a common concern of those who advocate for the rights 

of underprepared college students. Supporters of the proposed changes in remediation 

policy argue that eliminating senior college access to underprepared students "can lay 

'the foundation for a new emphasis on quality' and that it is the 'natural outgrowth of a 

set of pohcies .. . aimed at raising standards for baccalaureate degree students'" (8). This 

approach to raising standards, explains the Report, is based on the notion that educating 

"less-prepared students in classes with better prepared students" lowers standards "as the 

teacher is forced to aim to the lowest common denominator" (8). Indeed, this scenario has 

been told by countless colleges and universities. The simple solution runs along the lines 

of waging a war on underprepared students, but is this the only feasible answer at CUNY 

and elsewhere? Never mind the fact that it might break educational law or breach our 

nation's promise of social justice through equitable opportunity. When we can answer the 

question, "Should remediation be an integral part of higher education," we will know 

which way to turn to find answers. But will any of us really know which way to turn? 

And what values and perceptions about those among us with less visibility and power 

will determine which way institutions turn? Those answers are waiting to be written in a 

manner, I would argue, that reflects this nation's need for a broadly and diversely 

educated citizenry. Narrowing the choices for the wrong reasons will eventually take its 

toll on this nation. With shortsightedness we could easily return to the days of yesteryear, 

where a select, homogenized population is educated to lead the masses toward sure peril 

and national crisis. 
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Reflecting on the Past to Anticipate and Prepare for the Future 

Throughout this chapter I have asserted or implied that that the need to help 

underprepared students has been an integral part of higher education in the US for over 

three hundred years. Although each new generation of educators believes that they have 

discovered anew underprepared college students, in fact, the student in need of 

remediation or developmental courses in higher education has always been with us. 

While different social factors, including recent changes in public education, economic 

and social factors, family support, and the supervision of our nation's youth may have 

altered the characteristics of less-prepared college students, the existence of 

underprepared college students is not new. The transition from a highly industrial society 

to one that is technical and service oriented has prompted more high school graduates 

(who are not necessarily prepared for college-level courses) and returning students (who 

need refresher courses) to come to college, and that might be the factor that currently 

troubles educators. Frankly, these numbers are only going to increase in the next decade. 

A 2003 NCES study, "Projection of Education Statistics to 2013," projects that 

enrollment at degree-granting institutions will increase between 2002 and 2013 as much 

as 23 percent. This means that we could see as many as 18.8 million college students in 

less than a decade. Even if the number of underprepared students required to take 

remedial courses stays even, we are likely to find 35 percent of 18.8 million students 

registered for at least one remedial course. As I have argued earlier in this chapter, 

students who pass remedial courses are likely to struggle in college-level courses. Along 

these lines, we should keep in mind that the same NCES study shows that the percentage 
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of students who remain in remedial courses for at least a year is similarly on the rise. 

Already 25 percent of today's degree-granting institutions limit a student's length of stay 

in remedial courses to one year. Will these institutions fail increased numbers of students 

or pass them along to college-level courses, ready or not? My guess is that we will see a 

rise in the numbers of underprepared students taking college-level courses. As numbers 

of less-prepared students come to college and university, there will be an ever-increasing 

need for remedial education at senior institutions. The aforementioned NCES study 

shows that 80 percent of four-year colleges and universities are already providing 

remedial education. Do we really think that at some point in the near future our two-year 

colleges can be expected to be the sole provider of education for underprepared college 

students? This argument that at various times circulates among four-year colleges and 

universities is simply not reasonable, nor is it rational: As I have argued elsewhere, every 

gap created by the redirection of underprepared students will be filled by more low-

achieving students who will then earn the right to become the institution's underprepared; 

such students will fill the remedial classrooms vacated by those redirected elsewhere. 

Again, the point here is that underpreparedness is a relative concept determined by 

grouping the students who fall to the far left of the institution's learning curve. No matter 

how we decide to educate underprepared college students, every institution will always 

have a student population that when compared to the rest of the students in the institution 

will seem underprepared for college-level courses. The real question that must be 

addressed by every institution is what do we do in the here and now with entering 

freshmen who don't meet institutional expectations? 
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Perhaps we need to readjust our notions about who should be educated and how, 

in order to make sure that everyone has the opportunity to pursue his or her own version 

of the American Dream. Perhaps we also need to reframe our notions of Institutional 

(Academic) Excellence. As the Bar Report notes, "The perception that eliminating 

remedial coursework will directly elevate academic excellence undoubtedly has made it 

an easy target for those looking for quick fixes to an educational system that has come 

under serious fire" (9). 

Truthfully, there have been numerous times in our nation's history when higher 

education has opened its doors wide to accept academically unprepared freshmen. Due to 

our limited memory of this nation's history, few remember beyond the latest deluge of 

underprepared freshmen that had its beginning in the late 60s. If memory serves me well, 

droves of underprepared students filled college and university classrooms following both 

World Wars (recall the GI bills). Those of us who teach college composition know well 

our discipline's beginning at the end of the 19'^ century, when Harvard University needed 

writing instructors to teach the "new" freshmen who were inadequately prepared for 

college. For thosewith selective memories, Casazza recalls for us the 1830s when Cornell 

University's founder Ezra Cornell asked his professorate to teach their "new" freshmen 

the knowledge and skills they lacked. According to the story, the professors informed 

their leader that that they were not primary teachers. In other words, these gentlemen 

probably would not be impressed with Robert Fulghum's claim, "All I really need to 

know I learned in kindergarten." If we can believe our history books, the new freshmen 

managed to stay the course, thereby setting a new academic bottom line for admissions. 
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In theory, the bottom line for admitting underprepared freshmen at the nation's colleges 

and universities has been dropping lower and lower for over a century. Still, nostalgia 

being the temptress that it is, some professors may look wistfully back to the time when 

higher education attracted the best and the brightest of high school graduates. What 

would they say if they knew they were mourning the symbolic death of first-year students 

who may not have gained admission to any college or university until the likes of Yale 

and Harvard lowered their standards. In this particular instant, the constructivists got it 

right: everything is relative, even the meaning of underprepared in the infinitely 

numbered contexts of higher education, past, present, and future. 

While we cannot establish a universally agreed upon definition of 

"underpreparedness" in the context of freshmen entrance scores, most of us have an idea 

of what we mean when we say "underprepared college freshmen " As this chapter has 

argued, this student population is here to stay. Rather than waste precious time arguing 

who should and should not teach these students, this dissertation argues that we accept 

the challenge and change the way we teach in order to increase learning (and thus 

learning transfer) for all learners. The challenge is to discover what that change in 

instruction might look like. At the end of chapter one on learning transfer, I argued that 

one place to begin to understand how to increase learning is to uncover why the learning 

isn't happening in the first place. Chapter one identifies learning transfer as a key 

component of learning. If learning transfer isn't happening, then we are not going to 

observe students learning to apply prior knowledge. As chapter one argued, part of the 

process of increasing learning transfer is acquiring an in-depth understanding of the 
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students for whom transfer isn't happening. This chapter has not only provided a detailed 

history of how this nation has responsed to underprepared students, it has anticipated the 

reader's argument that we need not concern ourselves about underprepared learners 

because our institutions are redirecting them elsewhere. Now that we know 

underprepared students in one form or another are here to stay, we have one more student 

population that we need to better understand if we are to increase learning transfer for 

diverse learners who are struggling in our college writing classes. That population— 

students with learning disabilities—is the focus of chapter three. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LD Definition and Discrepancy: At the Vortex of Controversy 

" . . .  H u m p t y  D u m p t y  said, "When 1 use a word .. . it means just what I choose it to mean— 
neither more nor less...." (Kavale and Fomess 12) 

"The major problem for LD definition has become the overwhelming reliance on discrepancy for LD 
identification as evidenced in state guidelines ..." (Kavale and Fomess 15) 

Introduction 

As discussed in chapter two, this past decade has witnessed an increase in the 

number of applicants to the nation's two- and four-year colleges and universities. Experts 

attribute the rise to increased sophistication in the workplace and expanding technology. 

As a rule, today's successful job candidate will have earned at minimum a certificate 

demonstrating special knowledge and skills in an area deemed important by the 

employer-to-be. This widespread demand for employees with postsecondary education 

has increased the numbers of college applications from students with learning disabilities 

(LD). Various sources within and outside the field of learning disabilities suggest that LD 

students make up between 5 to 9 percent of all college students. Not surprisingly, the 

expanding LD population has increased the need for faculty to better understand learning 

disabilities. When I taught the class in which sixteen of the twenty-five students had 

learning disabilities (see chapter one of my dissertation), I had only a limited introduction 

to learning disabilities before the semester began. What knowledge I had suggested to me 

that supplementary instruction from tutors would be sufficient for students to learn in my 

class. In fact, that was not the case. For the majority of the LD students in my class, 

outside for-fee tutoring was inadequate for the challenges of college English. The fact 

that LD students are the recipients of legally mandated accommodations didn't escape my 
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attention for a moment. From past experiences working with young children with 

disabilities, I knew that administrators and instructors can find themselves the subject of a 

lawsuit even when they are following the letter of disability laws. With such a large LD 

population in my class, I was determined from day one to go beyond the letter of the law 

to ensure that my students were provided every opportxmity to learn. Once I got to know 

my students and witnessed their determination to make it at college, I was even more 

committed to their learning successes. Unfortunately, I didn't have the knowledge and 

experience needed to teach a large group of LD students in a college-level English class. 

In my free time I tried to increase my understanding of learning disabilities. I figured the 

best place to begin was with a definition of a learning disability. 

The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) defines learning 

disabilities as 

a heterogeneous group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the 

acquisition and use of speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical 

abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual, presumed to be due to 

central nervous system dysfunction, and may occur across the life span. (Hammill 

et al. 336) 

Put another way, a learning disability is believed to be a disorder of the central nervous 

system that manifests itself in academic contexts as affected students attempt to leam 

how to read, write, reason, and gain math proficiency. Important to an understanding of 

LD is the fact that it impairs the process of learning rather than the potential to learn 

(Rose 134). Accordingly, LD students may take longer to leam concepts or may require 
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alternate presentations of learning materials. As will be discussed further on in this 

chapter, there have been multiple competing definitions of LD since the field's inception 

in the 1960s—a situation that has had negative fallout for the field. However, the NJCLD 

definition is a favored definition among some LD specialists and provides an adequate 

starting point for this chapter on learning disabilities (Hammill 78). 

Historically, the LD population has not been encouraged to seek higher education, 

especially at four-year colleges and universities. In fact, when members of this expanding 

population attempted to gain entrance in the past at four-year institutions, they were 

turned away, thereby forced to seek low-skill, low-paying jobs. Since the 1980s, 

disability laws including the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 have helped to 

open doors to students who have been excluded due to different learning styles (Pigza 1). 

With estimates of over 2.9 million students in the US diagnosed with a learning 

disability, higher education can expect to experience a continuing surge in the number of 

LD applicants applying to the nation's colleges and imiversities (23"^ Annual Report to 

Congress, 2001). Due in part to the legal ramifications of disability laws, college and 

university presidents have come to understand the benefits of educating a diverse student 

body. Still, some college faculty members continue to confuse learning disabilities with 

mental retardation and/or low intelligence (Vogel 10). Part of the problem with higher 

education's negative response to college students with LD is the fact that learning 

disabilities are invisible (Higbee 1). It is psychologically easier to provide 

accommodations for a visible disability than one that carmot be verified with our senses. 
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Most universities provide some type of outside-the-classroom support for its 

disabled student population. Still, it is the in-class support offered by faculty members 

that provides needed access to content and ways of knowing that are disciplinary specific 

(Walker 54). In fact, faculty participation and education have long been identified as 

crucial links to the academic success of LD students (Scott and Gregg 158). At the same 

time that faculty are recognized as a primary support provider, there are endless questions 

about how faculty are to be equipped to meet the unique learning needs of individual LD 

students in their classes. Ideally, faculty should work closely with institutional policies in 

providing reasonable or appropriate accommodations; after all, it's the law. But what 

happens when appropriate accommodations are not adequate to meet the needs of 

struggling learners? This situation arises more often than not due to the traditional 

instructional emphasis of content over pedagogy (Shaw, Scott, and McGuire 1). Unless 

instructors take the time and make the effort to help students with learning difficulties 

access specific course concepts through step-by-step demonstrations and strategy 

instruction, such students are likely to fall behind and eventually fail the course (1). This 

situation might not strike the instructor's conscience unless she is made aware that the 

one or two struggling students in a single class add up to hundreds of students at risk for 

learning failure. When I was faced with the prospect of failing more than sixteen students 

who had learning challenges, my reaction to the situation was far different than it had 

been in preceding semesters when one LD student failed my course. 

While many if not most faculty members are stepping up to accommodate the 

learning needs of a growing population of students with learning difficulties, there is 
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considerable concern that such efforts are inadequate to the challenge. Instead, a good 

case can be argued that faculty across the nation need specialized training to provide in-

class academic support for all students who struggle to learn in the college classroom. 

This is especially true for those of us who teach first-year college composition (see, for 

example, Scott and Gregg's "Meeting the Evolving Education Needs of Faculty in 

Providing Access for College Students with LD"). As my experience attests to, increased 

numbers of students with learning challenges means increased classroom learning failure 

unless faculty members take it upon themselves to provide additional instructional 

support that goes beyond the assistance provided by outside tutors. A big factor, however, 

in providing such support on an individual and corporate basis is overcoming the 

widespread negativity and skepticism toward learning disabilities. 

Providing Reasonable Accommodations: It's The Law 

Disability laws that have been passed in the US since the early 1970s have 

spawned various programs of institutional support for students diagnosed with a learning 

Disability. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 have articulated the rights of LD students in higher 

education (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) 1999 1). 

Specifically, the laws mandate "equal access to programs and services" for LD students 

(1). What this means is that instructors are required to make reasonable instructional 

accommodations at the request of the LD student. While such changes might include 

taping of a lecture, providing a note-taker, and allowing extra time on exams, the required 

adjustments tend to negatively single out students with learning disabilities, thereby 
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increasing their tendency to feel outside the social and academic milieu of the college or 

university. Moreover, faculty members holding biases against students who request 

special-need accommodations can add to already low esteem and confidence of those 

with special needs. Besides the sense of institutional alienation that is a common 

experience for learning-challenged college students, the limited accommodations 

mandated by law do not require instructors to develop instructional strategies designed to 

foster learning for diverse learners. 

That said,,, most institutions of higher education would agree that disability laws 

have gone a long way in providing accommodative services to students with disabilities. 

Since the majority of the nation's postsecondary institutions accept federal and/or state 

funds, it is difficult to find a college or university that is unaffected by federal disability 

laws. In the early 1990s, students began to exercise their rights, suing institutions and 

individual instructors for failing to adhere to disability laws. As would be expected, 

colleges and universities were even more motivated to uphold laws requiring 

accommodations for disabled students. Still, entering college students with disabilities— 

fresh from often extensive special educational support at former high schools—arrive on 

campus with hope and excitement, only to become discouraged as classroom instruction 

fails to acknowledge their learning challenges and differences. 

Part of the freshrnen problem is owed to disability laws that require extensive 

instructional support in public education but only legally mandated reasonable 

accommodations at postsecondary institutions. While some four-year schools provide 

extensive one-on-one instructional support for students with learning disabilities, such 
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services come with a hefty fee that not all students can afford. Moreover, such provisions 

are offered to a limited number of students based upon a first-come, first-served basis. I 

should add that most colleges and universities have disability support services that are 

provided to all disabled students at no cost. That said,, the tutorial assistance the LD 

students in my class received that semester went beyond the free services. 

Even though the tutorial assistance didn't seem to help the LD students in my 

class when it came to analysis, it was apparent that the LD students were benefiting from 

their work with their tutors. Especially at the beginning of the year, the LD students were 

handing in their work on time and completing the reading assignments. Moreover, they 

shared an upbeat "I can do this" attitude that was infused by their tutors. The other nine 

students in the class, also struggling learners, didn't share the same optimism about 

making it in college. Unlike their LD peers, the rest of the class bore the customary 

characteristics of high-risk nontraditional learners. Of the nine students, at least two of 

the students were ESL students, three were returning students, most said they had part 

time or fulltime jobs, all had been required to take a basic writing course at the university, 

and all were struggling with some aspect of the course. That said,, none of them had 

individual tutors that knew their name or encouraged them on a biweekly basis. Several 

of the underprepared women knew that the LD students received extra help outside the 

class, and they were angry that they didn't have the same support. When all of the 

students in the class began to struggle with the curriculum a few weeks into the course, 1 

couldn't help but feeling that all of the students needed a special place to meet and work 

with tutors who knew their learning strengths and weaknesses. Still, the law is clear. 
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College students must bear the cost of testing to see if their learning challenge is in fact a 

learning disability. I don't know that any of the underprepared students in my class could 

have afforded the fees of testing to see if they too should be granted accommodations and 

additional support. As their instructor, I did my best to provide additional support for all 

of the students. However, one instructor can only do so much in light of twenty-five 

students struggling with a college-level curriculum. 

During the semester in question, I witnessed types of errors that students with and 

without disabilities had in common. At times, it became hard for me to separate the two 

student populations because their struggles on paper seemed so similar. I also noted that 

the struggling underprepared students (those without learning disabilities) tended to 

become more discouraged than their LD peers because only the LD students received 

legally mandated tutorial support from disability services. Without a legal label 

identifying them as learning disabled or learning-challenged, underprepared students 

often fail or drop out of college even before learning-disabled students make the same 

choice. While it would be a smart move to provide external institutional support for all 

learning-challenged students, tight budgets won't support such endeavors. Already 

postsecondary schools are legally required to offer support for up to 9 percent of the 

student population. And that number continues to grow. Imagine that in 1978 only 3 

percent of college and university students claimed a disability; according to Zirkel that 

number has tripled over two decades (2). In these years of financial woes for colleges and 

universities, there is little hope that additional external support will be provided all 

students who struggle to leam. As will be argued in this dissertation, a logical solution to 
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the learning challenges that all diverse students bring to campus is additional classroom 

instructional support. For now, let's continue with my examination of learning 

disabilities. 

LD: Prevalence Begets Controversy 

Percentage wise, postsecondary students with learning disabilities far outweigh all 

other categories of disabilities. In fact, the postsecondary LD population exploded 

between 1988 and 1998 ; 15 percent of college students with disabilities claimed a 

learning disability in 1988; by 1998, 41 percent of the disabled population had a learning 

disability (Zirkel 2). As we approach the year 2004, the percentage of students with 

learning disabilities is more like 52 percent of all students with disabilities, depending 

upon the source of the percentage. In contrast, the number of students with visible 

disabilities has declined significantly. The unusual increase of college students with 

learning disabilities has yet to reach a plateau; concerned educators argue that the pattern 

will stand unless colleges and universities demand more precise assessment practices for 

identifying students with LD. Since preciseness is not a word that anyone would use to 

describe LD assessment, we can expect the numbers of LD postsecondary students to 

continue to increase. Accordingly, the nation's postsecondary instructors will continue to 

be held accountable for providing what the law terms reasonable accommodations to LD 

students. Not surprisingly, the professoriate has a lot to say about reasonable 

accommodations, and much of it is highly critical. The December 2000 issue of the 

Chronicle of Higher Education offers an increasingly popular skeptic's take on the 
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growing dilemma facing college and university professors who must decide on a daily 

basis what counts as reasonable accommodations. 

"Sorting Out Which Students Have Learning Disabilities," written by Lehigh 

University professor Peny A. Zirkel and published in The Chronicle, examines the recent 

growth spurt in the number of college students with documented learning disabilities. In 

the article, the author attributes the growth to "false positives among more-affluent 

students" (2). Put another way, Zirkel claims an abuse of the LD label has made it 

possible for increasingly larger numbers of college students to gamer accommodations 

that include increased testing time during SAT exams and college course exams. Zirkel 

represents the growing group of professors who are skeptical about the LD label worn by 

up to 5 percent of the nation's college students. Skeptics like Zirkel are concerned that 

current accommodative practices are giving an increasingly larger student population 

unfair academic advantages. At the same time, the accommodations exclude large 

numbers of low-achieving (LA) students who would similarly benefit from the benefits 

awarded LD students. 

Take the case of Jess, one of Zirkel's beginning law students (1). Jess came to 

Zirkel asking for testing accommodations allotted to all students vnth documented 

learning disabilities. Jess's documentation indicated that she was entitled to 50 percent 

more time on her exams. Acting on her legal right to confidentiality', Jess requested that 

Zirkel provide the extra time if and only if she winked once while handing in the exam. 

As Zirkel explains it, Jess would then return to complete the exam once the rest of the 

students had left the classroom. However, when Jess handed in her exam with the rest of 
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the class, Zirkel could not tell whether or not Jess had winked at him. Thus he stayed in 

the classroom waiting for her should she return to complete the exam with her allotted 

extra time. When Jess didn't return, Zirkel sought her out, only to hear Jess say that she 

didn't need the extra time after all. In the meantime, Zirkel had forgotten about yet 

another LD student, Tom, who was entitled to twice the amount of time as his non-LD 

peers. Rather than return to complete his exam once the class had left the room, Tom sat 

in a soundproof booth to take his exam. Having remembered that Tom needed to hand in 

his exam, Zirkel rushed back to the classroom, only to discover Tom in tears; Tom had 

completed only half of the exam in twice the time. Zirkel's quandary came when Tom 

indicated that his lawyer father would not let Tom stay at Lehigh University if he didn't 

do well in Zirkel's "Introduction to Law" class (Zirkel 1). If Zirkel refused Tom 

additional time (not legally mandated), it seemed clear that Tom's father would insist that 

Tom leave Lehigh. Zirkel explained that he didn't know what to do, how to make a 

decision that would be a "fair, and legal, response" (2). 

Law studies are difficult for all entering students; most would benefit from extra 

testing time offered only to LD students. As Zirkel points out, this situation is one of 

many that face college and university instructors on a daily basis. With increased 

numbers of students with disabilities seeking postsecondary education (remember that the 

proportion of full-time students with disabilities more than tripled during the 80s and 

90s—from 3 percent to 9 percent), concerns about fairness and legality will only 

increase. 
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For Zirkel and other professors in higher education, one of the more troublesome 

disability statistics shows that freshmen who claim a documented learning disability 

show a "significantly" high family income and were likely to be white (Zirkel 2). What 

seems to bother Zirkel and other skeptics in academe is that at-risk factors for disabilities 

and low achievement are usually tied to poverty, not wealth. This fact has led at least one 

college official to call LD postsecondary students '"upper-income game players'" (2). 

Questions about testing fairness are not limited to the college classroom; SAT scores 

reflect similar awards of extra time for LD students. 

The Los Angeles Times published an investigative article on high school students 

who claim a documented learning disability, thereby earning extra time on the SAT 

(Zirkel 2). The article revealed that the LD students "are disproportionately clustered in 

well-to-do pockets along the Boston-New York-Washington and the San Francisco-Los 

Angeles-San Diego corridors" (2). The Times article further claimed that the percentage 

of students claiming a learning disability was "exceptionally high" in prominent 

secondary schools, "more than four times the national average in prestigious prep 

schools" (Zirkel 2). A similar analysis of 10 inner-city high schools revealed that not one 

student taking the SAT received accommodations of any kind. 

Articles like the one published in the LA Times are suggesting that parents and 

students alike shop around for a psychologist or some other professional who is willing to 

diagnose a particular student as having a learning disability (3). Without a precise 

definition or a reliable assessment tool, psychologists and the like can provide needed 

documentation that can withstand an institutional challenge. As Zirkel notes, the 
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standards for diagnosing a learning disability based upon a discrepancy between expected 

and actual levels of student achievement are "fuzzy," and the interpretation of testing 

results can vary, "depending in significant part on parental pressure and sophistication" 

(Zirkel 3) Many professors in higher education are aware that some LD labels have been 

purchased. The story goes that when one student locates a psychologist who is willing to 

collaborate with parents on a student's LD status, the name of the psychologist is passed 

on to other students who are able to purchase documentation for a learning disability. 

Whether or not this practice is widespread isn't the point. What's important is that 

professors tend to distrust any and all LD labels as they concern postsecondary students. 

Zirkel and other skeptics of the LD label question how to end the practice of 

awarding special accommodations to "LD" students who really don't have a learning 

disability (false positives) (4). As many see it, providing accommodations to students 

with false-positives has resulted in awarding unfair advantages to some students. Zirkel 

falls in with those professors who don't necessarily want to see the elimination of all LD 

labels. Rather, these individuals hold that the solution requires school districts and 

postsecondary institutions to refuse the LD label when a case so warrants. Of course, 

identifying "real" learning disabilities in the face of countless false-positives remains a 

troubled proposition without reliable assessment practices based upon precise definitions 

of LD. The fact that a learning disability merits extra time on the SAT exam pushes this 

practice into the big leagues. In the meantime, students with legitimate learning 

difficulties take the SAT and earn lower marks than their wealthier peers who may or 

may not have a viable learning difficulty. 



146 

A decade of rulings by the Office for Civil Rights under Section 404 and the 

ADA has surprisingly favored the institutions rather than the petitioning students. As one 

federal judge put it, '"a learning disability does not always qualify as a disability under 

the ADA (Zirkel 4). This is especially the case when the petitioning college student did 

not need accommodations during high school. Entering freshmen historically find the 

college challenge to be more than they bargained for. If a student was able to complete 

his or her public school career without the need for special accommodations, then 

chances are that the difficulties experienced at college are common to all, or so the judge 

in question ruled. Nevertheless, there remains an undetermined number of entering 

college freshmen who should be awarded special accommodations. Thus the challenge to 

develop a precise definition and reliable assessment practices remains a critical priority 

for the LD field. Whether that will happen or not is another issue, one that will be 

considered later in this chapter. In the meantime, those of us outside the LD field are left 

to wonder why the LD research has failed to produce the critical definition and follow-up 

assessment tool needed to identify students with real learning disabilities. How could it 

possibly take more than forty years to define a disorder that that has drawn the federal 

law into its comer? The answer, as unsatisfactory as it may seem to many professors in 

higher education, is to be found in the history of the LD research—a history that has 

produced at least 11 "official" definitions and numerous approaches to assessment. 

Rooting Out False Positives; LD Assessment Practices 

I have yet to come across an article written by a scholar inside or outside the LD 

field that adequately defends LD identification and assessment practices, and I have been 
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reading LD research for several years. Of late, especially with the reauthorization of the 

Individuals With Disabilities Act of 1997 (IDEA) held up in congress for over a year and 

was not to be on the congressional agenda until after January 2004 {WrightsLaw 1). (As 

of June, 2004, the House and the Senate have not agreed on the terms of the 

reauthorization.) LD scholars recognize the political pressure to acknowledge the 

controversies that plague the field's attempt to define and assess LD. Nevertheless, most 

LD specialists in the schools support current accommodative practices, even if such 

accommodations are based upon unreliable identification and assessment practices. 

Moreover, federal law defends the accommodations awarded based upon its inadequate 

definition of LD—a definition that many argue could be used to label almost any child 

who struggles in at least one academic subject. Many LD insiders join interested 

outsiders who marvel at the fact that countless persons in our nation claim a disability 

that has yet to be adequately defined and assessed. Worse, numbers of persons with real 

learning challenges who lack the LD label are denied programs and accommodations that 

could help them become successful learners. 

The most "creative," though certainly controversial attempt to explain the 

identi fication/assessment practices of the LD field, comes from psychologist Sherri 

Strawser, a recognized LD specialist. Strawser's explanation is a retelling of an old fable: 

The story is told of the blind men who found an elephant and did not know what it 

was. "It is like a tree," said one, who had flung his arms around the elephant's leg. 

"No! it is like a rope," said another, who had caught hold of the elephant's tail. "It 

is more like a fan," said the third. He was feeling the shape of the elephant's ear. 
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"No, no you are all wrong; it is sometiiing with no beginning and no end," said the 

fourth, who was walking around the animal, feeling its sides. (Strawser 71) 

As the fable suggests, a myriad of objects can be identified as having the characteristics 

of elephant if we use the blind men's approach to assessment. 

Similarly, it is possible to identify a "myriad of individuals" as having the 

characteristics of learning disabilities, using the US Office of Education's definition of 

learning disabilities, which reads as follows: 

[A] disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 

understanding, or in using language, spoken or write, which may manifest itself in 

an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do 

mathematical calculations. The term includes such conditions as perceptual 

handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental 

aphasia. The term does not include children who have learning problems which 

are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motorhandicaps, or mental 

retardation, or emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic 

disadvantage. (US Office of Education 1977 65083) 

The vagueness of the definition challenges one to think of a child who doesn't have an 

imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical 

calculations! To the detriment of the multitudes of students who are assigned the LD 

label, the definition put forth by the US Office of Education definition represents but one 

of many imprecise definitions of LD (see below). As stated earlier in this chapter, over 

the course of forty plus years, the LD field has produced multiple definitions, yet none is 
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scientifically verifiable or precise enough to exclude the majority of students with 

learning difficulties. Since LD assessment practices are inextricably tied to definitional 

statements, one need only imagine the inexactness of assessment tools. Accordingly, 

skepticism of the LD label abounds, inside and outside the LD field. The 1977 legislative 

attempt to define learning disabilities represents but one of many similar attempts to 

define this disorder, which most argue "subsumes a vast range of problems and is 

associated with a wide variety of characteristics" (Strawser 71-72). More specifically, 

past and current definitions of learning disabilities have made it possible to diagnose 

more than 5 percent of our nation's children with learning disabilities (Kavale and 

Fomess 2). Recall that persons with an LD diagnosis represent more than half of the 

population who claims a disability. Strawser argues that the field's ongoing failure to 

construct a precise definition of LD is not a reflection of a field, meaning that members 

of the LD community are equally capable and professional as other scholars (72). Rather, 

Strawser links the confusion to the nature of the disability itself 

Phases of LD Research 

Experts have identified various phases in the history of LD research and have 

named the periods in terms that characterize the periods (Bender 31). Some versions of 

LD history include up to five separate phases. Strawser's chronicle is chosen as an 

introduction to LD research; it seems more accessible to those of us outside the LD field 

due to its limited scope. Strawser identifies three periods of research that are named as 

follows: The Damage Phase, The Dysfunction Phase, and The Discrepancy Phase. 

During each of the phases, ongoing research contributed to at least 11 attempts to define 
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the learning disorder. While the actual field called learning disabilities originates from 

the 1960s (see phase two), the first phase of LD research, also called The Damage Phase, 

arguably dates to the 1800s, with the onset of newological research on brain injury and 

related language disorders in Europe and the US As Strawser and others have observed, 

"pioneering investigations in cerebral localization of mental functions and differentiation 

of speech functions provided basic models for research in normal language development" 

(Strawser 72). The investigations also helped researchers better understand language 

disorders (aphasia).. Researchers eventually studied disorders of perception and written 

language, as well. During the early 1900s, research focused on possible parallels between 

brain-damaged individuals and children with learning disabilities (73). During this period 

medical terminology was pervasive in descriptions of learning problems. Samuel Orton is 

tV» 
recognized for his early 20 -century research on reading disabilities. Other prominent 

researchers included Werner and Strauss, who were working with "brain-injured mentally 

retarded children," and Cruickshank, Strauss, and Kephart, who observed "intellectually 

normal, non-brain-injured children" (73). It wasn't until the 1960s that an attempt was 

made to dissociate learning difficulties from brain damage. 

The next historical phase is The Dysfunction Phase. The term learning disability 

came into use during this period. At the 1963 Chicago Conference into the Problems of 

the Perceptually Handicapped Child, attended by a small group of parents and educators 

concerned about children with learning problems, S. A. Kirk proposed the term learning 

disability to explain the occurrence of educational deficits in children who did not have 

brain damage. Prior to this time, the medical model of the brain-damaged child was used 
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to explain learning difficulties. Kirk and others thought it time to distance learning 

difficulties from brain damage. To that end, Kirk remarked; 

[t]his meeting is not concerned with children who have sensory handicaps, such 

as the deaf or the blind, or with children who are mentally retarded or with 

delinquent or emotionally disturbed children caused by environmental factors. It 

is concerned primarily with children who can see and hear and who do not have 

marked general intellectual defects, but who show deviations in behavior and in 

psychological development to such an extent that they are unable to adjust in the 

home or to learn by ordinary methods in school. (58) 

Kirk argued that the children who have been diagnosed with perceptual handicaps that 

were best observed in the school setting were not benefiting from the current practice of 

borrowing medical terminology to describe a learning difficulty. Rather, Kirk suggested 

the use of the term learning disabilities to describe a group of children who have 

"disorders in the development of language, speech, reading, and associated 

communication skills needed for social interaction."(Kirk 7-9). Kirk's suggestion was 

well received; the group agreed to organize as the Association for Children with Learning 

Disabilities (ACLD). 

The third phase, which is also the current phase in the history of LD research in 

this critique, is The Discrepancy Phase, owed to the idea of the aptitude-achievement 

discrepancy introduced into the field by Barbara Bateman. Bateman offered the following 

discrepancy-based definition of LD: 
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an educationally significant discrepancy between ... estimated intellectual 

potential and actual level of performance related to basic disorders in the learning 

process, which may or may not be accompanied by demonstrable central nervous 

dysfunction, and which are not secondary to generalized mental retardation, 

educational or cultural deprivation, severe emotional disturbance, or sensory loss. 

(Bateman 220) 

Bateman's discrepancy model contextualized learning difficulties, tied their assessment to 

a difference between expected and actual levels of academic performance, and excluded 

disorders caused by brain damage or external factors. Tied to the achievement-

discrepancy model is a required IQ test score. As will become evident later in this 

chapter, the discrepancy-based definition of LD has recently come under broad attack 

within the LD community for failing to distinguish learning-disabled students from 

students with histories of low achievement. Much to the surprise of all LD stakeholders, 

from the US government to individual school districts, the number of students identified 

as having learning disabilities more than doubled between the years 1976 and 1999, such 

that there were more than 2.8 million students with LD (Hallahan and Mercer 13). More 

recently, tension has been growing in the public school system as large numbers of 

minority youth are now being diagnosed as having learning disabilities. Recent reports 

suggest that the increase in identification in minority populations results in part from 

environmental causes and poor intervention programs during early elementary school 

years, rather than due to existing learning disabilities. Mounting criticism seems to be 

against teachers who are misidentifying students who are not learning, and specialists 
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who are going along with teachers and giving students LD status to get them extra help. 

Note that these are not the students who are increasing the number of college students 

with LD. Rather, the majority of the minority students who are identified as having 

learning disabilities end up dropping out of public schools before graduating. Certainly, 

schools ought to intervene in the academic lives of youth who are failing to learn. 

However, such intervention ought not be tied to a non-existent learning disability. Such 

practices only increase the resistance of non-LD teachers and professors to LD and the 

students that claim a learning disability. 

LD and Reasonable Accommodations 

While college and university instructors outside the field of learning disabilities 

may know little about LD or the different phases of research on LD, most instructors are 

acquainted with the atmosphere of controversy that has colored the field since its 

inception. Since instructors are required by law to provide reasonable accommodations to 

students with a documented learning disability, instructors tend to know that there is no 

definitive understanding of the disorder. (Nor is there a definitive understanding of 

"reasonable" as in reasonable accommodations.) Without a scientific definition of the 

disorder—one that also shares the consensus of the LD community—as well as a reliable 

assessment tool, those outside the LD field are hard pressed to award advantages to 

students who claim to have LD. Simply put, many educators, especially those who have 

been in the profession for years, distrust LD as a legitimate disability in postsecondary 

education. This distrust of the field and the students who bear the LD label is evident in 
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casual conversations and published articles across the disciplines. (See examples from 

The Chronicle of Higher Education toward the end of this chapter.) 

While this brief overview of the history of LD research sheds some light on the 

history of LD definitions and assessment, it doesn't explain how multiple and competing 

definitions reflected ongoing research in learning, nor does it help outsiders understand 

how the multiple definitions reflect the ongoing politics of the LD field. Looking closer 

at the key players who developed the definitions and assessment tools can help us 

understand why conflict and controversy yet characterize the LD field. 

Definitional Controversy 

To review, educators inside and outside the field of learning disabilities attribute 

the field's problems to the failure to agree upon a precise definition of LD. Despite the 

fact that countless children and adults bear the LD label, no one can say for certain what 

that label means. While special educators in the public school systems argue that 

definition is not the most important factor in singling out a student with a learning 

disability, scientists and postsecondary educators believe that without a precise definition, 

the LD label is of little use and labels students unnecessarily. Little talked about is the 

fact that some students with learning challenges are getting extra support and others are 

not, all based upon a diagnosis that is controversial from the get go. At the postsecondary 

level of education, countless college and university students receive what many claim are 

unwarranted accommodations based upon unsound practices of defining and diagnosing 

learning disabilities. Countless more are struggling to learn without any accommodations 

or programmatic support and are failing out of college right and left. Clearly, a legitimate 
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definition of LD along with sound diagnostic practices is needed to quell the negative 

response to LD at the nation's colleges and universities. 

Socrates recognized the connection between "real" knowledge and "absolute" 

definition: "if one cannot define something absolutely, then one does not really know 

what that something is" (qtd. in Hammill 74). Poststructuralists, on the other hand, argue 

that all knowledge is socially constructed, so "hang the absolute definition." 

Unfortunately, such intellectual maneuvering is of little use when it comes to awarding 

educational privileges to some students based upon countless socially constructed 

definitions of a learning disability. While many, if not most, of us in rhetoric and 

composition stand with poststructuralists in our understanding of meaning and 

knowledge-making, only a modernist (scientific, absolutist) definition of LD is going to 

make the critics acquiesce to disability laws. Despite the recent onslaught of lawsuits for 

failure to provide legally mandated accommodations for LD students, the attitude toward 

LD at many colleges and universities remains unsupportive, often negative, among the 

professorate who believe that four-year schools should remain the exclusive territory of 

the talented and gifted. Regardless of the LD field's attempt to associate learning 

disabilities with above-average intelligence, instructors view the need for 

accommodations as symbolic of unfair education practices, especially in contexts where 

students compete for awards and program access. Consequently, students who request 

accommodations for a learning disability are at risk of the wrath of instructors who firmly 

believe that the disability laws are misguided when it comes to accommodating students 

who claim a learning disability. 
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Granted, educational contexts allow more room for multiple interpretations of a 

disorder, especially when accommodations are awarded to students who are considered at 

risk due to race, class, or poverty. At the same time, when the awarded benefits are going 

to Caucasian students of the middle-to-upper classes (as seems to be the case at many 

colleges and universities), some professors are unwilling to remain neutral or silent, and 

have been known to refuse such accommodations or minimally comply. The losers here, 

of course, are those students who have been told that they have a legitimate disability. 

Again, a more precise operational definition of LD could help remove the stigma that is 

associated with accommodations. Whether or not such a definition can be constructed is 

another issue. 

Although Socrates acknowledged that absolute definitions are the foundation of 

real knowledge, he also believed that both ultimate definitions and complete knowledge 

are out of human reach. Nevertheless, if we are to function in a society that owes its 

existence (in part) to a scientific understanding of our world, we must negotiate 

definitions that fall short of an absolute yet are greater than socially agreed-upon 

meaning. As Socrates acknowledged, ultimate definitions, though out of human reach, 

must be pursued because they lead to a more complete knowledge of a topic (Hammill 

74). 

Indeed, the LD field has long sought a sound theoretical or conceptual definition 

that scientifically delineates LD and provides an operational statement for use in 

everyday life (i.e., schools). While definitions have come and gone since the early 1960s, 

the LD field remains at odds over the accuracy and usefulness of current definitions. 
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Unfortunately, the confusion and controversy that has shaped the LD field for decades 

has also shaped the attitude of many outside the field. While few of us outside the field 

are truly informed about the field's controversial struggle at definition, most of us know 

enough about learning disabilities to recognize that the concept is enmeshed in confusion, 

and yes, controversy. Nonetheless, few of us know precisely what the confusion is all 

about. 

When I originally sought out information about teaching college students with 

disabilities, I was overwhelmed by the confusion and negativity that seemed to pervade 

the LD field. It was difficult for me to pay attention to articles on treatment when it was 

clear that no one knew exactly what the treatment was supposed to correct. After wading 

through diverse articles that both supported and criticized LD definitions, I did find help 

in the work of Donald D. Hammill, psychologist and representative for the Council for 

Learning Disabilities on the NJCLD. Hammill's positive attitude, as I have discovered, 

toward the field's attempt to define LD is not shared by all of his colleagues. Hammill's 

article, "On Defining Learning Disabilities; An Emerging Consensus," addresses the 

most controversial aspect of the field—its attempt to theorize a conceptual definition. 

Although it is the operational definition, not the conceptual definition that is used by 

clinicians, schools, and colleges to diagnosis learning disabilities, the definition used in 

daily living is only as sound as its theoretical counterpart. Here again there is some 

disagreement in the field about the classification of the LD definitions. Researchers tend 

to disagree with Hammill's claims that the following eleven definitions are conceptual 
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rather than operational. The differences between these categories will be discussed 

further on in this chapter. 

In "The Importance of Definitions in Learning Disabilities," Hammill links 

Socrates' crucial relationship between knowledge and definition, with the failure of the 

LD community-at-large to establish consensus on a single definition of a learning 

disability. Hammill asks 

[h]ow a professional could successfully identify, diagnose, prescribe treatment 

for, teach or remediate, motivate, or generally improve the life of a person who 

has a learning disability without first having a clear accurate idea of the nature of 

a learning disability. (74) 

In other words, before identification of a learning disability can occur, and before 

diagnosis, treatment, and change can be expected, there must be a scientific definition 

that accurately describes the nature of a learning disability. The lack of a consensual 

definition—one that is supported by researchers and practitioners alike—has left 

professionals inside and outside the LD field confused about two key issues: (a) is there 

really such a thing as a learning disability? and (b) who really has a learning disability? 

Despite the apparent confusion created by the LD field over multiple attempts at 

definition since Samuel Kirk's initial efforts to define the term in 1962, some LD experts 

(Hammill included) remain optimistic about the field's "considerable and steady 

progress" in defining LD since 1962 Hammill (73-73). (See section on the 2002 LD 

Summit below for an updated critique of the field's progress.) 
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In fact, there have been at least 11 "prominent definitions" put forth by the LD 

community since the field's conception in the early 1960s. As mentioned above, Kirk's 

Definition represents the first attempt to produce a definition for LD. According to Kirk, 

[a] learning disability refers to a retardation, disorder, or delayed development in 

one or more of the processes of speech, language, reading, writing, arithmetic, or 

other school subjects resulting from a psychological handicap caused by a 

possible cerebral dysfunction and/or emotional or behavioral disturbances. It is 

not the result of mental retardation, sensory deprivation, or cultural and 

instructional factors, (qtd. in Hammill 75) 

Kirk's definition connects a learning disability to unobservable "process problems'" in 

school related activities. As I note further on in this chapter, the notion of process sounds 

more credible than can be proved. But to continue. Kirk's definition also introduces the 

"exclusion clause" in that it indicates that LD cannot be caused by other conditions 

(Kavale and Fomess 5). The so-called exclusion clauses have caused much confusion 

because they define LD in terms of what it is not, rather than in terms of what it is. The 

definition does not qualify the person with a learning disability as to age. This definition 

was used as a basis for organizing the Association for Children with Learning Disabilities 

in 1963. (The original organizational name has since been changed to The Learning 

Disabilities Association of America.) 

Within this scheme, the second historical attempt (1965) at definition was 

Bateman's Definition. This second definition, referenced earlier in this chapter, states: 
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Children who have learning disorders are those who manifest an educationally 

significant discrepancy between their estimated intellectual potential and actual 

level of performance related to basic disorders in the learning process, which may 

or may not be accompanied by demonstrable central nervous dysfimction, and 

which are not secondary to generalized mental retardation, educational or cultural 

deprivation, severe emotional disturbance, or sensory loss. (Hammill 75) 

This second definition differs considerably from Kirk's. First, this definition restricts the 

classification to children. Next, it introduces the concept of "aptitude-achievement 

discrepancy," which relates a child's IQ to his or her academic achievement. LD was 

thought to be an unexpected learning failure, given the overall intelligence of the subject 

in question (Kavale and Fomess 6). Since learning failure must be observed over time, 

many view the discrepancy definition as one that allows children to fail; failure must be 

observed before intervention under this definition. No cause was identified in this second 

effort at definition. 

The year 1968 saw yet another definition, this called The National Advisory 

Committee on Handicapped Children (NACHC) Definition: 

Children with special (specific) learning disabilities exhibit a disorder in one or 

more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using 

spoken and written language. These may be manifested in disorders of listening, 

thinking, talking, reading, writing, spelling, or arithmetic. They include conditions 

which have been refereed to as perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain 

dysfimction, dyslexia, developmental aphasia, etc. They do not include learning 
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problems that are due primarily to visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, to mental 

retardation, emotional disturbance, or to environmental disadvantage. (Hammill 

75) 

As researchers Kavale and Fomess observe, the recognition of LD as a new special 

education category prompted the need for a legislative definition of LD (6). The NACHC 

was part of the US Office of Education (USOE) and was headed by Kirk, who developed 

the initial definition of learning disabilities. While this definition is similar to Kirk's first 

definition, there are important exceptions found in the NACHC definition: emotional 

illness was no longer said to be a cause of learning disabilities; learning disabilities were 

to be restricted to children; and thinking disorders were included as examples of learning 

disabilities (Hammill 75). This is the first time that the term specific was used in 

combination with "learning disability." The reference to specific in this definition meant 

that there could be different types of learning disabilities. The NACHA definition was 

the basis for the 1977 USOE definition incorporated into Public Law 94-142 (75). 

The 1969 Northwestern University Definition counts as definition four. This 

definition represents efforts of the USOE to "resolve perceived difficulties in the existing 

definition and to provide a more educational focus" (Kavale and Fomess 6). Fifteen 

participants from the Institute for Advanced Study at Northwestern were funded by the 

USOE to construct a definition useful to special education. The following definition 

represents the results of their efforts: 

• Learning disability refers to one or more significant deficits in essential 

learning processes requiring special education techniques for remediation. 
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• Children with learning disability generally demonstrate a discrepancy between 

expected and actual achievement in one or more areas such as spoken, read, or 

written language, mathematics, and spatial orientation. 

• The learning disability referred to is not primarily the result of sensory, motor, 

intellectual, or emotional handicap, or lack of opportunity to learn. 

• Significant deficits are defined in terms of accepted diagnostic procedures in 

education and psychology. 

• Essential learning processes are those currently referred to in behavioral 

science as involving perception, integration, and expression, either verbal or 

nonverbal. 

• Special education techniques for remediation refers to educational planning 

based on the diagnostic procedure and results. (Hammill 75-76) 

Bateman's "aptitude-achievement discrepancy" became part of this new definition, 

bringing forward the relation between underachievement and discrepancy. Causes of LD 

were left out of this definition, and "disorders of spatial orientation" appeared only in this 

definition of LD. The Northwestern University Definition became the basis of the 1976 

USOE definition. 

Next came the late-1960s CEC/DCLD Definition: 

A child with learning disabilities is one with adequate mental ability, sensory 

processes, and emotional stability who has specific deficits in perceptual, 

integrative, or expressive processes which impair learning efficiency. This 
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included children who have central nervous system dysfunction which is 

expressed in impaired efficiency. (Hammill 76) 

This definition was the product of a committee of the Division for Children with 

Learning Disabilities (DCLD), a subgroup of the Council for Exceptional Children 

(CEC). The definition restricted students from being "multihandicapped." Children who 

were already classified as mentally retarded, blind, deaf, and emotionally disturbed could 

not be classified as also having learning disabilities. The CEC/DCLD definition did not 

receive wide acceptance. 

Wepman et al.'s 1975 Definition followed. This definition developed out of a 

concern that LD was becoming an umbrella term for too many types of learning problems 

(76). Coming out of the National Project on the Classification of Exceptional Children, 

the Wepman et al. definition represented a new, more restrictive notion of LD. It read as 

follows; 

Specific learning disability, as defined here, refers to those children of any age 

who demonstrate a substantia] deficiency in a particular aspect of academic 

achievement because of perceptual or perceptual-motor handicaps, regardless of 

etiology or other contributing factors. The term perceptual as used here relates to 

those mental (neurological) processes through which the child acquires ... basic 

alphabets of sounds and forms. (Hammill 76) 

According to this definition, LD was limited to perceptual process-based academic failure 

(Kavale and Fomess 8). This narrowing of parameters was added to limit the types of 

learning failures that could be attributed to a learning disability. Unfortunately, this 
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definition also received limited acceptance, in part, because it was seen as too restrictive. 

By now, it should be apparent to my reader that there were divisions in the LD field— 

divisions with power enough to both develop and veto definitions of LD. 

Despite its apparent limited acceptance, the Wepman et al. Definition brought 

forth The 1976 US Office of Education Definition. This definition added "operational 

diagnostic criteria" to the NACHC definition (Hammill 77). The 1976 definition states 

that 

[a] specific learning disability may be found if a child has a severe discrepancy 

between achievement and intellectual ability in one of more of several areas: oral 

expression, written expression, listening comprehension or reading 

comprehension, basic reading skills, mathematics calculation, mathematics 

reasoning, or spelling. A "severe discrepancy " is defined to exist when 

achievement in one or more of the areas falls at or below 50% of the child's 

expected achievement level, when age and previous educational experiences are 

taken into consideration. (76) 

Heated opposition to the 1976 Office of Education Definition quickly arose. The formula 

was attacked for being "mathematically unsound" (76). It was also suggested that the 

definition would identify students different from those currently receiving support 

services. Apparently, when the Office of Education asked for feedback, it received "982 

mostly negative responses" (77). Negative responses were heard from those who opposed 

the mathematical formula and those who were against using any kind of "IQ-achievement 

discrepancy formula" to identify students with learning disabilities (Hammill 77). The 
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formula was eventually dropped. Though the Office of Education eliminated the formula 

from its definition, individual states designed their own aptitude-achievement 

discrepancy formulas. Thus we have the unofficial explanation as to why every state and 

school district potentially uses a unique discrepancy formulation to identify learning 

disabilities. No wonder there is no consistency in identifying LD students in schools. 

The 1977 US Office of Education Definition was developed to address a House 

subcommittee concern about the vagueness of the definition in P.L. 94-143. Specifically, 

the committee instructed the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped to come up with a 

better definition that would offer precise guidelines for identifying LD students. The 

definition read: 

The term "specific learning disability " means a disorder in one or more of the 

basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, 

spoken or written, which may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, 

speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations. The term includes 

such conditions as perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, 

dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. The term does not include children who 

have learning disabilities which are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or 

environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage. (US Office of Education 

65083) 

While this definition also garnered its share of criticism, it is the one used by federal 

programs and state education agencies. However, with an emphasis on children and 

school activities, it is likely that this definition was never intended to serve as the 
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definitive definition. There was a noted absence of the central nervous system (CSN) 

missing irom the 1977 definition. 

The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities Definition came out in 

1981. The NJCLD inciuded representatives from eight major organizations (Kavale and 

Fomess 8). Though endorsing the federal definition, the NJCLD felt there was room for 

improvement. This definition explains learning disabilities as follows: 

Learning disabilities is a general term that refers to a heterogeneous group of 

disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities. These 

disorders are intrinsic to the individual, presumed to be due to central nervous 

system dysfunction, and may occur across the life span. Problems in self-

regulatory behaviors, social perception, and social interaction may exist with 

learning disabilities but do not by themselves constitute a learning disability. 

Although learning disabilities may occur concomitantly with other handicapping 

conditions (for example, sensory impairment, mental retardation, serious 

emotional disturbance) or with extrinsic influences (such as cultural differences, 

insufficient or inappropriate instruction), they are not the result of those 

conditions or influences. (Hammill et a). 336) 

The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities includes representatives of the 

American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA), the Council for Learning 

Disabilities (CLD), the Division for Children with Communication Disorders (DCCD), 

the Division for Learning Disabilities (DLD), the International Reading Association 
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(IRA), the Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA), the National Association 

of School Psychologists (NASP), and the Orton Dyslexia Society (ODS). The NJCLD 

definition represents a revision of the 1977 USOE definition and reflects the following 

changes: a belief that LD occurs at all ages; a deletion of the phrase basic psychological 

processes; distinction between learning disabilities and learning problems; and allowance 

for the coexistence of learning disabilities with other "handicapping condition" (78). The 

revised definition also offers a distinction between learning disabilities and nonverbal 

disabilities. Ultimately, the definition was rejected by all of the eight represented 

organizations except the Learning Disabilities Association of America (LDA; formerly 

Association for Children with Learning Disabilities). 

After the Learning Disabilities Association rejected the NJCLD definition, they 

came up with their own definition that differed in several ways. The LDA definition 

referred to learning disabilities as problems of "verbal and/or nonverbal abilities." The 

LDA remarked that in emphasizing both verbal and nonverbal abilities, they wanted to 

include "receptive and expressive language problems ... the conceptual and thinking 

difficulties, the integrating problems and motoric problems (78). The LDA definition was 

problematic because the definition failed to define its terms. Also, the LDA definition did 

not have an exclusion clause (what conditions could not be LD), thereby making it 

difficult to tell its position on the relationship between learning disabilities and other 

conditions including mental retardation, environmental disadvantages, and emotional 

disturbances (78). This definition was further complicated when a draft of the LDA 

definition was printed in the article, "Definition of the Condition of Specific Learning 
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Disabilities" (Hammill 78). The draft contained a sentence that limited the presence of 

learning disabilities to persons with "average to superior intelligence, adequate sensory 

motor systems, and adequate learning opportunities" (78). This qualifying statement 

indicates that "a person with learning disabilities cannot be multihandicapped" (78). The 

statement was deleted before the definition received final LDA approval, yet was left in a 

number of popular textbooks. Adding to the chaos, the LDA definition receiving the most 

public exposure right now is not LDA'S official statement (79). 

The final definition to be considered here is The Interagency Committee on 

Learning Disabilities Definition. The committee who worked on this draft was from 12 

agencies in the Department of Health and Human Services and the Department of 

Education. This 1987 attempt to define learning disabilities states that 

[L]eaming disabilities is a generic term that refers to a heterogeneous group of 

disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities, or of 

social skills. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual and presumed to be 

due to central nervous system dysfunction. Even though a learning disability may 

occur concomitantly with other handicapping conditions (e.g., sensory 

impairment, mental retardation, social and emotional disturbance), with 

socioenvironmental influences (e.g., cultural differences, insufficient or 

inappropriate instruction, psychogenic factors), and especially attention deficit 

disorder, all of which may cause learning problems, a learning disability is not the 

direct result of those conditions or influences. (Hammill 79) 
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This definition represents a modification of the NJCLD definition (79). In fact, the 

inclusion of social skills as a specific learning disability represents the only substantive 

change. The addition of social skills to the definition did not sit well with field members 

who were worried that the presence of poor social skills could alone warrant an LD 

diagnosis. Actually, the suggestion that a deficiency in social skills could be the sole 

factor used to diagnose LD prevented the NJCLD and the US Department of Education 

(USDOE) from endorsing the definition. The latter was concerned that the addition of the 

social skills deficit could cause any number of problems including an increase in the 

number of students classified as having a learning disability (Kavale and Fomess 9). In 

1990, and in light of the ICLD definition, the NJCLD again modified its definition as 

follows: 

Learning disabilities is a general term that refers to a heterogeneous group of 

disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities. These 

disorders are intrinsic to the individual, presumed to be due to central nervous 

system dysfunction, and may occur across the life span. Problems in self-

regulatory behavior, social perception, and social interactions may exist with 

learning disabilities but do not by themselves constitute a learning disability. 

Although learning disabilities may occur concomitantly with other handicapping 

the definitions differ according to a number of factors that include: 

• underachievement determination 

• CSN dysfunction etiology 
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• process involvement 

• being present throughout the life span 

• specification of spoken language problems as potential learning 

disabilities 

• specification of conceptual problems as potential learning disabilities 

• specification of other conditions as potential learning disabilities 

• allowance for the multihandicapping nature of learning disabilities 

While Hammill sits in opposition to popular opinion, he and other LD experts feel 

justified in their view that considerable agreements do exist among the eleven definitions 

that were produced between 1962 and the late 1980s, especially with regard to the IDEA 

and NJCLD (Hammill 82). In contrast to a positive read on the state of LD definitions, 

recognized LD researchers Kenneth A. Kavale and Steven R. Fomess counter that such 

agreement "should provide little comfort" because none of the definitions answer the 

question, "What is LD?" (Kavale and Fomess 16). In other words, say Kavale and 

Fomess, LD definitions fail to offer any insight about leaming disabilities provide (see 

further discussion below), 

LD Definitions: What They Say; What They Don't Say 

In a recent article, "What Definitions of Learning Disabilities Say and Don't 

Say," authors Kavale and Fomess don't quote Socrates to explain the usefulness of 

definitions. Rather they quote Voltaire who refused to engage in a debate unless his 

opponent first defined his terms (Kavale and Fomess 2). Using Voltaire's rule of debate 
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as a jumping off point, the authors suggest that Voltaire would likely have difficulty 

debating LD issues. Why? Definitional issues. Kavale and Forness explain it this way: 

"What is LD?" has been a long-standing source of controversy, conflict, and 

crisis" .... Although LD has experienced unprecedented growth and has had 

significant impact on special education, it remains among the most problematic 

classifications because of the vagaries and antagonisms surrounding definition 

....(2) 

The two most widely used definitions of LD are the NJCLD (National Joint Committee 

on Learning Disabilities) definition and the definition found in IDEA (Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act) and the NJCLD (National Joint Committee on Learning 

Disabilities) definition, both of which were explained earlier in this chapter. While 

experts including Hammill stand behind one or the other of the definitions, Kavale and 

Fomess find both definitions inadequate in that they represent "compromise positions" 

(2). The problem with the definitions, contend Kavale and Fomess, is that neither 

definition has brought closure to the definition controversy. Kavale and Forness attribute 

the failure to construct a consensus definition, one that reflects the essence of a specific 

learning disability, to widespread claims that LD is either a myth or that it doesn't exist 

as a "separate entity" (2). 

A primary concern of Kavale and Fomess and other stakeholders of the LD 

community, is the unexpected growth of learning disabilities over the past few decades: 

"Since the passage of P.L. 94-142 in 1975 (now IDEA), the LD population has increased 

about 150% to a level that now represents over 50% of all students with disabilities and 
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over 5% of all students in school" (Kavale and Fomess 2). KavaJe and Fomess are not 

alone when they claim that the high percentages represent "judgments, not scientific fact" 

(3). Of interest is the fact that the original estimation of the prevalence of learning 

disabilities was set at no greater than 2 percent of all school children in 1975. It does 

seem likely that the rise in LD diagnoses is due to imprecise definitional criteria. From a 

researcher's point of view, the situation is unacceptable: A "vague" definition creates 

"amorphous boundary conditions," which in turn leads to a definition and diagnosis that 

can be attributed more to policy than to the condition (3). In other words, without a 

specific and scientific definition of LD, individual policy on definition and diagnosis 

established by separate schools and clinical workers will determine the range of 

occurrence rather than the nature of the disability itself (3). Until the LD community 

produces a consensus definition that is precise as to the specific characteristics of LD, 

controversy inside and outside the field will prevail. 

Earlier in this chapter, in the section on LD definitions, I indicated that the 

discussion was limited to conceptual definitions, rather than operational definitions. 

Recall that the conceptual or scientific understanding is used to form the operational or 

diagnostic definition, and that the latter is only as relevant as the former. A conceptual 

definition can also be referred to stipulated definition—one that needs to be 

operationalized. Researchers including Kavale and Forness have a problem identifying 

the aforementioned LD definitions conceptual. A concept as defined by LD researchers is 

"a set of characteristics gleaned from the formal activity of concept formation and have 

been theoretically validated" (Kavale and Fomess 12). The crucial part of that 
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definition—that the concept has been theoretically validated—represents the missing link 

in all LD definitions, fi-om a researcher's point of view. Even those from outside the LD 

field can take the LD definitions one by one and discover multiple concepts that have not 

been theoretically verified. And a concept is only as strong as its theoretical base. 

According to Kavale and Foress, even the terms learning and disabilities "lack the 

foundation to be used appropriately in a 'conceptual' definition of LD" (12). Kavale and 

Fomess insert the analogy of Lewis Carrol's Through the Looking-Glass, where Humpty 

Dumpty explains that words mean what he wants them to mean—"neither more nor 

less"—to explain how the LD field has derived what it claims are conceptual definitions. 

They elaborate: "Various individuals, groups, and organizations associated with LD have 

acted like Humpty Dumpty by insisting that LD means what they choose it to mean based 

on their interpretation about what LD should be" (12). In actuality, the 

authors/researchers view LD definitions as "nominal" (12). Basically, nominal definitions 

"attempt to correlate words to describe something" (12). More specifically, LD 

definitions termed conceptual by others in the LD field are nominal, or stipulative, "an 

explicit and arbitrary adoption of a meaning relation between words" -as in Humpty 

Dumpty's claim that a word means just what he chooses it to mean (12). Stipulative 

definitions are perceived as true through consensus rather than through theoretical 

findings. Accordingly, a stipulative definition cannot be verified as true. 

Stipulative definitions (like conceptual definitions) require transformation before 

they can be used in practice. The most common transformational definition is the 

operational one—the type of definition used in everyday life, especially in schools. The 
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operational definitional defines nothing. Rather, it "states the operations required to test 

for the presence of the phenomenon"—in this case, a learning disability (13). Somehow 

the LD field has put the cart before the horse; who knows just how many false LD 

diagnoses have been put in the cart that seems to be running downhill, out of control. 

Operational Definitions and Discrepancy 

Recall that the IJSOE (US Office of Education) definition added operational 

criteria to the 1975 NACHC definition in order to "resolve the problems arising from too 

many diverse definitions," one that would be relevant to special education (Hammill 76). 

As stated earlier in this chapter, the revised definition added the idea of aptitude-

achievement discrepancy to the NACHC definition in order to distinguish low achievers 

(LA) from students who have a learning disability. As a reminder, the definition reads (in 

part, with references to discrepancy bolded); 

A specific learning disability may be found if a child has a severe discrepancy 

between achievement and intellectual ability in one or more areas. ... A "severe 

discrepancy" is defined to exist when achievement in one or more or the areas 

falls at or below 50% of the child's expected achievement level... (Kavale and 

Fomess 14) 

The problem with the operational definition is that it shows little likeness to the formal 

definition: The operational definition alludes to the term discrepancy as if it is stipulated 

in the formal definition. In fact, the formal definition does not mention the term, let alone 

ground it in theory. What the formal definition does mention are two concepts— 

psychological process deficits and CSN dysfunction—that have not been verified by 
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research. For that matter, the term discrepancy represents a "hypothetical concept"—one 

that requires its own operational definition (Kavale and Forness 14). 

In simple terms, a discrepancy as used by the LD field is explained as the 

difference between expected and actual achievement in a number of academic subject 

areas (Bender 16). Expected achievement is determined by an IQ score—a concept that 

has been attacked on a number of fronts for favoring white middle-to-upper class 

subjects. The difference between the two scores is determined to be a discrepancy if it 

meets certain criteria. Originally, the discrepancy concept represented an attempt to show 

a child needed some kind of help. However, the failure of assessments of psychological 

processes (part of the formal definition) meant that the discrepancy was the only 

"defensible operationalized aspect of the definition" (136). In other words, the existence 

of a discrepancy was the only way to support an LD diagnosis. For the most part, the 

discrepancy factor is the sole basis for determining whether or not a student has a 

learning disability. To make matters worse, every state and every district has its own 

formula for deciding what the discrepancy must be in order to diagnose a learning 

disability. Another problem with the discrepancy factor is that student achievement must 

deteriorate to the point that a discrepancy can be found. Often, the student must be failing 

over a lengthy period of time. Although researchers Kavale and Forness are often cited as 

the most vocal objectors to the use of the discrepancy, other recognized stakeholders 

including Frank Gresham of University of California, Riverside, fault the LD 

identification process for the huge increase in the number of LD students served since 

1975. 
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111 a 2001 paper, "Responsiveness to Intervention: An Alternative Approach to the 

Identification of Learning Disabilities," Gresham states that the number of LD students 

served from 1976-77 to 1996-97 increased 283 percent (1). Gresham admits that the 

process of identifying students with LD is "fraught with much error" (2). Gresham 

elaborates: 

The three-step process (referral, psychological evaluation, and team decisions) 

currently employed by public schools for identifying, classifying, and placing 

students with learning disabilities too often results in false positives, false 

negatives, inappropriate placements, or some combination. Teams vary from 

place to place and from child to child, and at each point in the process, the 

weighting given to various factors differs. Teachers employ classroom 

observation and professional judgment, psychologists employ standardized 

measures, and multidisciplinary teams employ a combination of local and national 

norms to make their decisions. (2) 

The problems don't stop there. According to Gresham and others, there has always been a 

problem distinguishing between children who have learning disabilities, mental 

retardation, and low achievement (2). Any search that I have carried out to locate 

treatments for writing students with learning disabilities has produced numbers of articles 

that focus on assisting LD and LA (low achieving) students. The message suggests that 

it's anyone's guess whether a struggling learner is a low achiever or a learning-disabled 

student. Because negative critiques of LD are so pervasive in the LD literature, I was not 

surprised to hear that the most recent reauthorization of IDEA '97 has been held up in the 
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House and the Senate for some time now, due in part to LD identification issues. Clearly, 

the legislative bodies that authorized free schooling for children with disabilities back in 

1975 are concerned with the spiraling numbers of LD students—all of whom qualify for 

special education. Despite the unthinkable numbers of LD students receiving special 

education, there remain many children—those identified as low achieving (LA) instead of 

learning disabled by arbitrary methods—who receive no extra help for their leaming 

struggles. Certainly, this is an untenable situation. The LD situation has not caught the 

federal government unawares. Goverrmiental concerns about special education, and LD 

in particular, is responsible for an LD summit that took place in Washington, DC in 2001. 

LD Summit, 2001 

In 2001 the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the US Department 

of Education sponsored "The Leaming Disabilities Summit: Building a Foundation for 

the Future." Prior to the Summit, during the mid 1990s, the National Joint Committee on 

Leaming Disabilities (NJCLD) asked OSEP to "examine federal regulations" regarding 

the identification of learning disabilities (Elksnin et al. 297). OSEP deferred on the 

request until the summer of 2000 when it brought together a work group of 21 

stakeholders in the LD field, including researchers and service providers (297). Their 

efforts resulted in "nine White Papers and 30 plus response papers" that were presented at 

the government sponsored 2001 LD Summit (Elksnin et al. 297). It was hoped the shared 

knowledge would then guide policy makers with the reauthorization of IDEA '97—an 

event that has been delayed for reasons that include concerns about LD identification 

policy. 
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With thoughts of the reauthorization of IDEA '97 in the near future and in an 

effort to fulfill a request made by the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities 

(NJCLD), OSEP set out to "examine federal regulations relating to identification of 

children and adolescents with LD (Elksnin et al. 297). OSEP gathered together a group of 

21 LD stakeholders, including researchers, practitioners, policy-makers, and parents, to 

identify White Papers topics. The goal was to use the knowledge of diverse parties to 

ensure proper identification of and free education for students with disabilities. 

Concerns that the reauthorization of IDEA would require full funding for all 

children with disabilities, of which more than half have been identified as having learning 

disabilities, brought forth calls from many sectors (including the federal government) for 

special education to ''radically rethink how we identify and serve students with 

disabilities" (298). Statements made by the editors of the Fordham Foundation's 

Rethinking Special Education for a New Century offer a flavor of the passion belonging 

to those who believe that special education has been and continues to be in severe 

trouble: 

Putting it bluntly, special education is broken for too many children. Think of it as 

a "program at risk." Special education now has far too many categories— 

particularly in the "LD" area—and is too vague about which children need this 

assistance.... Learning Disabilities pose issues of their own. Exactly what gives 

students with specific learning problems an entitlement to greater education 

resources than their peers who simply are slow learners and/or struggling for other 

reasons? (Finn, Rotherham, and Hokanson 336-45.) 
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As the summit participants gathered together in 2001, they recognized that special 

education, LD in particular, would face a huge challenge when legislators began to 

consider the reauthorization bill. Indeed, that is the case. Two reauthorization bills are 

stalled—one in the House and one in the Senate—neither one receiving needed approval 

to affirm the IDEA. In the meantime, concerned parties are still wrestling over a number 

of concerns that were raised in the Summit White Papers. While each White Paper 

represents an important voice in the LD struggle, limited space allows for mention of key 

points related solely to definition, classification, and identification of learning disabilities. 

It is important to keep in mind that the White Papers were instituted to guide policy 

makers on the reauthorization of IDEA '97. Ideas presented in these papers technically 

bear considerable weight in policy-making that continues to be delayed as of the 

beginning of 2004 from the 2002 projected year of passage of the reauthorized IDEA '97. 

In White Paper "Classification of Learning Disabilities: An Evidence-Based 

Evaluation," authors Fletcher et al. note the importance of a sound classification: 

Classification is fundamental to the scientific enterprise and all classifications are 

hypotheses that need to be empirically evaluated. The keys are to recognize the 

classification, to make it explicit, and to evaluate its reliability and validity. (I) 

The obvious question is whether or not the LD classification meets the criteria of 

scientific classification. As part of their answer, the authors consider three of the more 

troublesome components of the LD classification—discrepancy, heterogeneity, and 

exclusion (negative definitions of LD). The exclusion factor results in LD diagnoses 

made on the basis of what children are not, rather than what they are—certainly a 
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controversial method of identifying a disability. IQ-achievement discrepancy is 

reaffirmed as the most controversial component of the federal definition of LD. Finally, 

the authors admit to mixed evidence as to whether or not LD children differ from LA 

children. Their assertion is disturbing enough to quote in full; "Children who meet 

discrepancy definitions just do not show major differences relative to children whose 

poor achievement is consistent with IQ" (Fletcher et al. 3). Fletcher and associates would 

like to see the concept of LD changed from a disorder defined by discrepancies to one 

that connects underachievement to impaired cognitive processes (8). To achieve this goal 

Fletcher et al. call for the development of a new classification of LD—one that 

emphasizes inclusion, prevention, and outcomes. 

Another White Paper, "Learning Disabilities as Operationally Defined by 

Schools," considers how public schools have responded to societal and policy changes in 

ways that have affected both general and special education. Authors MacMillan and 

Siperstein voice concerns about which students are/are not receiving special education 

support and the vast differences between the achievement deficits of those who have been 

identified as having learning disabilities (1). The authors express concern that "school-

identified LD" (SI LD) does not match the federal USOE Definition (2). Currently, more 

than half of the school-identified LD students fail to meet federal regulations for 

identifying LD due to the large disparity between school definitions/identifications and 

research definitions/identifications (MacMillan and Siperstein 3-4) Common school 

identification practices include a four-stage process to identify children with learning 

disabilities—a process that requires a teacher referral, assessment by a school 
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psychologist, and a committee consensus. In the end, schools have considerable freedom 

in deciding the outcome of a student evaluation. They can disregard an MR (mental 

retardation) diagnosis in favor of an LD diagnosis if good can come from such a decision. 

Moreover, schools can overlook a failure to discover an appropriate discrepancy between 

achievement and intelligence, as this requirement often comes at the expense of the 

student who must consistently fail before services can be offered. As MacMillan and 

Sipertstein point out, schools have been defining LD as "absolute low achievement," a 

policy that offers special education to low-achieving students with below-average IQ. 

Recall that research has long identified the LD student as having an average-to-above 

average IQ. Clearly, schools are not using LD research to establish LD policy. Indeed, as 

the authors conclude, schools provide special education services to students "they 

perceive to be most in need of help" (8). The LD label allows schools to provide help 

where needed, not necessarily where warranted. In the end, Spertstein and MacMillan 

favor the provision of educational support for all students, even those who are "false-

positives" (8). 

In a final sample of the Summit White Papers, authors Fuchs et al. report that they 

did find some disparity in reading performance between low achievers with and without 

the LD label. In other words, the authors believe that analytical represent "indirect 

support" for learning disabilities (Fuchs et al. 6). Fuchs and associates agree with Kavale 

and Forness that neurocognitive differences between LD and non-LD students will be 

discovered in the future. However, they support an LD diagnosis for "very low 

achievement," thereby discrediting the discrepancy formula (7). Interestingly, Fuchs et al. 
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ponder the possibility that an LD diagnosis represents a mere "degree of severity" of a 

learning difficulty much like obesity represents a degree of severity of the condition of 

being overweight. 

As already mentioned, LD stakeholders continue to await the fate of the 

reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) '97. For the 

past year, the US Congress has been working on a bill to reauthorize the IDEA. IDEA 

was scheduled for reauthorization in 2002. Although both the House and Senate indicated 

that bills to reauthorize IDEA would be introduced before Congress recessed in 2002, 

that didn't happen. It wasn't until April 30,2003 that the US House of Representatives 

passed H.R. 1350, the 'Republican' IDEA Reauthorization bill, by a vote of 251 to 171. 

The bill passed largely along party lines: 96 percent of Republicans voted in favor of the 

bill; 87 percent of Democrats voted against it. Apparently, recommendations made by 

parents and advocates for children with disabilities were excluded from the bill. The 

Senate adjourned in December 2003 without reauthorizing its own version of IDEA. Both 

the House and Senate have expressed interest in issues about identification, 

accountability, parents' rights, and funding. As of this writing, it is too early to say how 

the reauthorized IDEA will be different from its 1997 counterpart. Predictably, ideas 

about the future of special education reflect the passion-filled views of LD stakeholders 

and educators. We have only to glance through some past issues of The Chronicle of 

Higher Education to view how winds are blowing in higher education. 
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LD Controversy and Higher Education: The Cutting Story 

With certain dissention within the LD community over the failure to agree upon a 

scientific definition, it is not surprising that the academy-at-large yet struggles with the 

legally mandated requirements. The beginning of this chapter offered a hint as to how 

college and university professors have reacted to mandated accommodations for LD 

college students. I want to end this chapter by continuing that conversation to remind 

ourselves of the schism that exists between those asked to provide accommodations and 

those on the receiving end. As this final section of the chapter reveals, the failure of the 

two parties to connect in a positive manner should be of concern to all of us who teach in 

higher education. Before I elaborate further on that point, let's take the academy's 

temperature on this issue by returning to The Chronicle of Higher Education, a journal 

that reflects the state of higher education in the US 

An archival search of The Chronicle of Higher Education over the last ten years 

reveals a more widespread concern in academia about learning disabilities. The year 1990 

saw the American With Disabilities Act (ADA) passed. The ADA made it easier for 

college students to press suits against educational institutions that fail to provide legally 

mandated accommodations and educational services. While there were few references to 

learning disabilities in The Chronicle from 1990 to 1992, postsecondary concerns about 

definitional issues, diagnosis, accommodations, and equity began to appear in the journal 

beginning in 1993. 

For example, The February 3, 1993 issue of The Chronicle contains an article 

called "Colleges and the Disabilities Law," by Scott Jaschik who uses the difficulties of 
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two postsecondary students with physical disabilities to illustrate how the 1990 disability 

law is working to provide students with legal options to sue institutions that don't take 

into account disabilities. Acknowledging the increased numbers of students with 

disabilities on the nation's campuses (one in eleven freshmen at the beginning of the 

1990s), Jaschik asserts that colleges and universities are "reluctant" to meet the demands 

of disabled students (1). Part of the problem, wrote Jaschik, is the law itself which was 

"not well understood" (2). Originally, postsecondary institutions assumed that because 

they had already made changes in response to the earlier Rehabilitation Act, no further 

accommodations were needed. In fact, students found fault with many institutional 

attempts to comply with disability laws, and thus began to sue institutions directly for 

failure to comply (3). By 1993 colleges and universities were struggling to locate the 

needed funds to make campuses and learning accessible to all students. 

In another article published in the September 7,1994 issue of The Chronicle, 

writer Christopher Shea writes about "Invisible' Maladies" (1). The year 1994 showed 

only a few lawsuits against colleges and universities, writes Shea, but considerable 

"grumbling among the professors" (1). Most of the lawsuits involved accommodations 

issues, including "note takers, extra time on tests, or the loosening of some academic 

requirements" (1). With approximately 21,000 of the 1.8 million students who took the 

SAT in 1992 allowed extra time because of learning disabilities, there was concern on the 

part of the professoriate that LD students were receiving an unfair advantage. Still, there 

were a number of lawsuits filed by LD students who claimed that particular institutions 

continue to engage in discriminator}' practices. In one lawsuit, an LD student (Ms. 
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Silverman) sued over failed math test scores. Having failed a math test four times, 

Silverman sued the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board because it refused to 

exempt her from a required state math test (Shea 1). Because Silverman's disability 

"prevents her from comprehending math," Silverman argued that the state was 

"discriminating against her because of her disability" (1). The state decided that 

Silverman had not "mastered the basics" (1). Shea reminds the reader of earlier years 

(1984-85) when the University of California had only 28 students with learning 

disabilities; by 1992-93 that number rose to 405. Shea's article bears witness to "skeptical 

professors" who were concerned that so-called LD students "may have more mundane 

academic problems," including the need to work harder in school (2). This attitude can 

still be found on the nation's campuses, especially among professors who have been in 

the business of higher education for decades. In fact, the then dean of admissions at the 

University of California at Los Angeles School of Law (Michael D. Rappaport) worried 

that LD is "an affliction" of the upper-middle class where there is ample wealth to afford 

psychological testing for children (5). Shea foresaw a future of increased inflammatory 

debates about LD on campuses where "accommodation ends and coddling begins" (5). 

Shea's Chronicle article helps us to see that faculty concerns about accommodations 

centered around those required for students with LD, rather than the other more visible 

disabilities. 

The next significant Chronicle article on learning disability controversies 

appeared in the July 26, 1996 issue. That article focused on the then ongoing suit against 

Boston University, whereby ten students leveled charges of discrimination related to their 
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learning disabilities (1). Specifically, the students argued that proposed policies at Boston 

University—policies that would require "all students to take and pass all courses needed 

for their degrees," and further require "students to have their disabilities reevaluated by a 

professional every three years"—violate disability laws and deny equity in education (1). 

A spokesman for the university said that "legitimate" disabilities would still warrant the 

legally mandated accommodations but that "exemption" from a course would not be 

considered a reasonable accommodation (1). 

The 1996 Chronicle article on Boston University was followed up by a September 

5,1997 article written after a judgment was made. In "Judge Says Boston U. Violated 

Rights of Learning Disabled," writer Jeffrey Selingo notes that the university "violated 

federal disability laws when it bowed to 'uninformed stereotypes' and tightened rules on 

accommodating learning-disabled students" (1). The ruling offered a monetary award to 

six of the ten students and further required the university to "re-examine its policies" and 

modify their foreign-language requirement (1). This article again demonstrates the 

existing tension between accommodation, LD students, and faculty members who are 

legally mandated to provide the accommodations. 

The year 1997 offered an update on an earlier Chronicle story about "Somnolent 

Samantha," a made-up student who had been accused of dozing during lectures by the 

president of Boston University. The president's story stated that Samantha had given him 

a letter that documented a learning disability involving auditory processing. The president 

claimed the letter stated that Samantha would require a separate room and extra time for 

exams, copies of lecture notes, and a front-row seat (Selingo 2). The president further 
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asserted that the note indicated that in the event of "dozing," Samantha should be 

provided with extra help on missed lectures. The university president's remarks were 

taken as proof that he "held an unfair view of students with learning disabilities" (1). In 

fact, the story about Somnolent Samantha was fiction. 

The learning disabilities debate began to heat up in 1998, as evidenced by an 

increase in numbers of Chronicle articles and letters on the topic. For example, in the 

February 27,1998 issues, there was an article detailing the efforts of Middle Tennessee 

Statue University to recruit students with disabilities. In that article the author reports that 

9 percent of college freshmen are handicapped. Jonathan Katz, Professor of Physics, 

Washington University, responded to the 9 percent claim in the April 17,1998 issue. 

Katz writes, "[t]he explanation is a scam in which the consideration properly shown to 

the handicapped is given to the 'learning disabled,' who far outnumber the genuinely 

handicapped" (1). Katz posited that students who don't do well in school find 

psychologists willing to certify them learning disabled. Katz went as far as to suggest that 

some LD students were "grade-grubber[s] scrambling for any advantage" (1). In fact, 

argued Katz, the LD "scam" is unethical, and grades are lies for students who receive LD 

accommodations, and only serve to devalue the grades of other students (1) Katz finished 

with the following inflammatory analogy: 

Giving a "learning disabled" student extra time on exams is like letting a blind 

person qualify for a pilot's license with the aid of a seeing-eye dog in the cockpit. 

I don't think any of us want to fly in an airplane with such a pilot, or to find in the 
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emergency room a doctor who owes his medical-school admission to extra time 

on exams. (2) 

We must consider such remarks in the larger context of a field that has repeatedly failed 

to come up with a scientific definition of LD—one that can rise above dissension and 

controversy from insiders and outsiders alike. 

Laura Rothstein, Professor of Law at the University of Houston Law Center, and 

author of articles and books on disabilities offers her take on learning disabilities in 

"Guidelines Emerge for Accommodating Students Who Have Learning Disabilities," 

published in the April 24, 1998 issue of The Chronicle. Rothstein jumps right into the 

learning disability debate by remarking that the "greatest challenge" facing higher 

education is the need to comply with the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 (1). 

With the passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (specifically Section 504), the 

nation's colleges and universities responded to LD students "in a somewhat ad hoc way" 

(1). LD students were few, requests for accommodations were few, and technical 

assistance was minimal (1). However, once the ADA took effect, institutions found it 

necessary to move toward a more formal response to student demands for 

accommodations and support services (1). From Rothstein's perspective, 

"overaccommodation" does no one any favors (2). 

Another opinion piece on learning disabilities that appeared in The Chronicle in 

response to Williams and Ceci's article was "Accommodating Learning Disabilities Can 

Bestow Unfair Advantages," published in the August 1999 Chronicle, took issue with 

accommodation practices for LD students. Associate Professor Wendy M. Williams and 
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Professor Stephen J. Ceci of Cornell University claim that testing accommodation 

practices are unfair to professors and students without learning disabilities (1). 

Accordingly, Williams and Ceci query why colleges and universities make it the 

instructor's responsibility to meet the needs of students with disabilities. The authors 

further question how disabilities can be "accurately and consistently defined and 

substantiated—especially when... the condition is not easily observed or measured, and 

is not well understood by experts" (2). Williams and Ceci contend 

[m]isdiagnoses are increasingly common, a situation that leads students with 

relatively minor disabilities—as well as those with pervasive cognitive deficits 

who used to be known as slow learners—to claim eligibility for everything form 

extra time on exams to special versions of tests. (2) 

The authors are careful to express their support for students with "meaningful 

disabilities" but question how anyone should be required to provide accommodations for 

students with incorrect diagnoses. They voice concerns of some readers when they 

wonder out loud if requests for accommodations aren't simply "wish lists" written by 

counselors or private doctors "hired by upper-middle-class parents" (3). Williams and 

Ceci demonstrate their familiarity with the LD field as they question why there is a 

discrepancy between the scientific explanation of learning disabilities—that students with 

learning disabilities "should display pockets of talents that are not affected by the 

disability"—and students designated as LD, even though they have "more-pervasive 

learning problems" (3). The authors point to the increased request for extended testing 

time as a practice that needs to be further examined: "it does not follow that everyone 
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who does require extra time to complete an exam is learning disabled. An individual's 

slower processing speed could be due to other factors, suggest Williams and Ceci, such as 

anxiety about taking tests, obsessiveness, or even recurrent headaches or exhaustion" (3). 

In fact, many students who demonstrate learning challenges but lack the personal 

finances to secure LD diagnoses may well have a learning disability, or so say the 

authors. Given their reasons for concern about the legitimacy of LD and the apparent 

inequities that result from selective accommodations, Williams and Ceci argue that 

institutions themselves should take more responsibility for providing accommodations for 

students with learning disabilities. 

Recognizing that their controversial article would cause some readers' heads to 

spin, Williams and Ceci invited readers to write in and express their views on the issue of 

LD students in college. Not surprisingly, the editor of The Chronicle received numerous 

responses to the Williams/Ceci text, and published a few of them in the September 24, 

1998 issue. Not a few of the readers who wrote back claimed a learning disability and, 

surprisingly, were not angered by the opinions expressed in the original article. For 

example, Sara E. Kimball, Associate Professor at the University of Texas at Austin, 

stated that Williams and Ceci "fail to grasp how much harder than others those of us with 

learning disabilities have to work" (1). Kimball's response to Williams and Ceci's claim 

of class/economic bias is offered in the form of a question: "But would anyone argue that 

the appropriate response is to fail to treat the children who have been diagnosed?" (1). 

Another letter written by Jonathan Katz, Physics Professor, Washington 

University, congratulates Williams and Ceci for getting it right (2). Katz believes that the 
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privileges afforded to students with learning disabilities "are a scam, a breach of 

academic integrity, and a fraud perpetrated upon students who do not receive these 

privileges and upon those (employers and professional schools) who depend on the 

honesty of our grades and degrees" (2). Katz further argues that anyone not good at 

learning ("in other words, is learning disabled"), does not belong in college (2). 

Finally, Jane E. Jarrow, President, Disability Access and Support, attempts a more 

middle-of-the-road approach to WiUiams and Ceci's article. Nonetheless, Jarrow accuses 

Williams and Ceci of having no understanding of the disability laws (3). 

Looking through the sampling of texts published in The Chronicle from the early 

1990s through 1999,1 noticed a common thread. Whether the writer is concerned about 

the growing numbers of students with learning disabilities or the types of 

accommodations warranted by the nature of the learning disability or the fact that 

leaming-disabled students deserve more respect from educators or even that LD students 

deserve no respect, the underlying issue is related to the lack of an agreed-upon, 

scientifically supported definition of learning disabilities. As we move through the first 

decade of the twenty-first century, the LD controversy over definition (and resultant 

diagnosis) remains an ongoing problem for LD stakeholders. In fact, an LD summit held 

in 2002 affirms the need to look in new directions—directions that may even make the 

LD label irrelevant. It should be mentioned that there is at least one holdout on 

discrepancy among the researchers presenting White Papers. In "Discrepancy Models in 

the Identification of Learning Disability" Kavale argues in favor of keeping the 

discrepancy and using it as one part of a more comprehensive identification process (15). 
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Coming Full Circle 

When I began my original search for research materials on learning disabilities, 

knew very little about the disorder. With the teaching challenges I faced several years 

ago, I figured that any information I gleaned from the LD community would help me 

better meet student needs. Rather than finding the hoped-for help, I found myself adrift in 

research material that told me more about the field's problems that I cared to know. If 

truth be told, it didn't take me long to begin to wonder about the legitimacy of learning 

disabilities, especially in postsecondary education. Perhaps my tendency to provide far 

more than mandated accommodations for my students was driven by the skepticism that 

grew inside me the more 1 learned about learning disabilities. Admittedly, it was hard for 

me to teach underprepared students and LD students side-by-side when students from 

both classifications of nontraditional students seemed to share similar learning struggles. 

At some point during that semester, I began to think of the students as a single group of 

non-traditional students; that decision to group high-risk students together holds true for 

the rest of this dissertation. Similar to most of us who teach college composition, I don't 

fully understand why some students struggle more than others. What I do understand is 

that all of the students—traditional or nontraditional—who sign up for my writing classes 

deserve an equal opportunity to learn. If the way I teach favors only some of the 

students—say the traditional students who would probably learn on their own—then I am 

doing a disservice to the rest of the class. The challenge is to find ways to augment 

current pedagogy so that nontraditional students are provided with knowledge and skills 

that make the material accessible. The purpose of the next chapter, chapter four, is to 
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bring to our field's attention a theory of learning that can provide instructors with tools to 

make learning accessible for all students. The good news about social-cognitive theory 

and its classroom applications in student self-regulation is that all students, whether 

traditional or nontraditional, can achieve more by practicing its principles. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Self-Regulated Learning from a Social-Cognitive Perspective 

"The key issue defining learning as self-regulated is not whether it's socially isolated, but rather whether 
the learner displays personal initiative, perseverance, and adaptive skill in pursuing it." 
(Zimmerman, "Theories of Self-Regulated Learning and Academic Achievement" 1) 

Introduction 

One of the classic books on teaching nontraditional students is Mike Rose's Lives 

on the Boundary, an account of the difficulties of belonging to America's educational 

underclass, or what The Los Angeles Time's Book Review describes as those considered 

"[rjemedial, illiterate, and intellectually deficient" (Lives on the Boundary back cover). 

Hopefully, the Time writer who penned the harsh descriptors of America's underprepared 

college students isn't connected with education, though I imagine there are a few poorly 

informed educators who might find favor with such labels, if only to drive home their 

point that underprepared students don't belong in college. The majority of us who earn a 

living in higher education would shun terms like illiterate and intellectually deficient 

when describing students like Mike Rose, not because of their political incorrectness but 

because they are untruths. This is not to say that nontraditional college students aren't 

challenged in today's college classroom. We know from experience that many of these 

students don't make it past the first year of college, but not because they are illiterate or 

intellectually deficient. The Time's Book Review comments are evidence of widespread 

ignorance about struggling learners. Such lack of knowledge is fueled by the nation's 

lengthy history of providing postsecondary schooling to the best and the brightest. While 

it may take years to change attitudes about the place of underprepared students at four-
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year colleges and universities, today's nontraditional students need help now. Turning 

our backs can give the message that these students are illiterate and intellectually 

deficient as the Time's Book Review claims. 

When Rose or any of us who teach in higher education began our postsecondary 

journeys, we may have thought ourselves illiterate and/or intellectually deficient. We 

may yet think that to be the case if someone hadn't intervened and helped us change our 

minds about our academic potential. Like Rose, some of us may have discovered that we 

too had "abilities hidden by class and cultural barriers" (Rose xi). Without hope and help 

from educators who believe that underprepared students can make it in college, there 

would be no books like Rose's celebrating the hopeful stories about students who 

struggle yet succeed in academic settings. Thankfully, there are earned degrees at the end 

of the postsecondary journey for some high-risk nontraditional college students. 

Nonetheless, higher-than-desirable attrition rates during the first year of college suggest 

that we need new strategies if we are to increase the stories of academic success, if only 

in the college composition classroom. Chapter four has been written with this need in 

mind. It provides the social-cognitive theoretical foundation for instructional strategies 

that are introduced in chapter four and continued in chapter five—strategies designed to 

help students learn to take more control of their learning processes and ultimately, their 

learning successes. 

Like other entering college freshmen, Rose did not have the literacy and 

educational experiences that are the birthright of traditional college students. We know 

from Heath's research on literacy practices among diverse family units that Caucasian 
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middle-class parents and their children routinely engage in verbal interactions that foster 

learning in formal school settings. In contrast, children who grow up in families that 

embrace diverse language and cultural practices are usually academically disadvantaged 

from the moment they step into a formal school setting. Such disadvantages tend to 

follow these children throughout public schooling and into the postsecondary institution. 

While most educators today are aware of the educational advantages of growing up in a 

traditional middle-to-upper-class American family, there is still little insight as to how to 

bring the literacy practices of diverse students in line with their more-privileged peers. 

Rose had the "'struggles and achievements of America's educationally underprepared" in 

mind when he penned the following: 

.. .the challenge that has always faced American education, that is has 

sometimes denied and sometimes doggedly pursued, is how to create both the 

social and cognitive means to enable a diverse citizenry to develop their ability. It 

is an astounding challenge: the complex and wrenching struggle to actualize the 

potential not only of the privileged but, too, of those who have lived here for a 

long time generating a culture outside the mainstream and those who, like my 

mother's parents and my father, immigrated with cultural traditions of their own. 

(225-26). 

Teachers from kindergarten through high school are asked to take students who 

are outside the mainstream language and culture and equip them to function in a world 

where language proficiency is the key to power and privilege. As Dyson and Freedman 

point out in their 1991 report on the teaching of writing, such formal literacy training is 
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necessary "to help these diverse students acquire literacy skills and thereby to provide 

them with prerequisites to higher levels of education and better-paying jobs" (3). Over a 

decade later, standardized tests indicate that schools have not found ways to minimize the 

academic disadvantages of diverse learners. 

Scholarly journals that feature articles written by composition instructors over the 

last twenty-five to thirty years reveal repeated "calls for changes in educators' ways of 

thinking about teaching writing" (Dyson and Freedman 3). Before the process movement 

took over classrooms across America, writing instruction was perceived a as a 

"mechanistic skill, learned by drill in handwriting, grammar, and spelling" (3). 

Instruction in process writing gives up the drills while emphasizing instruction in drafting 

and revision. Still, schools haven't found an instructional formula that dramatically 

changes the success quotient for diversely challenged readers and writers. Dyson and 

Freedman observe that the kind of writing that is taught in a formal school setting should 

be "meaningful," "functional," and "authentic" (3). Few would disagree with the claim 

that current process writing instruction far surpasses rote methods used what seems like 

"eons" ago. Nonetheless, and as we learned in earlier chapters of this dissertation, too 

many children and youth are moving through schools without having achieved grade 

level literacy skills. This depressing state of writing practices of the nation's youth 

continues to spell trouble for college composition instructors, who year after year are 

expected to bring high-risk nontraditional college freshmen up to some institutionally 

determined level of proficiency. Even as college instructors take on the yearly challenges 

of improving the literacy practices of freshmen, we ought to be asking ourselves the same 
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types of questions that primary, middle, and high school writing instructors are asking 

about student diversity and institutional expectations. 

Dyson and Freedman offer some suggestions for examining the state of writing 

instruction toward the long-range goal of developing a theory of literacy "that includes 

understanding the cultures and the coming together of the cultures teachers and learners 

inhabit." Students of all language and cultural backgrounds need to learn how to "control 

a wide range of writing practices" including narrative, exposition, analysis, argument, 

and inquiry. Interestingly, during the late 80s and 90s, the Center for the Study of Writing 

(that included the efforts of Dyson, Freeman, Flower, and Chafe) took steps toward 

constructing a "social-cognitive" theory of writing that could address the cultural and 

language differences of students and the wide range of writing practices to be mastered. 

According to Dyson and Freedman, 

[t]his theory helped us bring together two strands of past research on writing: (a) 

studies of individual cognitive processes that dominated the research of the 1970s, 

and (b) studies of the immediate social contexts surrounding those processes that 

emerged in the 1980s." (5-6) 

In "Cognition, Context, and Theory Building," a 1989 CCC article, Linda Flower argued 

that an integrated social-cognitive theory of writing "can explain how context cues 

cognition, which in its turn mediates and interprets the particular world that context 

provides" (282). 

Dyson and Freeman elaborated several years later: 
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In intertwining the social and cognitive, we have examined how writers—from 

early childhood through the adult years—form interactive relationships with 

teachers and peers that shape their learning, that become part of their individual 

thinking—part of what they write, how they write, where they write, for whom 

they write, when they write. (6) 

The goal of the "social" aspect of a theory of writing was to allow literacy practices to 

reflect actual life experiences rooted in diverse social classes, ethnicities, language 

backgrounds, families, communities, and genders (Dyson and Freeman 6). The social and 

contextual factors involved in literacy practices took the forefront in college composition 

research and practice as evidenced by our continuing disciplinary interests in social-

constructivism. When we look back at writing research published by scholars aligned 

with other disciplines, it is apparent the cognitive thread returned in a new line of 

research connected to social-cognitive theory associated with Albert Bandura and other 

social-cognitive psychologists. Research on writing from a social-cognitive perspective 

has primarily come out of concerns about teaching underprepared students and students 

with disabilities. It is to the credit of educators who research literacy practices in 

nontraditional students that they didn't leave behind the cognitive thread. In fact, literacy 

practices develop out of the social, the cultural, the contextual, and the cognitive. For 

purposes of this dissertation, the cognitive is brought back into the teaching and learning 

equation through self-regulated learning from a social-cognitive perspective. According 

to Wolters, Pintrich, and Karabenick, self-regulated learning "concerns the application of 

general models of regulation and self-regulation to issues of learning, in particular. 
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academic learning that takes place in school or classroom contexts" (Wolters et al. 2). 

More specifically, self-regulated learning (regardless its theoretical perspective) 

is an active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for their learning and 

then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, motivation, and 

behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the contextual features in the 

environment. (4) 

Students of all capabilities benefit from instruction in self-regulation. Nonetheless, the 

students who benefit the most are those learners who have failed to learn and/or practice 

successful learning strategies before they came to college. Before college composition 

instructors can integrate cognitive instruction with process writing instruction, we need to 

acquaint ourselves with the theory. 

As suggested at the end of chapter three, one possible answer to increase learning 

and learning transfer is instruction in student self-regulated learning, the ability to 

understand and control or manage learning environments (Schraw, Kaufftnan, and 

Lehman 1063). Schunk and Zimmerman add to this definition the idea that self-regulated 

learning involves thoughts and feelings about what a student is learning or attempting to 

learn (Schunk and Zimmerman, vii). To self-direct their learning, students must set 

goals, select strategies that help them achieve their goals, implement the strategies, and 

monitor their progress toward their goals (Schraw, Kauffman, and Lehman 1063). While 

tliere are multiple theoretical perspectives on self-regulated learning, the perspective 

offered in this chapter draws upon Bandura's social-cognitive theory of learning—also a 

focus of this chapter. This fourth chapter then argues for an integrated approach to 
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writing instruction that augments our process driven pedagogy with instruction in student 

self-regulation to foster increased learning for diverse students. 

Toward a More Hopeful Future for Challenged Learners 

Those of us who teach at the nation's colleges and universities are aware on some 

level that today's college student is likely to be yesteryear's low wage earner. Indeed, 

open admissions and/or less rigorous admission requirements have encouraged tens of 

thousands of nontraditional students to attempt to earn a college degree at a four-year 

college in the US. Arguably, these "new" nontraditional students are not set up for 

academic success once they arrive on campus for their first semester. The usual instructor 

warnings to spend more time on homework and studying for tests is all but lost on this 

population because many of these students arrive at college without the requisite attitudes 

and practices in place required to become successful learners at the college level. While 

college instructors complain that our students should have learned about academic 

commitment and practice a long time ago—at least before they signed up for our 

classes—studies show that the students coming to college represent a break from 

tradition. Accordingly, telling students what to do without modeling and providing 

supervised practice amounts to doing nothing at all. Recall from earlier chapters of this 

dissertation that today's freshmen are prepared to commit very little time and effort on 

their studies. This holds true for traditional students as well. However, nontraditional 

students often come to college with life responsibilities different from traditional 

students. As a rule, nontraditional students must juggle outside jobs and considerable 

family responsibilities with their college studies. Often jobs and families necessarily 
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enjoy a higher priority than college studies. The hard truth is that many of our 

nontraditional students mirror those who not so many years ago would never have 

thought about pursuing a postsecondary degree, especially at a four-year college or 

university. Despite the fact that nontraditional students have been admitted to a college or 

university of their choice, the vast majority of these students are underprepared for the 

challenges that await them once on campus. To add to the challenges of this student 

population, the time allotted for changing one's perspective on academics and learning 

new behaviors and attitudes that are typical of successful students is short. 

As demonstrated in previous chapters of this dissertation, many of our incoming 

freshmen are among those who spent their childhood and youth getting by with little 

asked of them, academically speaking. Suddenly, their college instructors are demanding 

more, and "more" is not forthcoming. Even when underprepared students demonstrate 

their intention to develop new strategies for succeeding in college by signing up for a 

how-to-succeed-in-college, the potential for transferring new knowledge about learning 

from one course context to another is limited, as we learned in chapter three. Rather, 

research suggests that students need to learn successful student practices in every class if 

they are going to be able to survive their first year at college. As stated in the introduction 

to this chapter, an effective way to help students learn, to help students transfer 

knowledge from one context to another, is to teach them how to manage their learning via 

instruction and practice in student self-regulation and self-efficacy. While more 

successful college students have developed adequate self-regulation and self-efficacy 

over twelve-plus years of public or private school education, nontraditional students 
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missed out on school and/or family role modeling of behaviors and attitudes required for 

academic success. Not only are colleges and universities struggling with underprepared 

freshmen, they are further challenged by those students who represent the first generation 

in their family to go to college. These students likely share a history of learning failure in 

one or more academic disciplines. In fact, increased numbers of nontraditional students 

have learning disabilities. Judging by the growing numbers of students who must take a 

basic writing course, we can safely surmise that too few incoming freshmen share a 

history of writing successes, perseverance and wherewithal when it comes to learning; 

judging by expanding attrition rates at four-year schools, too few of these students know 

how to survive the attacks on confidence when learning isn't forthcoming. Finding the 

college journey both difficult and lonely, underprepared students are likely to jump off 

the higher education train at the first sign of academic distress. 

Help from (Academic) Self-Regulation 

Student academic self-regulation (aka self-regulation of learning, self-regulated 

learning, self-management of learning, self-directed learning, and more) as characterized 

in chapters four and five of my dissertation comes to us via Bandura's social-cognitive 

theory as stated above, but also through additional research support fi-om multiple 

disciplines including cognitive psychology, developmental education, higher education, 

and learning disabilities. The good news about academic self-regulation is that (a) it can 

be successfully taught to at-risk students; (b) it encourages student responsibility for 

learning; and (c) it tends to increase the occurrence of learning transfer. 
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The bad news about academic self-regulation is that it tends to be context bound, 

meaning that students need to leam how to self-regulate in the context of each course 

taken at college. Another down side of self-managed learning is that at-risk students can 

leam self-regulatory practices and still not be motivated to use them to increase their 

learning success. Since low motivation seems to be part of the challenged learner's 

experience, motivating less-successful students to reach beyond their comfort zone can be 

a problem unto itself. Nonetheless, in the process of helping those who choose to take 

advantage of academic self-regulation, we will have gone a long way toward making 

higher education accessible to diverse students. The other way—teaching process writing 

as usual—offers a pretense of offering equitable education to all students as diverse 

nontraditional students are first admitted to four-year colleges, until students are pretty 

much left to sink or swim on their own. The practice of providing writing centers for 

struggling writers doesn't necessarily fit the learning patterns of all high-risk learners. 

Rather, there seems to be a significant proportion of students for whom the writing center 

can't reach. These students need in-class instruction in student self-regulation to help 

them get to the point where they even have a paper to take to the writing center. Teachers 

and administrators may appreciate the fact that in providing instruction in academic self-

regulation to underprepared students, we are doing our part in attempting to increase 

outcomes in an age where outcomes and accountability are the watchwords of education 

at all levels. Instructors can take additional comfort in knowing that academic self-

regulation has the researched support of specialists in developmental education and 

disability studies. In fact, research on underprepared learners, especially those with 
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specific learning disabilities, suggests that "self-regulated learning variables" plays a 

significant role in academic achievement (Ruban et al. 270). The success of academic 

self-regulation depends in part on student self-efficacy, "personal beliefs about one's 

capability to learn or perform at certain designated levels,"—yet another concept that 

traces to Bandura's self-cognitive theory (Zimmerman, "Self-Fulfilling Cycles 3). 

As a matter of fact, some would argue that self-efficacy is the beginning and end-

all to effective self-management of learning. A student is going to have to believe that the 

practice of self-regulation can lead to more positive learning outcomes, or nothing will 

come of instructor efforts to teach and model self-regulatory strategies. We know by now 

that at-risk learners generally come to college "less academically prepared" than 

competent students (Ruban et al. 271). They perform "more poorly" and "achieve at 

lower levels" than their more prepared peers (271). Unlike the general student population 

of underprepared college students, those with learning disabilities in supportive programs 

have been known to graduate at the same rate as their more competent peers. Experts 

explain this unexpected phenomenon as attributable to student academic self-regulation 

and strong student self-efficacy (271). Before we delve any further into self-regulated 

learning, we would do well to understand its theoretical base. While diverse views on 

student self-regulation exist, research relative to this dissertation is grounded in 

Bandura's social-cognitive theory, which was in its earlier stages linked to Social 

Learning Theory, a construct dating back to the late 19^^ century. 
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From Social Behaviorism to Social-Cognitive Theory 

The 1990 issue of Psychological Inquiry offers a review of Albert Bandura's 

Social Foundations of Thought and Action, which deals with the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills from a social-cognitive perspective. Written by psychologists John 

F. Kihstrom and Judith M. Harackiewicz, the review of Bandura's theory heralds its 

support in the telling title, "An Evolutionary Milestone in the Psychology of Personality" 

(86). Kihstrom and Harackiewicz further evaluated Bandura's work "a significant event 

in the history of the scientific study of personality" (86). The point here is that Bandura 

took cognitive psychology by a storm when he published his treatise on social-cognitive 

theory. Kihstrom and Harackiewicz position Bandura as belonging to the "movement 

away from static conceptualizations of personality" toward a dynamic view that involves 

personal interaction with the social environment (86). Despite the popularity of social-

behavioral approaches to learning that had been proposed by Skinner and others, interest 

in cognition arose in the 1950s and 60s and influenced the direction that Social-Learning 

Theory (SLT) would take. While SLT still gave preference to the vocabulary of 

behaviorism, new interest in a new emphasis on "expectancies, values, choice, and locus 

of control" demonstrated the influence of a cognitive approach to learning (Kihstrom and 

Harackiewicz 86). Still the developing approach was criticized for being more about 

"choice" than learning. As Kihstrom and Harackiewicz detail, "[i]t remained for Bandura 

and Walters ... to add an explicit theory of the social learning process," which 

emphasized the place of imitation in social learning (86). Initial work on social-cognitive 

theory thus began a couple of decades before Bandura's full treatment of this approach to 
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learning was published. While imitation had been a part of social behaviorism in the form 

of a secondary drive, Bandura's idea of imitation had to do with observational learning 

(86). By incorporating cognitive theory into his approach to learning, Bandura "lost" the 

"social learning" connection to former behaviorist theory and moved into the new 

territory of social cognition. 

Social-Cognitive Theory of Learning: An Overview 

Albert Bandura, a researcher at Stanford University for decades and the developer 

of the social-cognitive theory of learning, introduces his theory as a model of causation in 

human behavior: 

In the social-cognitive view people are neither driven by inner forces nor 

automatically shaped and controlled by external stimuli. Rather, human 

functioning is explained in terms of a model of txiadic reciprocality in which 

behavior, cognitive and other personal factors, and environmental events all 

operate as interacting determinants of each other. {Social Foundations 18) 

In embracing a social-cognitive theory of behavior, Bandura rejects models of 

environmental and dispositional determinants that explain behavior in simplistic terms: 

either the environment acts unidirectional on the subject, thereby causing a reaction in the 

subject (as in behaviorism), or the subject acts on the environment according to inner 

drives, ideas, beliefs, and more. He further rejects interactional theories which in his 

words are "partially bidirectional" (Social Foundations 23). Rather, Bandura embraces a 

"triadic reciprocality" whereby behavior, personal factors including cognition, and 

envirorunental influences interact in complex and multiple ways to shape behavior (23). 
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Those who believe that theories of social construction leave out the self to the detriment 

of individual will should find Bandura's triadic reciprocality a better fit for explaining 

how multiple influences—^both internal and external—shape persons and behaviors. 

Important concepts in Bandura's social-cognitive theory include the aforementioned 

triadic reciprocality which implies a number of human capabilities including symbolizing 

capability, forethought capability, vicarious capability, self-regulatory capability, and 

self-reflective capability—to be explained below. 

Over the years, various explanations of the causes of human behavior have been 

proposed in terms of dispositional and environmental determinants (Bandura, Social 

Foundations 22). Those who study environmental determinism see behavior as controlled 

by situational influences. The more extreme views support a one-sided determinism 

whereby "acts are regulated by current external stimuli and the residuum of past 

environmental inputs" (22). Skinner's model of behaviorism is the best example of 

environmental determinism. While Skinner acknowledges the person's capacity to react 

to external influences, his view has people reacting to the environment as instigator. This 

is supported by Skinner's assertion that "[a] person does not act upon the world, the 

world acts upon him" (211). This statement reflects Skinner's view that the environment 

dictates behavior. Of course, we know that people are both foreactive and counterreactive 

as we interact with others and the world. 

Theories that favor personal determinism over environmental causes attribute 

behavior to dispositional sources, including instinctual drives and traits inside the 

individual (Bandura, Social Foundations 22). Existentialists, who link behavior with 
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"conscious judgment and intentional action," view free choice as the sole determinant of 

human behavior (22). Then there are the theorists that conceive of human behavior in 

terms of unidirectional personal determinism. Such theories claim that the mind creates 

reality. In other words, people become distressed by their "views" of reality or outside 

events, rather than by the events themselves (23). Bandura believes that both 

environmental factors and perceptions of the events contribute to what people think. 

Contemporary theorists for the most part support interactional models of causality—ones 

that link behavior to personal and situational influences (23). To sum up, unidirectional 

models of interaction portray persons and situations as "independent entities that unite in 

unspecified ways to produce behavior" (23). 

A problem with models of this type is that the factors determine each other rather 

than act independently when in reality people act on environments in both creative and 

destructive marmers. The changes they produce in environmental conditions, in turn, 

affect their behavior and the nature of future life. Interactional models of behavior, as 

compared to unidirectional models, acknowledge that people and situations affect each 

other. The down side of such models is that they view influences as flowing in one 

direction only: "the person-situation interchange unidirectionally produces the behavior, 

but the behavior itself does not affect the ongoing transaction between the person and the 

situation" (Bandura, Social Foundations 23). The limitation here rests in the fact that 

persons can only affect their environment through their actions. In other words, in limited 

bidirectional models, behavior is viewed as a "detached byproduct" of the interaction 
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between the person and the environment. This was the problem that perplexed Bandura as 

he sought to construct a triadic model of interaction. 

Triadic Reciprocality 

Bandura's social-cognitive theory goes beyond bidirectional views of interaction 

to create one that relies on triadic reciprocality, "which favors a model of causation 

involving triadic reciprocal determinism ("Social-cognitive Theory" 2). Bandura explains 

that in this model of reciprocal causation, "behavior, cognition and other personal factors, 

and environmental influences interact and influence each other bidirectionally" (2). To 

better understand this model, we can think of the rhetorical triangle with bidirectional 

arrows between each component. Now substitute Bandura's variables—behavior, 

environment and personal factors at the meeting points of the triangle. The image 

constructed represents a cognitive explanation of causal behavior, whereby behavior, 

cognitive and other personal factors, and environmental influences all operate 

interactively as determinants of each other (23). Within this scheme, behavioral factors 

include self-monitoring, self-judgments, and self-reactions; personal factors include 

goals, self-efficacy, metacognition, strategic knowledge and perceptions of value; and 

environmental factors include classroom and instructional features (Bandura, "Social-

cognitive Theory" 389). In this model reciprocal refers to the production of effects by 

many interchanging factors of changeable strengths (Bandura, Social Foundations 24; 

"Social-cognitive Theory" 2). Various subspecialities of psychology support reciprocality 

in an interactive model of behavior. According to Bandura, 
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[rjesearchers who select the interactive relation between thought and action as 

their sector of interest examine how conceptions, beliefs, self-percepts, and 

intentions shape and direct behavior. What people think, believe and feel affects 

how they behave. The natural and extrinsic effects of their actions, in turn, partly 

determine their thought patterns and affective reactions. (Social Foundations 25) 

In the triadic reciprocality model of causation, the environment can affect persons 

apart from their behavior, as when a person's thoughts and feelings are changed through 

modeling, tuition, or social persuasion (25). Personal factors are not viewed as 

"disembodied," separate from physical features. People can evoke different reactions 

from their social environment by their characteristics that include physical, emotional, 

gendered, cultural, class, and hierarchical factors. In turn, social factors evoked can affect 

the recipient, especially in the area of self-concepts. Triadic reciprocality does not imply 

symmetrical strength of bidirectional influences, nor does it imply a fixity in the 

"patteming and strength of mutual influences" (24). As explained above, influences exert 

varying amount of influences per situation. Bandura explains that the interaction of 

influences—that is the relative influence exerted by the three sets of interacting factors 

(behavior, personal factors including cognition, and the environment) vary across 

activities, individuals, and circumstances (24). To add to this, reciprocality does not 

imply simultaneous interactions between the bidirectional influences. Moreover, 

reciprocal effects do not necessarily occur instantaneously when factors interact. 

As stated earlier, triadic reciprocality implies a number of human capabilities. 

First there is the symbolizing capability. Through the manipulation of symbols, people 
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alter and adapt to their environment. Bandura is specifically referring to the way people 

use symbols to process and transform experiences into internal models that serve as 

guides for future action (Social Foundations 23). Symbols further allow humans to "give 

meaning, form, and continuance" to personal experiences (23). Humans use symbols to 

create innovative courses of action, to transcend experiences, and communicate with 

others (23). People may base their actions on thought, but such actions may or may not be 

rational, based on sound reasoning. Triadic reciprocality also supports forethought 

capability, or the capacity to engage in purposive behavior (19). Such behavior is 

regulated by forethought, which Bandura defines as "generative and reflective ideation" 

(19). Through foresight people anticipate the possible consequences of future behaviors, 

set goals, and make plans for future action. Importantly, mental images of desirable 

future events can foster behaviors most likely to bring them about. A third capability 

linked to triadic reciprocality is vicarious capability, or the capacity to learn by 

observation (19). Learning through action (as opposed to observation) has always taken 

the forefront of psychological theories. Bandura counters the long supported notion that 

learning happens primarily through action by suggesting that all learning can occur 

vicariously through observation of other people's behaviors. Observational learning, then, 

enables people to shape individual behavior without the potentially serious consequences 

of learning by trial and error (Bandura 19). Bandura assigns our self-regulatory capability 

a central role in social-cognitive theory. 

On the one hand, people can choose actions simply because they represent 

choices others may prefer. However, social-cognitive theory attributes a large percentage 
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of behavior to personal standards and self-evaluative reactions to one's own behavior 

(Bandura, Social Foundations 20). Bandura elaborates: "After personal standards have 

been adopted, discrepancies between a performance and the standard against which it is 

measured activate evaluative self-reactions, which serve to influence subsequent 

behavior" (20). An act, therefore, includes among its determinants self-produced 

influences. People can make causal contributions to personal motivation and actions by 

manipulating environmental conditions, choosing mentors, and creating personal 

incentives to guide individual efforts (21). While some critics of social cognition have 

linked the behavioral model to behaviorist theory in that the enviromnent influences 

behavior, Bandura rejects that notion. Social-cognitive theory may recognize the 

influence of environmental factors on self-regulation, but it additionally recognizes the 

role of self-influence on one's behavior (21). 

The last characteristic of human behavior supported by social-cognitive theory is 

our self-reflective capability (21). Self-reflection allows people to analyze their own 

experiences and thought processes, potentially generating self- and world-knowledge in 

the process. Self-reflection is supported by metacognitive activity. Bandura elaborates on 

the process as follows: "[i]n verifying thought through self-reflective means, [people] 

monitor their ideas, act on them or predict occurrences from them, judge the adequacy of 

their thoughts from the results, and change them accordingly" (21). As might be 

expected, actions based upon erroneous thoughts can produce faulty thought patterns and 

produce external effects that affirm the errant beliefs (Bandura, Social Foundations 21). 
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Bandura believes that self-judgment, or judgments of one's capabilities, exerts a powerful 

influence on behavior: 

It is partly on the basis of self-percepts of efficacy that [people] choose what to 

do, how much effort to invest in activities, how long to persevere in the face of 

disappointing results, and whether tasks are approached anxiously or self-

a s s u r e d l y .  { S o c i a l  F o u n d a t i o n s  2 1 )  

We can see that people constantly direct their behavior. In doing so, they are aptly 

positioned to self-influence their actions. Again Bandura elaborates: 

In exercising personal control, people adopt internal standards, monitor their 

actions, and use self incentives to mobilize and sustain their efforts until they 

accomplish what they set out to do. (261). 

Because people use self-influence to exercise control over extrinsic incentives, Bandura 

believes that people depend upon self-regulatory behaviors to influence all incentives, 

intrinsic and extrinsic. The end game of self-influence is that people can use self-

regulator)' skills to manipulate or influence self-behavior. Incentives of all kinds are the 

catalysts of such change. 

As suggested earlier, research interest in behavior had tended to focus upon 

external regulators, either experienced firsthand or observed (Bandura, Social 

Foundations 335). But if actions were determined only by external rewards and 

punishments, people would be like weathervanes, constantly shifting; "They would act 

corruptly with unprincipled people and honorable with righteous ones, and liberally with 

libertarians and dogmatically with authoritarians" (335). In real-life experience, we know 
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that people usually do not change simply at the whim or fancy of another human being. 

Rather, we tend to demonstrate varying degrees of self-direction. However, since external 

factors do picture into everyday actions, we can say that behavior is regulated by 

influences that represent "an interplay of self-generated and external sources" (Bandura, 

Social Foundations 336). 

In fact, behaviors are commonly carried out in absence of immediate external 

rewards and punishment. Rather, it is a future desired outcome that often directs present 

behavior. However, future outcomes can be too far off, even too general to hold sway on 

today's behavior. Thus people create for themselves ''proximal guides and self-

motivators" for action that will lead to distal goals (336). Bandura explains: 

In the exercise of self-directiveness, people set certain standards of behavior for 

themselves and respond to their own actions self-evaluatively. Because of their 

symbolizing and self-reactive capabilities, human beings are not at the mercy of 

immediate external prompts to tell them how to behave. (336) 

People learn to self-direct or self-regulate their behaviors not through will power, but 

through a set of subfunctions or subprocesses that we briefly examined earlier—self-

observation, our judgmental process (standards, norms, valuations, and attributions), and 

self-reaction. We will revisit these subprocesses in an upcoming section of this chapter. 

In the meantime, it is important to keep in mind that in addition to having an intention or 

a desire to change, people must learn the means for self-regulating behaviors. The next 

section of this chapter—a contextualization of early interest in self-regulation—helps us 

move beyond this cursory introduction to self-cognitive theory and self-regulation. 
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Contextualizing Early Interest in Self-Regulation 

Interest in self-regulation began to emerge in the 1980s, growing out of a desire to 

help less-prepared students become "masters" of their learning (Zimmerman, 

"Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles" 1). The 1960s witnessed widespread demand for 

educational change related to social inequities. Interest in the relationship between social 

environments and learning stole the educational scene. Reformers zeroed in on poverty, 

deprivation, and learning, arguing in favor of early education. Those who viewed the 

educational environment as too threatening and lacking relevance directed reform that 

included less emphasis on grading, flexible curricula, regard for student self-esteem, and 

the inclusion of family input in the schooling of children (Zimmerman, "Theories" 3). 

They recommended less reliance on grading for promotion, more flexible curricular 

requirements, more concern about students' social adjustment, and more efforts to 

involve the parents and families of students in the schools. 

By the mid 1970s, concern arose over declining national standardized scores and 

the negligible effect that reform was having in early childhood education programs—the 

apparent fallout of the permissive 1960s. Thus, the nation witnessed the beginning of the 

Back to Basics movement aimed at raising academic standards in public schools. The 

reform agenda put the responsibility for increasing student achievement on the instructor 

as the student was yet seen as a passive and reactive rather than proactive (Zimmerman, 

"Theories" 4). Instructors were expected to adapt curricula to an assumed stable mental 

ability of each student. It was during this period of educational history that student self-

regulation came onto the academic scene. 
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Theories of self-regulation rest on a contrasting view of the passive, reactive 

student. As Zimmerman offers, such theories assume that students 

(a) can personally improve their ability to learn through selective use of 

metacognitive and motivational strategies; 

(b) can proactively select, structure, and even create advantageous learning 

environments; and 

(c) can play a significant role in choosing the form and amount of instruction they 

need. ("Theories" 5). 

Instruction in self-regulation is especially important for underachieving students who can 

learn, "despite apparent limitations in mental ability ... social environmental 

background, or quality of education" (5). 

Interest in self-regulation also grew out of a desire to help less-prepared students 

become "masters" of their learning (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles" 1). 

Research confirms that self-regulated learners view academic learning as self-managed, 

rather than managed by others. These effective learners know how to set goals for 

themselves, accurately self-monitor their learning behaviors, and make e.xcellent use of 

appropriate learning strategies (1). Students ask questions, take notes, manage their time, 

and generally take control of their learning. In contrast, students who "daydream, forget 

assignments, and rarely complete their work" demonstrate little self-regulation (Paris and 

Paris 89). Importantly, self-regulation of learning is not a mental ability or an academic 

skill. Rather, academic self-regulation is "the self-directive process by which learners 

transform their mental abilities into academic skills" (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-
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Fulfilling Cycles" 2). The good news is that all students can leam to manage their 

learning processes. 

Diverse Perspectives, Common Features 

As stated earlier, there are a number of theoretical views of self-regulation with 

origins in different branches of psychology. Of course, there is Bandura's social-

cognitive theory of self-regulation, the focus of this chapter. Additional views include the 

operant, phenomenological, information processing, volitional Vygotskian, and 

constructivist (Zimmerman, "Theories" 9). All of the theories share certain defmitional 

features that include the following: 

• Students are self-regulated to the degree that they are metacognitively, 

motivationally, and behaviorally active participants in their own learning process. 

• These students self-generate thoughts, feelings, and actions to attain their learning 

goals. (Zimmerman, "Theories" 5). 

Beyond these characteristics, definitions tend to differ in the explication of processes, 

strategies, and student response. All of the definitions further assume that students are 

aware of the advantages of academic self-regulation. The multiple views of self-

regulation also include a "feed-back loop" (Zimmerman, "Theories" 5). Zimmerman 

explains the loop as a cyclical process whereby students monitor their learning strategies. 

Strategies that prove to be ineffective require a response that may include making minor 

adjustments or substituting one learning strategy for another. (5) Recall that social-

cognitive theory emphasizes the interaction of three factors—personal, behavioral, and 

environmental. Because these factors can change across contexts and also during learning 



219 

in the same context, students must monitor them to self-regulate. As Schunk explains, 

active monitoring can initiate "changes in an individual's strategies, cognitions, affects, 

and behaviors" {Learning Theories 377). 

All of the definitions of self-regulated learning share an additional feature—^that 

the practice self-regulation of learning is acquired first through direct instruction. This 

characteristic makes clear the roles of the learner and the instructor. Zimmerman notes 

that most theories further presume preparation time, vigilance, and effort ("Theories" 7). 

Due to the cost of time and effort involved in acquiring and practicing self-regulation in a 

particular academic context (recall that self-regulation is learning contextually), students 

are likely to weigh the possible advantages before deciding self-regulation is worth the 

extra work. Unfortunately, it is usually the struggling learner who is likely to consider the 

use of learning strategies not worth the effort. Such students are also likely to overrate 

their abilities to complete a particular assignment without the use of prescribed learning 

strategies. 

Theories of self-regulation further differ on the possible outcomes of self-

regulation. The various theoretical views of self-regulation seek to explain self-regulation 

in terms of metacognition, motivation, and behavior in terms of the following questions: 

1. What motivates students to self-regulate during learning? 

2. Through what process or procedure do students become self-reactive or 

self-aware? 

3. What are the key processes or responses that self-regulated students use to 

attain their academic goals? 
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4. How does the social and physical environment affect student self-

regulated learning? 

5. How does a learner acquire the capacity to self-regulate when learning? 

To answer these questions from the theoretical view of social-cognitive theory, let's 

move beyond Bandura's founding work on social cognition and self-regulation and 

review research carried out over the past two decades by other educational psychologists 

including educational psychologists Barry J. Zimmerman and Dale H. Schunk. 

Two Decades of Follow-Up Research 

Schunk and Zimmerman define self-regulated learning as "a process whereby 

learners systematically direct their thoughts, feelings, and actions toward the attainment 

of their goals" (Schunk, Learning Theories 355). Because a definition can't get at the 

details of complicated processes Zimmerman a conceptual framework (Table 3.1) to aid 

in understanding self-regulation. An important aspect of self-regulation of learning that is 

observable in Zimmerman's framework are the choices left to the learner who chooses to 

self-regulate. In other words, learners can decide whether or not they will engage in a 

learning task, how long they will spend, the working environment, tlie desired outcome of 

their efforts, and how they will learn—whether it be with another learner, following a 

model, or working with a guide. Learner conditions do, however, assume the learner is 

familiar enough with self-regulation to know that these choices can have significant 

effects upon the overall outcome of their efforts. Looking at the other columns displayed 

in the table we see the first column, "learning issues," provides the questions learners 

invariably ask about learning. The second column, "learning dimensions," "lists the 
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Learning Issues Learning 
Dimensions 

Learner 
Conditions 

Self-regulation 
Attributes 

Self-Regulation 
Subprocesses 

Why 
(should I leam?) 

Motive Choose to 
participate 

Self-motivated Self-efficacy and 
self-goals 

How 
(should I leam?) 

Method Choose method Planned or 
automated 

Strategy use or 
routinized 

performance 
When 

(should 1 leam?) 
Time Choose time limits Timely and 

efficient 
Time management 

What 
(should I leam?) 

Behavior Choose outcome 
behavior 

Self-aware of 
performance 

Self-observation, 
self-judgment, 
self-reaction 

Where 
(should I leam?) 

Physical 
environment 

Choose setting Environmentally 
sensitive and 
resourceful 

Environmental 
structuring 

With Whom 
(should 1 leam?) 

Social Choose partner, 
model, or teacher 

Socially sensitive 
and resourceful 

Selective help 
seeking 

Table 4.1 Zimmerman's Conception of Self-Regulation (Schunk, Learning Theories 357) 

personal and environmental characteristics involved in the aspect of self-regulation" 

(Schunk, Learning Theories 357-8). The learner's question, "Why should I learn?" 

involves learner-motives (358). "How should I learn?" in turn involves 1 earner-methods. 

The specifics in column two need to be filled in for each learning event. Struggling 

learners who do not consciously make these choices are likely to rely upon behaviors and 

strategies that have not worked in the past and are likely to fail in the present. While 

successful learners are likely to fill in the second column on "learning dimensions" with 

ease, underprepared students will need instruction in order to be able to make choices that 

will lead to increased learning. As the learner become more proficient at self-regulation 

of learning, the choices to be made in the third column, "learner conditions," will provide 

flexibility in whether or not to self-regulate, what method to use, over what length of 

time, the physical location, and whether to work with someone or alone. While self-

regulation is closely aligned with the learning process itself, they are different processes. 

Self-regulation is designed to increase learning; it is not a goal of itself. The fourth 
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column, "self-regulation attributes" includes the crucial factor motivation. Recall my 

earlier point that students can be taught to self-direct their learning, but motivation will 

dictate whether they practice their new-found knowledge. As educational psychologists 

contend, the relationship between self-regulation and motivation has a huge effect on the 

success of self-regulation and learning. The final column of Zimmerman's conceptual 

framework includes various aspects of self-observation and self-reflection. We will 

revisit these concepts in the following sections of this chapter. 

Lan used self-monitoring as an intervention in a graduate-level introductory 

statistics course. As the instructor of the course, Lan found that students entered the 

difficult course with "high anxiety and low expectation" (88). Like some of our students 

who take writing courses, the students in Lan's statistics courses would not be there but 

for a program requirement. Few of the students had self-monitoring practices before the 

intervention. The protocols Lan used in his behavioral intervention included the practice 

of self-monitoring of organizing instructional materials; goal setting and planning; 

seeking information; keeping records and monitoring; environmental structuring; 

rehearsal and memorization; seeking assistance from peers; seeking assistance from 

teachers; reviewing textbook for tests; reviewing notes for tests; reviewing 

tests/assignments for tests (98). Lan further had his students self-monitor their perceived 

control over learning and their intrinsic motivation toward statistics (98). 

We will revisit these concepts in the following sections of this chapter. After he taught 

the protocols to his students, he asked students for written comments evaluating the 

effects of the self-monitoring. As Lan comments, "[sjtudents' written comments echoed 
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psychologists' postulation that self-monitoring makes learners self-reflective" (Lan 99). 

In other words, he found that self-monitoring facilitated the use of other strategies of self-

regulation (99). Lan observed that teachers who want to improve their students' learning 

can do so by increasing their self-monitoring practices (100). We will take another look 

at these processes further on in this chapter. 

Self-Regulation and Reinforcement Theory 

Reinforcement theory is an important aspect of self-regulation of learning from a 

social-cognitive perspective. Schunk explains that reinforcement theorists examine "how 

individuals establish discriminative stimuli and reinforcement contingencies" {Learning 

Theories 359). Zimmerman (above) and other educational psychologists posit that self-

regulation is about choosing among multiple possible courses of action. Typically it is 

achieved when an individual chooses to defer an "immediate reinforcer" in favor of a 

"greater, future reinforcer" (359). One student chooses to forego plans to attend a Friday 

night party in order to revise a lengthy essay; another student foregoes her Friday night 

study plan in order to attend a surprise birthday party. The first student chose to defer 

immediate pleasure in favor of the sought-after pleasure of getting a high mark on her 

essay. The second student deceives herself by thinking that there will be ample 

opportunity in her already full daily schedule to defer study plans to another day in order 

to experience immediate pleasure; the "when I have time" study plan never seems to 

manifest. In order to benefit from the principles of reinforcement theory, the learner must 

learn and practice three subprocesses: "self-monitoring, self-instruction, and self-
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reinforcement" (Schunk, Learning Theories 360). We examine each of these 

subprocesses below. 

Self-Monitoring 

Self-monitoring is the "deliberate attention to some aspect of one's behavior and 

often is accompanied by recording its frequency or intensity" (Schunk, Learning Theories 

360). Research shows that when students learn to self-monitor their learning behaviors, 

"they can improve their academic performance" (Lan 86). In fact, psychologists who 

study self-regulation view the subprocess of self-monitoring as the most important due to 

its "initiative function" (88). Self-monitoring has been described as a process by which 

learners evaluate the effectiveness of a learning strategy by (a) observing how it helps 

them make progress toward a predefined goal and (b) how much time and effort it 

requires (86). Learners who can discern this information about a strategy will know how 

to gauge its effectiveness. Pressley and Ghatala thus describe self-monitoring as "an 

executive process, activating and deactivating other processes, as a function of on-line 

evaluation of thought processes and products as they occur" (19). It stands to reason that 

learners cannot regulate their behavior if they are unaware of what they are doing. Once 

aware, learners can practice assessing their behaviors according to quality, rate, quantity, 

and originality (Schunk, Learning Theories 360). For example, I give my writing students 

a list of features that must be in their paper. Students who have learned how to 

incorporate such features in their writing can choose to periodically assess their work to 

make sure that they are incorporating the required features as they move through their 

assignment. 
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Invariably, students must learn more than one self-monitoring skill. Schunk points 

out several methods: narration, frequency counts, duration measures, time-sampling 

measures, behavior ratings, and behavioral traces and archival records. Learners who 

choose the narration method of self-monitoring, for example, produce written accounts of 

the behavior in a specific context (360). Writing instructors might ask students to use 

narration to explain the processes used in writing an essay. Frequency counts involve 

self-recording a specific behavior during a specific time period. Writing students might 

be asked to record the number of times they have attended class over a three-month 

period as part of a course commitment assessment. Schunk defines duration measures as 

"the amount of time a behavior occurs during a given period" (360). Writing instructors 

might ask students the amount of time they were "on-task" during a 30-minute in-class 

writing workshop. Time-sampling measures asks learners to divide a time period into 

shorter intervals and record the number of times a behavior occurs during each shorter 

time interval (Schunk, Learning Theories 360). Behavior ratings uses an "approximate" 

rating (i.e., sometimes, always, never) to record behaviors over a specific duration of 

time. Finally, behavioral traces and archival records represent permanent records "that 

exist independently of other assessments" (Schunk, Learning Theories 360). For instance, 

the instructor might record the number of correct answers on a timed test. Schunk 

identifies two important criteria involved with self-monitoring: regularity and proximity. 

Regularity means observing behavior continually; proximity means that self-monitoring 

of behavior occurs in the moment rather than at a later date. 
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Zimmerman's conceptual framework helps us see that students own the 

responsibility for self-monitoring. While instruction must be provided to teach students 

the process of self-regulation, the students themselves must make the decision to self-

regulate or not to self-regulate. Two-plus decades of research suggest that self-monitoring 

often reaps significant improvement in behavior, also called reactivity (362). Research 

further supports the benefits of self-monitoring on "achievement outcomes", but more 

about that in the practical application section of this chapter (362). 

Three Subprocesses 

Earlier in this chapter we were introduced to the 3 subprocesses of self-regulation 

of which self-observation or self-monitoring is the first. The other two include self-

judgment, and self-reaction. Let's examine these subprocesses from yet another 

Self-Observation 

PerformanceDimensions 
Quality 
Rate 
Quantity 
Originality 
Sociability 
Morality 
Deviancy 

Regularity 
Proximity 
Accuracy 

Self-Judgment 

Personal Standards 
Challenge 
Explicitness 
Proximity 
Generality 

Referential Performances 
Standard Norms 
Social Comparison 
Personal Comparison 
Collective Comparison 

Valuation of Activity 
Regarded Highly 
Neutral 
Devalued 

Performance Attribution 
Personal Locus 
External Locus 

Self-Reaction 

Evaluative Self-Reactions 
Positive 
Negative 

Tangible Self-Rcactions 
Rewarding 
Punishing 

No Self-Reaction 

Table 4.2 The Subprocesses of Self-Regulation (Social Foundations, 337) 
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perspective—one developed by Bandura. In Table 4.2 we can see that in the subprocess 

of self-observation, an individual makes performance observations using previously 

learned criteria. Following the self-observation stage of self-regulation, the individual 

judges or evaluates the collected criteria according to personal standards, norms, social 

values, and 

self-attributions. Self-reactions naturally follow self-judgment. Such reactions may be 

positive or negative, self-rewarding or punishing, or even non-existent. 

Self-Observation 

Bandura cautions that people cannot influence actions unless they are intent in 

observing relative aspects of their behavior (Social Foundations 336). To complicate the 

self-observation subprocess, multiple activities may be ongoing. Additionally, depending 

upon one's values, certain aspects of behavior will be monitored while other aspects are 

ignored. In the presence of others, people have to work hard to ignore external activity in 

deference to observing self-behaviors. Depending upon the actions carried out during the 

process of self-regulation, people generally attend so some and ignore others that are less 

relevant to the process. In the midst of activity, people may attend to activity in their 

environment, persons carrying out the activity, or their own actions (Bandura, Social 

Foundations 336). That said, if an individual (learner) desires to influence a personal 

action, attention must be directed to that particular action. The quality of the self-

monitoring will be determined by the learner's capacity to put forth "sustained, focused 

effort" (337). An inevitable difficulty involved with the process of self-monitoring is the 

natural tuning in and out of focused attention. Moreover, multifaceted behavior results in 
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"concurrent events" competing for attention. Under such conditions, there is likely an 

increase in inaccurate observations {Social Foundations 337). Bandura notes that self-

monitoring is not a mechanized process. Rather, "preexisting self-conceptions" affect the 

self-monitoring process. Moods and health states also impact the quality of self-

monitoring. Self-observation is important to self-regulation in that it helps people set 

reasonable standards for performance and for noting/evaluating changes in behavior. 

Beyond these key functions, self-observation can aid self-directed change (337-38). For 

example, by varying routine behaviors, people can uncover the causes of behaviors they 

are desirous of changing. Or, when people carefully observe self-behaviors tliey can set 

reasonable goals for change. People who are keenly aware of behaviors they are trying to 

modify can often influence behavior while it is ongoing. Close self-observance or lack 

thereof can be an indication of how motivated one is to modify an action. Research 

further demonstrates that valued behaviors tend to enjoy higher self-monitoring. In the 

process of trying to self-influence behaviors, providing a positive reward for desirable 

behaviors is more effective in sustaining the behavior than punishing the undesirable 

behavior. Finally, self-observation has been shown to produce lasting changes on 

behaviors that are relatively easy to modify. To change resistant yet undesirable 

behaviors, "optimal goals, powerful self-incentives, and other self-regulatory aids" must 

be employed (Bandura, Social Foundations 339). 

Self-Judgment 

Schunk defines self-judgment as the comparison of one's current performance 

level with one's goal {Learning Theories 372). Self-judgment links up closely to one's 
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self-evaluative standards, goal properties including the importance placed on the goal, 

and attributions (372). An important issue here concerns the origins or source of our self-

standards. Bandura explains that personal standards are developed from social sources 

outside ourselves. People develop individual standards by "direct tuition," by the 

reactions of others to our behaviors, and by "exposure to the self-evaluative standards 

modeled by others" {Social Foundations 340). 

The personal significance of the source or the person modeling the behavior has a 

great influence on establishing self-standards (340). For example, we often turn to 

families and close family members forjudging that which is "worthy and good" (340). 

Friends and relatives often praise good behavior and fault undesirable behavior in 

children. In response to such judgments children leam to develop the same standards of 

praising and criticizing their own behaviors (Bandura, Social Foundations 340). Even as 

adults, we are apt to "put on" praises and criticisms that flow from persons we deem 

important in our lives. But self-standards can form in other ways as well. 

Bandura reminds us that the "direct teaching" of standards and the evaluations of 

those outside our close acquaintances can influence our standards. As a matter of fact, 

what Bandura calls "direct tuition" from those who share our beliefs and values can have 

considerable import on the forming of our self-standards (340). The growing diversity 

that shapes our everyday living has the potential to persuade us to question what we value 

and our reasons for doing so. It can be quite challenging to develop standards that fit 

individual needs and still mesh with diverse beliefs and values around us. It is important 

to remind ourselves that advocating for standards, trying to get others to adopt our 
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standards, and trying to embrace someone else's standards never have assured, 

predictable outcomes. It is up to the person developing the self-standards to take up, 

discard, or attempt but fail to take up standards outside him- or herself. 

Goal setting is an integral component of self-regulation of learning, but only if 

students are committed to carrying them out. A learner can have the best intentions of 

following through on his or her goals, but unless there is committed action that follows 

intention, the desired outcome or performance will not occur. This is especially true in 

long-range goals where learners need to be committed over an extended length of time. 

Often breaking down long-term goals to shorter ones can help students reach their 

learning goals. Students set long-range goals, short-range goals, attainable goals, 

unattainable goals, all kinds of goals. Importantly, the goals chosen must also match the 

capabilities of the learner or the desired outcome will not occur. Instructors play a crucial 

role in helping students learn how to establish goals that are both challenging and 

reasonable. 

Self-Reaction 

Self-reaction to the progress one is making toward a goal motivates behavior. 

Bandura explains that "this is achieved by creating incentives for one's own actions by 

responding evaluatively to one's own behavior, depending on how it measures up to an 

internal world" (Bandura Social Foundations 350). Generally, people engage in actions 

that will in turn produce positive self-reactions. In kind, people generally avoid actions 

that are likely to produce negative self-reactions, or "self censure" (350). Bandura adds 

that the motivating incentives can be "tangible outcomes or self-evaluative reactions" 
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(350). Even in the face of negative evaluations, if the learner believes he or she can 

improve, motivation is not negatively impacted {Learning Theories 376). At the same 

time, no amount of motivation can help students learn if they believe themselves 

"incapable of learning" (376). 

Social-cognitive theory recognizes that people often reward themselves in the 

process of achieving a goal. Motivators often used include study or work breaks, material 

or food items, and time out for fun. It is believed that the anticipated results of behavior 

rather than the actual results themselves increase motivation (376). Schunk gives the 

example of telling students they will earn some time of reward upon completion of a task. 

The imagined future award "instills a sense of self-efficacy for learning" (376). He 

explains that 

[tjelling students that they will earn rewards based on what they accomplish 

instills a sense of self-efficacy for learning.... Self-efficacy is validated as 

students work on a task and note their progress. Receipt of the reward further 

validates efficacy because it symbolizes progress. {Learning Theories 376) 

At the same time that rewards for performance enhance self-efficacy, rewards given 

unrelated to performance can have a negative impact on self-efficacy as the learner may 

infer that he or she is incapable of learning, thus the non-contingent reward (376). 

We have already seen that social-cognitive theory depends upon the interaction of 

three factors—personal (including cognition), behavioral, and environmental. Moreover 

we have learned that self-regulation is a cyclic process that assumes changes in these 

factors. We have further noted that when learners monitor these ever-changing factors 
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during self-regulation, it is likely that changes will be made in personal "strategies, 

cognitions, affects, and behaviors" (377). Finally, we saw in the "three-phase self-

regulation model" the cycles between forethought, performance or volitional control and 

self-reflection (377). Zimmerman illustrates the three-phase mode! of self-regulation as 

follows (Figure I.) 

Figure 4.1 Zimmerman's Three-Phase Model of Self-Regulation (qtd in Learning Theories 377) 

Zimmerman remarks, 

[i]n this model, the forethought phase precedes actual performance and refers to 

processes that set the stage for action. The performance (volitional) control phase 

involves processes that occur during learning and affect attention and action. 

During periods of self-reflection learners engage in the important process of self-

evaluation .. . (qtd. in Learning Theories 377) 

In other words, learners give thought to how they will act, next perform the act, and then 

reflect on their efforts. 

We have seen that goals and motivation are key components of effective self-

regulation. Importantly, learners must understand that they must regulate more than their 

behaviors. According to Schunk, learners must also learn how to regulate "achievement-

related cognitions, beliefs, intentions, and affects" (377). It shouldn't surprise us then that 

Performance 
or volitional 

control 

Forethought Self-reflection 
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some educational psychologists believe that students don't become proficient at self-

regulation until they begin college. This, of course, assumes that teachers have been 

teaching and modeling self-regulated behaviors during elementary and secondary school 

years. By the time successful learners arrive on college and university campuses they 

practice countless self-regulated behaviors, though the behaviors may have become 

automated. Less successful learners, including those with learning disabilities, often hit 

the college scene lacking knowledge and practice in self-regulation of learning. They 

may have made it to college because their dedicated high school instructors were able to 

guide them through self-regulated behaviors. Because self-initiated self-regulative 

behaviors are difficult to establish, it is possible that the student did not learn to take 

responsibility for learning before coming to college. In other words, when self-regulation 

was required for learning success, instructors managed the learning scene to the point that 

students passively practiced regulation of learning. Such behaviors rarely move from 

passive to active practice without considerable work. Then v^hen these students are on 

their own at college or university, they find themselves failing to leam and they really 

don't understand why. It doesn't take long for underprepared students to develop the 

notion that they don't belong at college. Again, it isn't enough for students to received 

instruction in self-regulation and self-efficacy out of the learning context such behaviors 

will be needed, as learning doesn't transfer from context to context that easily, especially 

for students with diverse learning styles. 

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of self-regulation to master is the self-evaluation 

process. Effective self-regulation and self-efficacy go hand in hand. If students don't 
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believe that they can successfully regulate their learning behaviors, they will either 

choose not to self-regulate or they will do it ineffectively. In order to develop confidence 

in self-regulation, learners leam how to evaluate their "capabilities and progress in skill 

acquisition" (Schimk, Learning Theories 377). Schunk explains that the self-evaluation 

process "comprises both self-judgments of current performance by comparing it to one's 

goal and self-reactions to those judgments by deeming performance noteworthy, 

unacceptable and so forth" (377). So underprepared or not, the self-regulating student 

must have some idea about what the desired behavior looks like in order to assess how 

current behaviors compare. This fact alone suggests some major problems in self-

regulation for high-risk learners; their understanding of a desired behavior may be far 

from the actual. Schunk adds that positive self-evaluations lead students to higher levels 

of self-efficacy because they are willing to put forth more effort to make further progress 

in the learning process (377). Hopefully, they imagined future goals correspond with the 

expected outcome. Even if students evaluate their current work as unsatisfactory', even if 

they develop low judgments of their progress, they can still progress in their learning if 

they hang on to the belief that a change in strategy could bring renewed success. Of 

course, students must have in their repertoire multiple strategies to facilitate the change in 

strategy. Learners who have yet to experience positive results can decide to "alter their 

self-regulatory processes by working harder, persisting longer, adopting what they 

believe is a better strategy, or seeking help from teachers and peers (Schunk, Learning 

Theories 378-79). Again, to make any of these changes learners must have at their 

disposal multiple strategies and knowledge about when and where to use them. 
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Learning Strategies 

As we have been learning, self-regulated learning is about managing learning 

environments. Students set goals, select strategies to help them achieve the goals, 

implement the strategies, and monitor their progress toward their goals (Schraw, 

Kauffman, and Lehman 1063). We have further learned that research in self-regulation is 

a fairly new development that dates to Bandura's social-cognitive theory of learning. As 

most psychologists would agree, the idea of reciprocal determinism is at the "heart" of 

Bandura's theory (1063). Recall that reciprocal determinism views learning as a result of 

interactions between personal, environmental, and behavioral factors. Important to this 

chapter is the application of social-cognitive theory to the academic environment. The 

resultant phenomenon is of course self-regulation of learning. Self-regulation from a 

social-cognitive perspective theorizes that learners become self-regulated "by advancing 

through four levels of development, including observational, imitative, self-controlled, 

and self-regulated" (1063). At the observational level, students focus on external models 

and modeling; at the imitative level, learners are influenced by external social guidance 

and feedback (Schraw, Kauffman, and Lehman 1063). As students develop, they practice 

relying upon "internal standards for acceptable performance (1063). At this third level, 

students also become "self-reinforcing" through positive talk and feedback (1063). Once 

students achieve self-regulated behaviors, they enjoy strong efficacy beliefs, as well as a 

large repertoire of cognitive strategies. This brings us to the current focus in this 

chapter—the development and management of cognitive strategies, an emphasis of self-
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regulation that has been added since Bandura's initial work in social-cognitive theory 

(1063). 

Various social-cognitive theorists have researched self-regulation in effective 

learners. Such research shows that learners who self-regulate tend to believe "acquisition 

of proficiency is a strategically controllable process and accept responsibility for their 

achievement outcomes" (Schunk, Learning Theories 379). In other words, effective 

learners initiate self-regulated strategies to become proficient in a specific area of 

knowledge. In a social-cognitive view of learning, student belief systems influence self-

regulated strategy use (380-81). Zimmerman elaborates: 

[Sjelf-regulated learners are metacognitively aware of strategic relations between 

self-regulatory processes and learning outcomes, feel self-efficacious about using 

strategies, have academic goals of learning, have control over debilitating 

thoughts and anxiety, and believe that strategy use will help them attain goals at 

higher levels, (qtd. in Schunk, Learning Theories 380). 

What do educational psychologists mean when they speak of strategies in reference to 

self-regulated learning? Learning strategies have been defined as "cognitive plans 

oriented toward successful task performance (Schunk, Learning Theories 382). Strategies 

might include activities such as selecting and organizing information, the rehearsal of 

material to be learned, or connecting new ideas to prior knowledge (382). When a student 

needs to produce text, strategies might include planning, organizing, outlining, gathering 

details, drafting, and revising. We are apt to say that we already know about the use of 

strategies; we use them every day in our writing classes. What we aren't as likely to do in 
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our writing classes is to allocate time to teaching strategies that we think students should 

already know when they come to college. Sometimes we label such strategies "common 

sense" when in fact, the use of strategies to complete a learning task is an acquired skill 

that comes from observation, modeling, imitation, and mastering. While some students 

"get" strategies from simple observation or explanation, challenged learners do not pick 

up on strategies from simple exposure. Nor do all students readily understand the learning 

tasks and context where a particular task might be useful. As we will learn in chapter 

five, teaching strategies even at the college level is a time-consuming process. Instructors 

have to connect a new strategy to prior knowledge, discuss the strategy, model it, have 

students practice and memorize it, support students as they apply the new strategy in 

current learning tasks, and then step back and allow students to use the strategies 

independently on new learning tasks (Graham, Harris, and Troia, "Writing and Self-

Regulation: Cases" 20). Students who are trying to learn the strategy must analyze when 

a particular strategy would be useful for them. Once students decide that a strategy is 

useful to them, they have to set the ground rules for using the strategy. Then they have to 

learn and memorize the strategy and learn how to implement it. As they are using the 

strategy, they must monitor its success or failure in helping them to complete a goal. As 

students monitor, they also make judgments in order to modify the use of the strategy 

when needed. Written out, these steps do seem cumbersome, perhaps too cumbersome for 

the college classroom. In actuality, we all move through countless strategies with similar 

steps on a daily basis. Without the strategies, many learning tasks would not be 

completed. Again, while effective learners are likely to come to the college class with a 
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large repertoire of learning strategies at their disposal, it's the challenged learners who 

are in desperate need of cognitive strategies as they apply to college writing. In chapter 

five, we will look more closely at specific strategies that apply to writing classes. For 

now, it's important to recognize that the learning skills we expect all college students to 

possess by the time they come to college are not shared by all students. While students 

can be offered general strategy instruction outside the writing classroom, the low 

occurrence of learning transfer should persuade us that diverse students need instruction 

in self-regulation in the context that they are to practice such strategies. 

We know that effective learners already self-regulate when they come to college. 

Because of the demands that college courses make on incoming students—many of 

whom were not academically challenged by their high school programs—they have to 

regroup and add to their repertoire of self-regulating strategies. Again, successful learners 

are often inventive enough to create new learning strategies. If not, these are the students 

who often benefit from the learned strategies of families and friends who have already 

completed the college journey. In contrast, underprepared students are often 

underprepared because they were not able to self-manage their learning in other years. 

Students who may have enjoyed the benefits of extra tutorial support in high school 

suddenly find themselves on their own in classrooms with hundreds of students and a 

single instructor. At least in writing classes, students are more than a number in a grade 

book. Still, new strategies to self-regulate learning must be learned in the context of the 

writing classroom if students are to gamer academic success. But learning self-regulating 

strategies doesn't guarantee that a given student will employ the strategies. What is likely 
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to influence the student's decision to self-regulate is the student's belief system about 

their abilities to use strategies to improve their learning. Here I am referring to self-

efficacy, a key component of academic self-regulation 

Introduction to Self-Efficacy 

Bandura first introduced the construct of self-efficacy in 1977, then tied it to 

social-cognitive theory in 1986 (Pajares, "Self-Efficacy Beliefs in Academic Settings" 

2). Over two decades of multidisciplinary research supports Bandura's initial findings. 

Self-efficacy beliefs have been found related to clinical problems, social skills, stress, 

smoking behavior, pain control, health, and athletic performance (2). As college writing 

instructors, our interests in self-efficacy are limited to academic motivation and self-

regulation (2). In brief, research demonstrates that "students' self-efficacy beliefs are 

correlated with other motivation constructs and with students' academic performances 

and achievement" (3). 

As this chapter has maintained, social-cognitive theory views individuals as 

possessing "a self system that enables them to exercise a measure of control over their 

thoughts, feelings, motivation, and actions" (Pajares 3). This self-system accounts for 

self-referencing mechanisms as well as the "subfunctions for perceiving, regulating and 

evaluating behavior (3). Importantly, this system of self-regulation gives individuals "the 

capacity to influence their own cognitive processes and actions and thus alter their 

environments" (Pajares, "Self-Efficacy Beliefs in Academic Settings." 3-4). Important to 

Bandura's self-system is the individual's capacity to interpret his or her own 

performances, which in turn informs and affects future behavior. Bandura refers to this 
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concept as reciprocal determinism, whereby (a) personal factors including cognition, 

affect, and biological effects, (b) behavior, and (c) environmental influences interact in a 

manner that we have already learned is called triadic reciprocality. In general, Bandura's 

notion of self-efficacy offers an accounting of human behavior in which self-beliefs are 

key in "in the exercise of control and personal agency" (Pajares 4). In this self-system, 

individuals are viewed as both "products and producers of their own environments and of 

their social systems" (4). But what exactly is self-efFicacy? 

Bandura defines self-efficacy "as people's beliefs about their capabilities to 

produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect 

their lives" ("Self-Efficacy" 1). Put another way, people's beliefs about their ability to 

carry out courses of action "are a central and pervasive mechanism of human agency" 

(Lemer 89). Bandura goes as far to say that efficacy beliefs "determine how people feel, 

think, motivate themselves and behavior" ("Self-Efficacy" 1). Self-efficacy beliefs 

produce these affect via four processes: cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection 

(1). Note that self-efficacy is about a person's perceived capabilities rather than actual 

capabilities. 

Learners with a strong sense of self-efficacy or a high level of confidence in their 

capabilities approach tasks differently than those with a low sense of efficacy. For 

example, a high efficacy will influence a learner to approach difficult assignments with 

confidence, a task to be mastered rather than a thing to be feared or avoided (Bandura, 

"Self Efficacy" 1). Bandura adds that a high efficacy "fosters intrinsic interest and deep 

engrossment in activities" (1). Even when learners with a high self-efficacy encounter 



241 

failure, they generally recover their efforts quickly. Importantly, these learners attribute 

failure to lack of effort or inadequate knowledge and skills. 

In contrast, people with a low sense of self-efficacy "doubt their capabilities" and 

avoid challenging tasks. Such learners have "low aspirations" and "weak commitment" to 

academic goals (1). In the face of difficulty, learners who doubt their capabilities dwell 

on the negative—their deficiencies, obstacles, and inevitable poor outcomes, rather than 

think about ways to help them perform more effectively. It is common to see these 

learners give up easily. Because students with low self-efficacy attribute poor 

performance to a "deficient aptitude," they easily lose further faith in their abilities. Not 

surprisingly, these learners attract stress and depression (2). 

Developing Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is fostered by four sources of influence: mastery experiences; 

vicarious experiences; social persuasion; and somatic and emotional states (Bandura, 

"Self-Efficacy" 2; Pajares "Self-Efficacy Beliefs in Academic Settings" 5). Of the four 

sources of influences, mastery experiences are the strongest, most influential source for 

developing a high sense of efficacy (2). Why are mastery experiences most influential in 

developing a positive self-efficacy? People measure the effects of their behaviors; such 

interpretations (related to success or failure) contribute to efficacy beliefs (Pajares 5). 

That said, Bandura views easy success as a poor source of influence; The learner who 

experiences only easy successes is likely to discourage easily when failure comes. 

Bandura elaborates: "A resilient sense of efficacy requires experience in overcoming 

obstacles through perseverant effort" (Bandura, "Self Efficacy" 2). Those who have 
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experienced academic setbacks often achieve success through "sustained effort" 

(Bandura, "Self Efficacy" 2). The fact that mastery experiences offer the greatest 

influence on self-efficacy suggests that educators would do well to "focus on altering 

students' beliefs of their self-worth or competence" (Pajares, "Self-Efficacy Beliefs in 

Academic Settings" 6). Those of us who teach in higher education often forget that our 

interactions with struggling learners can help students raise their efficacy beliefs. In fact, 

there are students who pass through our classes every day who look to their instructors' 

attitudes to (re)confirm their unworthiness for a college education. Before students can 

learn, they must believe they can. When past instructional input has led them to believe 

that they can't learn, the fact is they won't, whether they truly can or can't. 

A second influence in the building of a strong efficacy is through "the vicarious 

experiences provided by social models" (Bandura, "Self-Effects" 2). When people are 

uncertain about their own abilities or have little experience in a area, they look at the 

effects of actions carried out by others (Pajares 6). When learners observe others similar 

to themselves achieving at high rates, the observing learners often conclude that they can 

achieve similar results. Similarly, observing others fail despite valiant efforts will lower 

one's sense of efficacy, especially when the social model is quite similar in capabilities to 

the observing learner. Models can do more than set standards: "Through their behavior 

and expressed ways of thinking, competent models transmit knowledge and teach 

observers effective skills and strategies for managing environmental demands" (2). The 

impact of a model on an individual's life can have significant effects, for good and for ill. 
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Social or verbal persuasion is yet another way to build learner confidence. When 

others heap praises on learners, they are likely to step up to the task at hand through 

sustained effort (2). Bandura explains further: "To the extent that persuasive boosts in 

perceived self-efficacy lead people to try hard enough to succeed, they promote 

development of skills and a sense of personal efficacy" (Self-Efficacy 2). Importantly, 

and perhaps not surprisingly, it is more difficult to positively influence self-efficacy 

through praise than it is to undermine it. Once learners lose faith in their capabilities, it is 

very difficulty to turn the situation around. Learners with low efficacy will likely avoid 

difficult tasks or put forth little effort to learn. They believe that any effort will be for 

naught. 

Finally, Bandura notes that physical and emotional pain make learners vulnerable 

to low performance ("Self-Efficacy" 2). Low moods undermine self-efficacy, just as 

positive moods can enhance the learner's beliefs about abilities (2). To increase a sense 

of self-efficacy in learners, moods must be raised, stress must be reduced and negative 

attitudes toward the effects of pain or discomfort on learning must be combated. Bandura 

adds that, "[i]t is not the sheer intensity of emotional and physical reactions that is 

important but rather how they are perceived and interpreted" ("Self-Efficacy" 3). Not 

surprisingly, "knee-jerk praise" or empty words of commendation will be interpreted as 

insincere, which in turn might be perceived as meaning the recipient has little worth 

praising. 
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Efficacy-Activated Processes 

Bandura names four major psychological processes or states "through which self-

beliefs of efficacy affect human functioning" (3). Put another way, self-efficacy 

influences four major psychological processes, which in turn affect human agency. The 

four processes include cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection processes. Self-

efficacy beliefs affect cognitive processes in various ways. Recall Bandura's assertion 

that purposive human behavior "is regulated by forethought embodying valued goals," 

which in turn are influenced by people's assessment of their capabilities (Bandura, "Self-

Efficacy" 3). People tend to set high goals and commit to them when their beliefs about 

their capabilities (self-efficacy) are strong. 

People tend to plan courses of actions in their thoughts. According to Bandura, 

self-efficacy beliefs "shape the types of anticipatory scenarios they construct and 

rehearse" (3). Strong efficacy beliefs support positive views of proposed action, while 

low beliefs about efficacy produce scenarios full of self-doubt and failure. Thought 

enables people to predict and hopefully shape future events. When people act without 

apparent foresight, we fault them for failing to think through the possible effects of their 

actions. We may be inclined to view people as lacking foresight when they fail to see a 

possible range of effects. However, the process of prediction is complex and depends not 

only on cognitive processes but efficacy beliefs. As Bandura explains, the skills of 

prediction 

require effective cognitive processing of information that contains many 

ambiguities and uncertainties. In learning predictive and regulative rules people 
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must draw on their knowledge to construct options, to weight and integrate 

predictive factors, to test and revise their judgments against the immediate and 

distal results of their actions, and to remember which factors they had tested and 

how well they had worked. (3) 

In stressful or pressing situations when emotions are unstable and the potential for failure 

hangs greatly on people trying to envision a range of possible actions with likely effects, 

those with poor beliefs about their capabilities are likely to engage in "erratic" thinking 

and low self-expectations, thereby predicting poor outcomes of proposed action (3). At 

the same time, those who in the words of Bandura "maintain a resilient sense of 

efficacy," set high goals and engage in effective analysis to both predict and produce 

rewarding accomplishments ("Self-Efficacy" 3). 

The second of the four psychological processes affected by self-efTicacy and in 

turn affect human agency are the motivational processes (3). In social-cognitive theory, 

beliefs about self-efficacy affect the self-regulation of motivation. Motivation in humans 

is "cognitively generated" (3). Through forethought people motivate themselves and 

direct their actions. Based upon beliefs about their capabilities, people predict outcomes 

of future behavior. Goals are set courses of action that are planned based upon future 

realized values (3). Bandura identifies 3 forms of cognitive motivators supported by 

different motivational theories: causal attributions, outcome expectancies, and cognitive 

goals (3). The corresponding theories for each cognitive motivator are attribution theory, 

expectancy-value theory and goal theory (4). Bandura maintains that self-efficacy beliefs 

represent a key component of each type of cognitive motivation. In attribution theory, 
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people with strong self-efficacy beliefs attribute failure to inadequate effort; those with 

weak efficacy beliefs attribute their lack of success to low ability (4). Bandura adds that 

"[cjausal attributions affect motivation, performance and affective reactions mainly 

through beliefs of self efficacy" (4). 

Bandura connects self-efficacy beliefs to expectancy-value theory of motivation 

as well. In expectancy-value theory, motivation is regulated by expectations about 

behavioral outcomes and values: People expect that a particular behavior will produce a 

certain effect; they assign values to the potential effects. At the same time, people act on 

their beliefs about capabilities as well as their beliefs about the expected outcomes of 

behavior (Bandura, "Self-Efficacy" 4). Accordingly, "the motivating influence of 

outcome expectancies" is partly regulated by efficacy beliefs (4). In particular, Bandura 

attributes the predictiveness of expectancy-value theory (in part) to beliefs about self-

efficacy. There is a difference between the roles of efficacy beliefs and outcome 

expectations in "influencing motivation and predicting behavior" (Pajares 8). Efficacy 

beliefs are related to judgments about personal competence to perform an action while 

outcome expectations refer to "judgments of the likely consequence that behavior will 

produce" (Bandura, Social Foundations 391). Still the former can influence the latter, as 

when students expect to do well in a particular activity also anticipate successful 

outcomes (Pajares 8-9). The opposite is true as well: students who have low confidence 

in their academic ability are likely to expect poor results as well (9). Critics of Bandura 

do not perceive the distinction between self-efficacy beliefs and outcome expectations. 
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Some have argued that judgments about self-efficacy are dependent upon the 

expectations one has about the outcome of an action (10). 

Finally, Bandura establishes a link between self-efficacy and goal theory. He 

states that three types of self-influences govern motivation based on goals or personal 

standards ("Self-Efficacy" 4). They include the following: "self-satisfying and self-

dissatisfying reactions to one's performance; perceived self-efficacy for goal attainment; 

and readjustment of personal goals based on one's progress" (4). Beliefs about self-

efficacy affect motivation in several ways. They direct self-goals, effort expended on 

goals, quality of perseverance, and resiliency to failure (4). When faced with difficulties, 

people who have self-doubts about their abilities often let go efforts and give up easily. In 

contrast, people with strong beliefs in their abilities often put forth more effort in the 

midst of difficulties, thereby increasing their chance for success in the future. As Bandura 

suggests, "[sjtrong perseverance contributes to performance accomplishments" ("Self-

Efficacy" 4). 

A third psychological process influenced by self-efficacy are the affective 

processes. It shouldn't surprise us to learn that people's beliefs in their coping abilities 

affect the development of stress and depression. Bandura rightfully claims that even 

perceived beliefs in our abilities to manage stressors in our lives play a central role in 

anxiety arousal ("Self Efficacy" 4). Those who encounter threats to their physical, 

emotional, spiritual, even professional lives will be able to handle such threats according 

to their efficacy beliefs. If people believe that threats will undo them, they are likely to 

react in illogical ways, thereby increasing the odds that they will indeed succumb. 
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thereby incurring failure in the area(s) of life threatened (4). Strong self-efficacy can also 

go a long way in managing disturbing thoughts related to perceived or real threats in our 

lives. Belief in one's ability to manage negative and debilitating thoughts prevent or slow 

the development of anxiety and stress. Bandura emphasizes that "[b]oth perceived coping 

self-efficacy and thought control efficacy operate jointly to reduce anxiety and avoidant 

behavior' (5). 

Social-cognitive theory "prescribes" mastery experiences as a way to manage our 

thoughts and actions (5). Even children experience an increase in self-efficacy when they 

master a skill or behavior. School instructors observe changing efficacy beliefs in school 

children who have mastered a skill or have come to understand an important concept that 

previously escaped their cognitive understanding. Even feared activities—writing and 

mathematics, for example—can be mastered by showing people how to learn and cope in 

small directed subtasks (Bandura, "Self-Efficacy" 5). Each subtask should be easy 

enough to be mastered, yet difficult enough to create "real" self-efficacy based upon real 

accomplishments. With one success built upon another, beliefs in one's capabilities 

naturally increase, thereby securing continued future success. Moreover, as performance 

fear is managed, afflicted people often discover latent abilities that increase their efficacy 

beliefs. 

The fourth psychological processes affected by self-efficacy beliefs are selection 

processes. The first three processes discussed—cognitive, motivational, and affective 

processes—enable people to affect the environment and exercise some measure of 

control over people in their environment (6). Accordingly, says Bandura, strong personal 
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efficacy beliefs enjoy some control over the direction lives take. We enter into activities 

and engage others on the basis of our beliefs that we are able to do so. 

Benefits of Strong Efficacy Beliefs 

There is growing belief that an "optimistic sense of personal efficacy" is behind 

human accomplishments and a positive well-being (6). Human lives are often 

characterized by difficulties—"impediments, adversities, setbacks, frustrations, and 

inequities" (Bandura, "Self-Efficacy" 6). To endure, even find success in daily activities, 

people need more than strategies for coping; they need to believe that they have the 

capabilities to use such strategies in the midst of the difficulties characterized above. 

People err in their self-appraisals all the time. In fact, a strong belief in one's 

capabilities in one area of life does not imply a strong sense of self-efficacy in all areas of 

life. A strong self-efficacy in mathematics does not mean one will also have strong 

beliefs in one's writing capabilities. In fact, efficacy beliefs are contextual and content 

driven. Moreover, beliefs in self-efficacy can be distorted, giving people a false sense of 

comfort or discomfort in their abilities. Teachers often work with students with weak 

efficacy beliefs. Beliefs in one's abilities usually have to become more optimistic before 

there is improved learning. At the same time, people tend to have inflated beliefs in their 

writing skills. Their instructors have the dubious task of building a different academic 

reality for students, hopefully without deflating efficacy beliefs to a nonproductive level. 

The goal for instructors is to help students develop an optimistic self-belief in efficacy 

that reflects the reality of the situation. 
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Recently, I was talking with another colleague about self-efficacy and he said, 

"Sounds like a return to the self-esteem controversy of the 70s." In fact, recent interest by 

the schools in self-efficacy is not a return to the earlier elf-esteem quagmire that spawned 

the "back to basics" movement of the 80s. Self-efficacy does represent renewed interest 

in self and academic motivation. 

In "Self-Beliefs and School Success-Self-Efficacy, Self-Concept, and School 

Achievement," Pajares and Schunk point out the important differences between self-

concept or self-esteem and self-efficacy. As the authors explain, initial views of social 

learning could not explain "novel responses" or imitation processes (Pajares and Schunk 

2). As stated earlier in this chapter, Bandura and Walters filled the gap with their 

principles of observational learning and vicarious reinforcement (see earlier 

explanations). While behavior theorists remained indifferent to self-processes, Bandura 

proposed a relationship between self-perception and goal making. Early on in 1977, 

Bandura put forth the notion that people develop ideas about their capabilities, which in 

turn direct self-goals and environmental control ("Self-Efficacy" 3). Then in his 1986 

publication. Social Foundations of Thought and Action, Bandura observed that people are 

"proactive and self-regulating" rather than the commonly held view that viewed 

individuals as reactive and controlled by biological or environmental forces (3). As 

already established in this chapter, in the social-cognitive view of human agency and 

motivation people have self-beliefs about capabilities that help them manage "thoughts, 

feelings, and actions" (3). While self-efficacy has to do with the confidence one has about 

one's abilities, self-concept, as defined by Bandura and other social cognitivists, "is a 
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description of one's own perceived self-accompanied by an evaluative j udgment of self-

worth" (Social Foundations 5). 

Certainly there are college instructors across the nation who accept the 

importance of instruction that provides strategies for learning. However, most of us do 

not have training in the type of instruction that supports the challenges and differences of 

underprepared students. Thus, we ourselves need to become better acquainted with 

research on the applications of student regulation of learning in academic contexts. 

Self-Regulation of Learning: Kindergarten through College 

In "Achieving Self-Regulation: The Trial and Triumph of Adolescence," 

Zimmerman examines the challenges of adolescence and self-regulation. Psychologists 

have long referred to adolescence as a time of struggle and confusion, yet it is only 

recently that social-cognitive psychologists have described this hazardous period of 

development in terms of "the attainment of self-regulation" (Zimmerman, "Achieving 

Self-Regulation" 2). While other psychological theories attempt to explain adolescence in 

terms of personality traits or growth stages, a social-cognitive perspective focuses on 

metacognitive processes, behavioral skills, and motivational beliefs (Zimmerman, 

"Achieving Self-Regulation" 2). According to Zimmerman, these include self-regulatory 

techniques such as goal setting, strategy use, time management, self-monitoring, self-

evaluation, and self-reflection. 

Looking back on individual development and schooling, we can see with 

Zimmerman that schools provide considerable social support in the early years of 

schooling. Students may be taught simple strategies to self-regulate their behavior and 
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learning. Still, the teacher and the child's peers share the responsibility for making sure 

that young children in a classroom environment are on task. Homework may or may not 

be part of the early primary grade school experience. E ven then, parents generally assume 

the responsibility for homework completion. As students approach middle school years, 

homework is usually assigned with the expectation that students are learning how to self-

manage their learning inside and outside the classroom. As Zimmerman points out, many 

youngsters in later primary grades struggle to complete homework and require the 

continued assistance of parents (Zimmerman, "Achieving Self-Reguiation"3). The fact is 

youngsters who are approaching adolescence have "limitations in their acquisition, self-

evaluation, and transfer of learning strategies" (Zimmerman, "Achieving Self-

Regulation" 3). While teachers and parents hope for student self-regulation, the transfer 

of responsibility from teachers, parents, and other classmates to the individual is often 

unsuccessful. 

These same students who have struggled to achieve some level of self-regulation 

in preadolescence enter into the flux of middle school years, and find increased demands 

for self-directed learning. The students move from teacher to teacher, class to class, and 

in the process are expected to manage multiple homework assignments. If students are 

going to enjoy academic success during these often confusing years, they must take on 

increased responsibility for learning. This challenge is often exacerbated in homes where 

parents are similarly expecting their adolescent sons and daughters to assume more 

responsibility for their personal care and varying amounts of responsibility for family 

concerns. When students fail to achieve the needed level of self-regulation, self-esteem 
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often declines, adding to the mounting difficulties of adolescence. Often times, students 

who are unable to manage responsibilities in the school environment become the object 

of attack by peers. Zimmerman and other social-cognitive theorists posit that those 

students with a "strong sense of self-regulatory efficacy," an individual's perceived 

capability "to leam or perform at designated levels of skill (Zimmerman, "Achieving 

Self-Regulation" 4). 

As adolescents move on to high schools, further self-regulation of behavior and 

learning is demanded by their schools and instructors. With the increased difficulty of 

their courses and exams, the higher stakes placed on grades, the accompanying 

expectations that students will participate in school-sponsored activities and events, as 

well as the expectation that some students will work outside of school hours, the demand 

for self-regulation of learning further increases. Instructors and parents may share the 

responsibility for learning, especially for those students who are failing to achieve 

satisfactory grades. Still, high school students on the whole are acutely aware that their 

academic success depends a lot on their abilities to manage all of these responsibilities. It 

is highly likely that effective learners have learned how to set goals, self-monitor their 

attitudes and behaviors, manage their time, motivate themselves to be self-starters, and 

use learning strategies that promote long-term memory learning. Less successful learners 

are likely to struggle in all of the above areas of student self-regulation. While a few 

students who are having academic difficulties may reach out and ask for help, often those 

students who are struggling to self-regulate refrain from adopting any action that reflects 

self-responsibility for learning. Because we see high school students who demonstrate 
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poor self-regulation of learning, Zimmerman argues that educators who work with these 

students need to instill greater self-regulation during preadolescent and adolescent years 

("Achieving Self-Regulation" 4). Although research supports the assertion that effective 

learners self-manage their learning, self-regulation is not something that students learn on 

their own. They leam from teachers, parents, their peers, and other role models. Students 

who are not learning to self-regulate must be taught self-regulatory practices through 

direct instruction. It occurs to me to wonder about the level of self-regulation of 

graduating high school seniors who come to college and university seemingly with poor 

self-regulatory skills. We are forced to conclude that while many high school students do 

in fact demonstrate necessary self-directed learning, the learned behaviors are not up to 

the challenges of college and university courses. A question then comes to mind; What 

are the likely areas of breakdown in self-regulation for students who demonstrate low 

self-management of learning? 

Zimmerman suggests that self-regulatory dysfunctions may be linked to 

ineffective forethought and "performance phase techniques" ("Achieving Self-

Regulation" 27). For example, learners may have poor goal setting practices or may not 

use effective strategies to manage their learning. Rather than using proactive skills, 

ineffective learners may rely upon "reactive methods" to self-regulate. As Zimmerman 

predicts, such reactive methods are likely to lead to a "self-defeating cycle of 

performance" that is difficult to change ("Achieving Self-Regulation" 27). Reactive self-

regulators fail to set process goals, self-monitoring is limited to performance outcomes 

(27). Unfortunately, reactive learners typically compare their own results to those of their 



255 

peers as a way of self-reacting to their learning. Too often the strategy of turning to the 

scores of their peers only makes the reactive learner feel worse. Their failure to carry out 

any prior planning makes it impossible to judge one's learning strategies as inadequate. 

What is judge inadequate is the student's capacity to learn. Down goes self-efficacy and 

with it any desire to improve. 

Recent research shows that specific interventions designed to target deficits in 

self-regulatory processes are proving to be successful in helping ineffective learners self-

regulate. For example, Graham, Harris, and Troia taught LD students how to improve 

their writing using modeling and self-directed practice (Graham, Harris, and Troia, 

"Cases"). Butler taught college students with learning disabilities to increase their self-

efficacy beliefs through improved self-monitoring (Butler "Promoting Self-Regulation."). 

Teaching for Transfer, Teaching for Self-Regulation 

In the preceding chapter, we learned that the transfer of learning is on the one 

hand a highly sought after phenomenon that doesn't occur as often as educators would 

like to think. Singley refers to transfer or generalization as "the ghost" (Singley 69) 

Worse, it seems to appear on a hit or miss basis. However, over the past decade, 

researchers have been experimenting with ways to structure teaching to improve the 

occurrence of transfer. Bereiter, for example, suggests that teachers think of transfer as a 

disposition, rather than a mental ability or cognitive skill. Campione, Shapiro, and Brown 

consider understanding as the equivalent of transfer; "[sjtated most simply, in our work, 

we mean understanding; and understanding is indexed by the ability of learners to explain 

the resources (knowledge and processes) they are acquiring and to make flexible use of 
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them" (Canipione, Shapiro, and Brown 39). If students understand new concepts well 

enough to explain them, then they will be able to transfer the resources to novel 

situations. The larger question is one about instruction: How do they teach for 

understanding? First, they structure lessons to build on one another. As they teach new 

knowledge, that knowledge is used as a "bridge to new knowledge" (39). Importantly, 

students are made aware that "transfer is the name of the game" when it comes to 

learning. 

Lupart presents yet another perspective on teaching and transfer. Since her way 

into transfer is to link it to self-regulation, it seems useful to examine her ideas as 

presented in "Exceptional Learners and Teaching for Transfer." First and foremost, 

Lupart believes that all students can learn to self-regulate; moreover, all children need to 

self-regulate (219). She cites the research of Zimmerman and Schunk as representative of 

work that has investigate the value of self-regulation on transfer between differing 

contexts. In her discussion of self-regulation and transfer, Lupart holds to the following 

characteristics of self-regulation: 

a. the purposive use of specific processes, strategies, or responses by students to 

improve their academic achievement; 

b. a self-oriented feedback loop during learning; 

c. a description of how and why students choose to use a particular self-

regulated process, strategy, or response; and 

d. an interest in examining why students do not self-regulate during all learning 

experiences. (217) 
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Lupart views the learner's intelligence as passe. In other words, educators have 

long believed that intelligence is a static measurement; accordingly, low performance 

based upon low intelligence could not be increased (217). In the past couple of decades, 

however, research has challenged this static view of the learner and her potential for 

learning. In contrast, asserts Lupart, dynamic approaches to learning suggest that 

"learning is not something that resides solely within the individual" (217). Instead, the 

learner is seen to be "an active, self-regulating learner who is intrinsically motivated 

through self-discovery and successful learning experiences" (217-18). The difference 

between the two approaches is the "can" word, as in learners can increase learning 

through self-regulation. The apparent shift zooms in on the interactive relationship 

between the learner's abilities and instruction (218). Lupart acknowledges that research 

distinguishes two components that contribute to intelligence: "the biologically linked 

components [memory and perception] and the environmentally influenced executive 

system that regulate learning propensity" (Lupart 218). The executive system has to do 

with "strategic, adaptive learning" connected with formal instruction (218). Lupart 

explains why knowledge of the executive system is key to a dynamic perspective on 

learning; the fact that all learners, even those deemed underprepared, "vary considerably 

within these traditionally defined subgroups" suggests that a static measuring of mental 

ability must be balanced with measures of learning choices and the potential positive 

effects of self-regulation (218). As the author elaborates, the educators' guiding concern 

need not be the measured mental ability of a learner, but rather an investigation of the 

learning environment—whether it "maximizes student learning" (Lupart 218). 
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The past two decades have produced what Lupart refers to as "a virtual sea of 

research" on self-regulation (219). Early efforts focused on school tasks and transfer 

degree. The late 1970s and early 1980s brought forth research from the "leamer-in-

context" perspective (219). This perspective presumes a four-factor interactive 

relationship central to learning: 

a. characteristics of the learner (e.g., IQ, motivation) 

b. learning activities 

c. nature of the materials 

d. criterial tasks (e.g., measures used to assess learning effectiveness) (219) 

Lupart remarks that research on the "interactive effects" has provided a foundation for 

current transfer and self-regulation models (219). Generally, research demonstrates that 

the independent use of new cognitive strategies "underscores an individual's ability to 

make transfer to new learning situations" (219). The author identifies learning and 

transfer as interdependent processes in the sense that both what is learned and how it is 

learned influence whether or not previous learning is transferred and/or generalized in 

different or novel learning situation. In other words, the nature of the learning process— 

what is learned and how it is leamed—affects transfer success. 

Lupart explains that differences among learner's intelligence have been 

determined as follows; 

Learners with lower IQ scores 

1. have smaller memory capacities or less efficient working memory; 

2. have smaller and less elaborately organized knowledge bases; 
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3. use fewer, simpler, and more passive processing strategies; 

4. have less metacognitive understanding of their own cognitive systems and 

how the functioning of these systems depends on the environment; 

5. use less complete and flexible processes for controlling their thinking 

(Butterfield and Ferretti 195-96). 

In contrast, more able learners who have higher IQs 

1. access and employ declarative, procedural, and elaborative knowledge; 

2. evidence metacognitive behaviors (defining or labeling tasks, planning, 

monitoring, and evaluating); 

3. emit more preparatory, deliberate, and scripted behaviors; 

4. are motivated to achieve; 

5. have others (teachers and peers) interact with them in ways that nurture, 

exercise, and reinforce their metacognitive skills (Meichenbaum and 

Biemillar 179) 

Able leamers excel in the same areas as experts (Lupart 222). Of course, having a higher 

IQ does not guarantee an excellent student who achieves and self-regulates with the 

deftness of an expert. However, students with higher levels of learning success are more 

likely to "profit from a given learning situation" (222). These students are likely to know-

more about themselves as learners and successfully employ the following self-regulative 

(executive) strategies: plarming, monitoring self progress, effort, know-how, and when to 

ask for help (222). 
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Lupart joins other theorists in recognizing that self-regulatory development is 

dependent upon factors beyond knowledge acquisition, strategic performance, and IQ 

(224). In fact, she views a learner's beliefs about self-efficacy to be paramount in self-

regulatory development. Lupart elaborates at length: 

Negative self-held beliefs about innate abilities, dysfunctional attributional beliefs 

about their self-control over academic achievement, and a lack of effort and 

persistence on tasks that require cognitive effort contribute significantly to an 

ability to generalize in learners of all ability levels. These kinds of self-

perceptions and attributional beliefs 'are deeply embedded within cultural and 

familial contexts and are often reinforced by parents' and teachers' interpretations 

of the causes of academic successes and failures. (225) 

We can take the reserve situation and argue that high self-efficacy, appropriate 

attributional beliefs about one's ability to self-regulate, and sufficient effort and 

persistence can greatly increase the potential for learning transfer or generalization. 

Regardless how we help students increase their abilities to self-regulate, such efforts will 

be rewarded as students learn more and as they transfer more of what they are learning to 

novel situations. Self-regulative research thus far tends to focus on younger students 

because self-regulation is so crucial to success in adolescence. However, when students 

fail to develop adequate self-management of learning during precollege years, it becomes 

the responsibility of college instructors to provide self-regulative instruction. In chapter 

six, the last chapter of my dissertation, we will look some general applications of self-
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regulation, for general learning and for learning associated with the complex act of 

writing. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

An Integrated Approach to College Writing Instruction 

"Professional writers often use self-regulation strategies to regulate their environment, 
their behavior, or their mental processes." (Harris and Graham Making the Writing Process Work 17) 

Academic self-regulation is not a mental ability, such as intelligence, or an academic skills, such as reading 
proficiency; rather, it is the self-directive process through which learners transform their mental abilities 

into academic skills." (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles of Academic Regulation" 1) 

Introduction 

By the time the new instructor stands in the front of her first college composition 

class, she has put considerable time and distance between herself and her first writing 

class taken as a first-year college student. Accordingly, she is likely to forget the 

academic challenges that await new college freshmen. In "Self-Regulated Strategy 

Development in the Classroom; Part of a Balanced Approach to Writing Instruction for 

Students With Disabilities" authors Harris, Graham, and Mason remind those of us who 

may have forgotten what learning to write is all about: 

Writing is a highly complex process; the writer not only must negotiate the rules 

and mechanics of writing, but also must maintain a focus on important aspects of 

writing such as organization, form and features, purposes and goals, audience 

needs and perspectives, and evaluation of the communication between author and 

reader. (1) 

Perhaps we should marvel when any of our students are able to put these complex 

processes together to construct an essay that makes sense to anyone but themselves. But 

the authors don't slop here. Harris, Graham, and Mason argue that skilled writing 

requires '"extensive self-regulation and attention control" (1). In order to produce skilled 
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writing, the authors posit, proficient writers "engage in purposeful and active self-

direction of these processes and strategies" (1). 

Butler, Elaschuk, and Poole agree with Harris, Graham, and Mason's assertion 

that effective writers are self-regulating. Put another way, writers who enjoy a high level 

of success in the writing classroom effectively self-regulate their behaviors, motivation, 

and learning strategies. Such learners possess a number of learned traits typical of 

successful writers. These include the ability to 

• analyze task requirements; 

• articulate writing goals; and then 

• select, adapt, or even invent strategic approaches to achieve their objectives; 

• monitor the success of their efforts as they engage recursively in planning, text 

production, and editing activities; 

• adaptively adjust goals or writing strategies when obstacles are encountered; 

• utilize strategies for managing task engagement; 

• have developed productive metacognitive knowledge and motivational beliefs; 

• have clear and articulated understandings regarding the demands of typical 

writing tasks and useful writing strategies as well as their strengths and 

weaknesses as writers. 

• are confident in their ability to produce meaningful text; 

• believe writing success is within their control. (Butler, Elaschuk, and Poole 1). 

This is indeed an impressive set of practices and beliefs. I dare say that on the first day of 

the semester, there is likely to be only one person in a freshmen composition class who 
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might claim the majority of these behaviors and beliefs as generally true for them—the 

instructor herself. 

Ask a typical writing instructor how she became an effective self-regulator of 

writing practices and she is likely to answer that it took a lot of hard work and effort. 

Beyond that, effective writers probably do not think much about what makes their writing 

effective. The fact is many successful learners manage their learning/writing at 

subconscious levels of knowing. That is why it is very difficult for composition . 

instructors to teach their knowledge and skills to students in a writing class. Instructors 

tend to talk about writing without ever getting to the how-to of writing. Yet this is what 

the college writing instructor has been hired to do—teach writing, rather than teach about 

writing. If an outsider walked into a typical college writing class today she is likely to 

think she stepped into a course on cultural studies rather than a writing class. The 

problem is that many college writing instructors rarely get down to the nitty-gritty of 

teaching students how to write an essay or an academic summary or an analysis of a 

reading, step-by-step. Traditional students often come to college with a repertoire of 

behaviors, motivators, and strategies that allow them to write effective argumentative 

essays with little instructor guidance. Nontraditional students, including students with 

learning disabilities and learners underprepared for college, do not come to the college 

writing classroom equipped to succeed. Rather, this growing student population needs 

expert guidance from the instructor if they are to develop into effective writers. 

Unfortunately, few college writing classes are set up to provide expert instruction and 

guidance by a well-trained writing instructor. To remedy this situation, college 
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composition programs need to provide instructor training in academic self-regulation, 

motivation, and strategy instruction as is appropriate for the writing classroom. The 

newly-trained instructors then need to be directed to provide similar instruction to their 

students to increase learning for nontraditional students. 

Of late, the typical college writing class goes something like this: students 

read an assigned chapter, article, or essay that likely deal with a cultural issue; they 

discuss the ideas in class with each other and the instructor; the instructor assigns an 

essay; all look at a model student essay; finally, students write and peer review individual 

essays. Such practices are at the heart of a constructivist writing class. To be sure, there 

are plenty of reasons to praise a constructivist educational agenda. We in rhetoric and 

composition like to think that we are on the cutting edge of good teaching practices 

because of our constructivist practices, and in many ways this is the case. However, since 

many of us don't know how to help our struggling learners beyond saying the usual, "try 

harder," "put in more effort," or "go to the writing center," we who teach college writing 

are candidates for learning new instructional practices. Because effective writers tend to 

be successful self-regulators of learning, our community would do well to go beyond the 

what of teaching and embark on a journey to learn the how of good teaching via 

instruction in academic self-regulation. 

Theory-Driven Practice 

Once we understand that our nontraditional students lack the self-regulative 

behaviors, motivation, and learning strategies typical of successful learners, the challenge 

becomes one of teaching less successful learners (including nontraditional students who 
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are underprepared or have a documented learning disabilitiy), how to self-regulate their 

learning as is appropriate for the college writing class. Schunk and Zimmerman believe 

that self-regulation emerges from "social and self-directed experiences" (10). Social 

sources include adults (family, friends, teachers, coaches) and peers (siblings, friends, 

classmates) who use diverse learning techniques including "modeling, verbal tuition, 

physical guidance, corrective feedback, social structuring, supervision and monitoring, 

peer teaching, cooperative learning, and reciprocal teaching" (10). Experts tend to agree 

that the capability to self-regulate does not emerge from formal instruction alone (11): 

Instead, it seems to originate in parental expectations for academic achievement, assigned 

homework, and social learning experiences (11). At the same time, we need to remember 

that academic self-regulation must be learned and practiced. It is not surprising that 

parents of high-achieving students have high expectations and monitor their children 

accordingly. These students also benefit from seeking help in learning from teachers and 

classmates as well. 

That said, skillful self-regulators are likely to have developed their capability from 

hours of self-practice. The learning and effective use of strategies doesn't occur quickly, 

nor does it occur in a social vacuum. Students who learn strategies practice them while 

working on homework, a practice that requires scheduling, organization, and independent 

completion. Table V reminds us of the characteristics of skillful and naive self-regulators: 
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Classes of Self-Regulated Learners 
Self Regulatory 

Phases 
NAIVE SELF-REGULATORS SKILLFUL SEL-REGULATORS 

Forethought • Nonspecific Distal Goals 
• Performance Goal Orientation 
• Low Self-Efficacy 
• Disinterested 

• Specific Hierarchical Goals 
• Learning Goal Orientation 
• High Self-Efficacy 
• Intrinsically Interested 

Perform aiice/'V olitional 
Control 

• Unfocused Plan 
• Self-Handicapping Strategies 
• Outcome Self-Monitoring 

• Focused on Performance 
• Self-Instruction/Imagery 
• Process-Self-Monitoring 

Self-Reflection • Avoid Self-Evaluation 
• Ability Attributes 
• Negative Self-Reaction 
• Nonadaptive 

• Seek Self-Evaluation 
• Strategy/Practice Attributions 
• Positive Self-Reactions 
• Adaptive 

Table 5.1 Self-Regulatory Subprocesses of Naive and Skillful Learners (Zimmerman, ''Developing 
Self-Self-Fulfilling Cycles" 6) 

We can see that naive self-regulators do have goals, but their goals are often non-specific 

long range goals—goals that too often lead to poor performance and limited self-

reflection (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles"6). Poor performances are 

often attributable to unfocused planning and inadequate strategy use; limited self-

reflection often results from a learner's desire to avoid looking inward, which may in fact 

reaffirm the learner's perception of inadequate ability—something not open to self-

correction. What happens when naive self-regulators come to college? They don't know 

that they can't self-regulate. Nor do most of their instructors. 

Readers should be aware by now that self-regulated learning is a key factor in 

academic achievement at all levels of education, even college. Regardless of the model of 

self-regulation that one is introduced to, the important thing is that students are able to 

effectively regulate their cognition, motivation, and behavior in order to achieve goals 
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and improve their academic performance (Hofer, Yu, and Pintrich 57). While it might be 

expected that incoming college freshmen are self-regulated learners, there is evidence 

that many college students are not self-regulating learners (57). There is some good news 

here: Studies indicate some measure of success for interventions via the teaching of 

cognitive and self-regulatory strategies to students in college. However, as Hofer, Yu, 

and Pintrich note, there remain questions about the intervention process or teaching 

process. The bad news is that self-regulation is too new a field of inquiry to have all the 

answers. Given the problems of generalizability (capacity to transfer), it is safe to say that 

self-regulation and strategy instruction is best taught in the context that it is to be used, 

for example, the college writing class (See Hofer, Yu, and Pintrich 63-64 for details.) 

What is Learning? 

I have talked a lot about learning in this dissertation, and will continue on this 

topic in this last chapter. Since my purpose is to provide knowledge and motivation for 

other writing instructors who want to augment their current courses with supplemental 

instruction in self-regulation to promote increased learning, I think it would be helpful if 

we established a definition of learning. How do we in fact know if students are learning? 

What should we come to expect as students self-manage their learning? 

Borrowing from educational psychology, 

Learning is an enduring change in behavior, or in the capacity to behave in a 

given fashion, which results from practice or other forms of experience. (Shuell 

411) 
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As Schunk observes, the key concepts in this definition include practice, behavioral 

change, and learning {Learning Theories 2). Using Schunk as a guide to better 

understanding of learning, let's look more closely at these terms. 

According to our definition, learning must involve behavioral change or the 

capacity for such behavior. Implied in this part of the definition, 

• Learning involves developing new actions or modifying existing ones; 

• Learning is inferential; we observe only its product; 

• Learning is assessed based on what people say, write, and do; and 

• Learning involves a changed capacity to behave in a given manner. 

{Learning Theories 2) 

Accordingly, if a student is actually learning, we should be able to observe changed 

behaviors. 

A second criterion is that behavioral change, or the capacity for behavioral 

change endures over time (2). In other words, learning is not akin to temporary behavior 

changes. At the same time, learning need not last forever because forgetting is a common 

human reaction to learning. How long must a learner engage in a changed behavior for it 

to be called learning? Experts don't agree on an answer. However, when students 

memorize concepts for an exam, only to forget the concepts shortly thereafter, we can 

generally conclude that learning has not taken place. Rather, ideas were placed into short 

term memory for a brief period and then lost when the information was no longer of use. 

If, on the other hand, we observe students self-directing their learning by handing in 
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assignment on time or passing exams, we can assume that some level of learning has 

occurred. 

A third criterion is that learning occurs through practice or other forms of 

experience (including observational learning) (Schunk, Learning Theories 3). 

This criterion excludes behavioral changed related to human growth and maturity (3). 

The operative word here is practice. Behavioral changes that arise from deliberate 

practice can be termed learning. Whether or not learned behaviors are used by the learner 

is another issue that does not play into the definition of learning. What is important here 

is that instructors who expect their students to learn are going to have to provide 

supervised and unsupervised practice. 

Coming full circle then, learning involves behavioral change or the capacity for 

behavioral change over an undetermined length of time, and is achieved through practice. 

The good news is that persons of diverse intellectual capabilities can learn. As we shall 

discover in this chapter there are some tried and true methods of instruction designed to 

facilitate learning, even learning in a writing class. The same is true for self-regulation: 

all learners can learn academic self-regulation. Instructors can help students become more 

effective learners by teaching self-regulation and learning strategies appropriate to the 

academic content. 

Meeting College Students Where They Are 

Those of us who chose to teach at postsecondary institutions rather than K-12 

schools had some expectations about the students we would be teaching. No matter how 

we put it into words, we likely expected that our students would have mastered the six 
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levels of Bloom's Taxonomy. More specifically, we expected college students to have a 

large knowledge base developed over twelve-plus years of schooling. We were certain 

that students would have adequate comprehension skills such that they could read college 

level texts and comprehend the meaning based upon prior learning. We didn't think it too 

much to ask that students be able to apply their knowledge to new learning tasks in new 

contexts. We even had the lofty notion that students would be fairly skilled at analysis, 

meaning that students would bring with them experience collecting, organizing and 

classifying information, making assumptions and constructing hypotheses, and then 

synthesizing what they learned. Instead, we have increased numbers of students needing 

not one remedial course but two or more. I would be kidding myself and my reader if I 

didn't admit to wishing my student population matched my expectations. Because reality 

has a tendency of having its way, I made a decision that I would meet students where 

they are and concentrate on those who want to put forth the time and effort to improve 

their writing. When I demonstrate to students that there are reasonable ways to meet the 

course requirements given adequate time and effort on their part, there are always at-risk 

students stepping up to the challenge, surprising themselves in the process. However, 

because the academy as a whole doesn't know what to do with the increased numbers of 

high-risk learners, it doesn't surprise me that administrators, educators, even politicians, 

are (once again) redirecting nontraditional students away from four-year colleges and 

universities. Still, this isn't the answer since high-risk learners are a relative phenomenon 

that is always with us in one form or another. As stated above, the logical way to respond 

to a reality that isn't going to change is to accept students where they are. 
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Taking this more liberal stand on the nontraditional student population means that 

we need to change our instructional methods if these students are to survive at college. I 

have suggested that integrating explicit instruction in student-self regulation and 

cognitive strategies with our current constructivist agenda can make a difference for 

students who are up for the learning challenge. Be sure that integrated instruction does 

not support spoon feeding passive students. Rather, it offers active but struggling learners 

an inroad to increased learning. While this plan does add to the instructional 

responsibilities of the college (composition) instructor, the potential outcomes outweigh 

the added burden, or so this dissertation argues. If we are going to provide basic skills 

courses (as is the case for the majority of four-year colleges and imiversities), it only 

makes sense to follow up with additional support in college level courses. 

Although some colleges and universities offer programs that include one-on-one 

tutoring for challenged learners (especially those with learning disabilities), external 

instructional support is not always adequate to the task. Additionally, supplemental 

instruction is not always a good student fit, as evidenced by the numbers of students who 

would rather fail a course than seek out external instructional support. We could easily 

ignore those who don't seek out writing center tutors and the like, chalking up such 

behavior to student apathy or laziness. Indeed, this is the case for some but not all 

students. I would suggest that failure to seek outside help is more complicated than we 

might expect. 

Some students, for example, have explained to me that asking for outside help is 

of itself a sign of academic failure in their families and cultures. Other students have 
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indicated that only "stupid kids" ask for help; therefore, if one admits to another that they 

don't know how to do something, they are admitting to low intelligence. Still others have 

indicated that they haven't been able to put together even a simple draft to take to a 

writing center tutor. I have had students tell me on a number of occasions that they need 

assignment-specific help which isn't available from external writing support. Then there 

are the usual complaints that the tutors didn't help. Ask these students why tutoring 

didn't seem to help and most will not have an adequate explanation. Nonetheless, I am 

learning to accept students where they are in their capacities to reach out to external 

support for assistance on their assignments. Because I have yet to see students go en 

masse to writing centers for assistance (and I have worked in several college writing 

centers), this type of help must not be good fit with all students. Accordingly, classroom 

instructors would do well to take the lead and augment the current constructivist 

perspective favored in college composition programs across the nation. While 

constructivism goes a long way toward creating positive learning-centered instruction 

that encourages active learning, it doesn't adequately support the learning 

difficulties/styles of all students, including high-risk nontraditional learners, whose 

numbers seem to be growing by leaps and bounds. To make my point, let's return to our 

earlier conversation about constructivism and quickly review its tenets in order to predict 

which students are likely to struggle in constructivist classrooms. 

Foregrounding Construcfivists' Agendas 

Unlike many disciplines that continue to struggle to bring a constructivist 

philosophy to large lecture classes, college composition has long valued the constructivist 



274 

agenda. Back in 1977, Janet Emig published "Writing as a Mode of Learning," in which 

she argued that writing is a way of learning. Constructivism is more a philosophy or 

theory about knowledge and learning and can be used to explain how we know what we 

know. Central to constructivism is the belief that learners construct their own knowledge. 

Educators contend that learner-constructed knowledge leads to better understanding and 

application by the learner. Constructivism favors "discovery-oriented approaches" to 

learning (Graham and Harris, "Implications of Constructivism" 275). Constructivism is 

rooted in the educational philosophies of John Dewey, but also has links to theorists such 

as Vygotsky, Piaget, Gardner, and Bruner. In "Understanding Constructivi sm(s); A 

Primer for Parents and School Board Members," Vermette et al. relate constructivism to 

fifteen related concepts that characterize instructional practices. The following is an 

abbreviated form of their fifteen concepts below: 

C is for Connections; Students develop new meaning and understanding in 

relation to their prior knowledge and experience. 

O is for Options; Students are given choices and options in assignments. 

N is for Negotiation; Learning is the integration of new information with prior 

understandings. 

T is for Time; Learning is supported for all students at high levels, given 

appropriate time and support. 

R is for Rubrics; Students collaborate and construct rubrics which explain 

assignment expectations. 
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U is for Understanding: Teaching for simple rote memory is out; teaching for 

understanding is in. 

C is for Collaboration: Students collaborate to learn. 

T is for Technologies: Computer access is crucial for research and analysis. 

I is for Inquiry: Questions guide student learning. 

V is for Variety: Students reflect a variety of social, cultural, and linguistic 

differences. 

I is for Intentional Teaching: Teachers act as guides for students. Teachers need to 

be intentionally aware of student differences in knowledge and experiences. 

S is for Student-Centered: Classroom focus is on what students do, not what 

instructor does. 

M is for Motivation: Students need to be convinced of the importance and 

usefulness of learning activities to learn. 

S is for Standards: Students categorize, hypothesize, generalize, synthesize, apply, 

analyze and elaborate issues of content within established parameters of performance. 

(Vermette et al. 3-4) 

As the reader may intuit, constructivism is not a specific teaching method, but embraces 

any instructional method that supports its tenets. 

On the surface, one can hardly find fault with a constructivist philosophy of 

learning: Students are viewed as "inherently active self-regulating learners who construct 

knowledge in developmentally appropriate ways within a social context" (Harris, 

Graham, and Mason 3). Importantly, constructivist educators are encouraged to assist 



276 

with the construction of knowledge rather than provide explicit knowledge and 

information. (3) Among instructors who embrace a constructivist philosophy of 

education, there are those who see the emphasis on maintaining authentic and meaningful 

leaming environments as "incompatible" with the provision of explicit instruction needed 

for students with diverse learning differences (Harris and Graham 3). Educational 

psychologists Karen Harris and Steve Graham have argued for a number of years now 

that "[d]ifficulties are in the translation of constructivist theory into practice, however, 

not only for students with severe learning problems, but for many of their peers as well" 

(3). Harris and Graham strongly assert that students with leaming differences who are 

also underprepared need explicit, direct explanations at times, and this type of teaching is 

considered "forceful" at best in constructivist classrooms. 

Some of my readers who teach college composition came to the field via 

education degrees and public teaching experience. That experience may have connections 

to whole language, a constructivist project which similarly rejects explicit instruction in 

reading and writing. True whole language enthusiasts believe that authentic leaming 

experiences provide adequate opportunities for children to learn naturally all they need to 

know (Harris, Graham, and Mason 3). In many whole language classrooms, instructors 

avoid any emphasis on student learning weaknesses; all students will learn to read and 

write naturally given the opportunity. True to the principles of whole language, "little or 

no explicit, focused, or isolated instraction and practice in basic skills" are offered 

learners (3). While many children do thrive in whole language classrooms, some 

educators are concemed about the students who have not developed adequate literacy 
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practices. College educators are becoming quite concerned as well: it is quite possible 

that students who failed to thrive in whole language classrooms are joining their more 

successful peers in college classrooms across the nation. Should these students be 

delivered a concentrated dose of constructivist learning, it is quite probable that learning 

will be out of their reach. Simply put, a constructivist education cannot be all things to all 

learners. College writers may understand what process and workshop are all about, but 

many of these same students know little about effective language use, especially when it 

comes to grammar and mechanics. Many of these same students do not know how to 

manage their learning, a definite prerequisite of becoming a successful responsible 

learner. 

For more than a decade, writing workshops have been part of the elementary and 

secondary school experiences. Students allegedly have time to write in class, conference 

their papers with their peers, help each other out, reflect on their writing, and experiment 

with new ideas (Harris, Graham, and Mason 4). If all goes as is expected, students learn 

through collaboration, modeling, class dialogue and more. While the process approach to 

writing is adequate for many students, not all learners are able to "develop and come to 

own important writing skills, abilities, and strategies" (4). Those who do not thrive under 

the relatively independent process approaches to writing need more help. This is true for 

many elementary, secondary, and college writers. Students in the latter group are among 

those who would benefit from an integrated approach to writing instruction. It might be 

helpful to take a quick look at the characteristics of effective and 
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Integrated Writing Instruction: We Do Need It! 

Harris, Graham, and their colleagues claim that writing instruction at all levels 

must take into account the special needs of struggling learners; right now that isn't 

happening, especially in the college composition classroom. While some constructivist 

educators sound the alarms at the threat of supplementing process approaches to teaching 

with explicit instruction, Harris, Graham, and Mason are more concerned about a future 

without supportive instruction, and they have been researching these matters for more 

than two decades. Their position is that the "competing viewpoints" need to be integrated 

in the classroom to meet the leaming needs of all students (4). 

Here we are not talking about a return to decontextualized, skills-focused 

education as promoted by the back-to-basics movement of the 1980s. Rather, there is 

considerable evidence that augmenting current instruction practices with "explicit, 

focused, and at times isolated instruction" can help at-risk students become more 

successful learners (Harris, Graham, and Mason 4). Fortunately, research findings show 

that explicit instruction in self-regulation of leaming stands to benefit all learners. In fact, 

among public school instructors, there are those who advocate for an integrated approach 

to writing instruction—one that combines process instruction with self-regulation 

instruction. That said, there remain large numbers of incoming college freshmen who 

demonstrate poor self-directed leaming practices. The obvious question for those of us 

who teach college composition becomes one of need: "Do our students really need 

explicit instruction to succeed in our classes?" In other words, can't we just let students 
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discover and leam on their own? After all, that is likely to be the way we learned how to 

write. 

We have seen in earlier chapters of my dissertation that the "problem" is the 

growing numbers of our students—^those who are considered high-risk nontraditionai 

learners—who have been struggling with little success to become proficient writers for 

years. The instruction offered these students year after year is likely to have increased 

their difficulties rather than improved their literacy practices. In fact, it is the 

nontraditional-student population that encounters the most learning difficulties in the 

constructivist classroom. It's not that they can't leam to become independent thinkers and 

writers, but they must be shown the way with explicit instmction. I would argue that we 

who teach college writing have little recourse but to help struggling learners who simply 

do not "get" college writing. 

Sometimes our naivety about how students leam makes ineffective writers even 

less effective. Sometimes our naivety makes ineffective writers even less confident about 

their writing abilities. Sometimes our naivety contributes to student drop out rates and 

learning failure—even when we think we are doing our best to help. Simply put, 

instmctors tend to take for granted that our first-year college students know how to leam. 

The hard trath is that many students haven't a clue about learning in a college classroom. 

Worse, they haven't a clue that they don't know. Unless their instructors leam more 

about learning and transfer, everyone is likely to stay in the dark, and the students who 

are likely to leam even without instructors are the ones who pass the course and move 

closer toward their degree goals. But it need not be this way. 
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Students who don't complete their assigned work may be experiencing fears, 

anxieties, and avoidance behaviors that have more to do with learning difficulties and 

negative self-beliefs than management concerns. Fortunately, helping our students 

develop more effective self-regulation of learning and cognitive strategies can go a long 

way to helping students help themselves. Students who fear writing assignments are often 

those who don't know how to begin to fill a blank page with their own ideas. As we will 

discover in chapter five, instruction in self-regulation can help students cope with fears, 

anxieties, issues of motivation, and more. Before teachers can become effective 

instructors of academic self-regulation, they need to develop a teaching perspective that 

evolves from a desire to help all learners have the opportunity to succeed. 

Self-Regulation in the College Classroom 

Perhaps we can agree that even in the best college composition program, 

incoming graduate instructors may not have any background or experience in teaching 

college composition. Diverse training is offered new instructors in the better composition 

programs. Graduate instructors might be offered one or two weeks of intense instructor 

preparation that usually includes guidelines for presenting the first-year college-

writing curriculum to incoming freshmen. Regardless the quality of the training provided 

new writing instructors those new to teaching are going to find their first year or two 

incredibly challenging. Likely, there will be many times where new instructors must 

teach "by the seat of their pants." The good thing about teaching at the college level is 

that many of our freshman writers will learn no matter what we do to them! 
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Effective learners already have multiple strategies available to help them learn 

inside and outside the classroom. Such strategies help some students develop many of the 

successful writing characteristics outlined by Butler, Elaschuk, and Poole at the 

beginning of this chapter. Additionally , successful writers are likely to have effective 

strategies to motivate them to get to class on a regular basis and want to learn. Successful 

learners have strategies to listen in class carefully and take useful class notes. Moreover, 

such learners can call upon self-directed learning behaviors to help them attend to 

classroom activities, participate, and ask the right questions when they are puzzled. 

Importantly, effective students know enough about themselves as learners to seek out 

instructors and tutors when they do not understand the course material. Towards the end 

of class when new homework is assigned, you can always tell a successful student (or a 

wannabe) from a student who does not yet have control of his or her learning behaviors: 

the students who are likely to stay the course are the ones who take out planning 

calendars that have available study times highlighted. These students add new 

assignments knowing full well that they will have the completed work on the day it is 

due. Students that we wonder about write down assignments on scraps of paper that are 

likely to disappear before the end of the day. 

Outside the classroom students who have histories of successful learning can 

further call upon strategies to help them plan their schedules around classes and studying. 

They have learned to estimate how much time to allow assignments, and they hold their 

studying time almost sacred. These students often participate in student study groups for 

difficult assignments and exams. They know their own capabilities well enough to know 
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not to sign up for classes they are unprepared for. Finally, they have a repertoire of 

strategies to help them complete progressively challenging writing assignments. Key to 

strategy use, self-directed learners know how to self-talk their way through increasingly 

more difficult assignments. When they achieve academic success, these learners are 

likely to attribute their achievement to effort and hard work. In a nutshell, effective 

learners know what it is going to take to learn and earn high marks. Moreover, they are 

confident in their abilities. The goal of the college writing instructor should be to help 

less successful learners/writers develop the behaviors, motivation, and learning/writing 

strategies so that they too can count themselves among effective writers. The challenge is 

in knowing what and how to teach to get reluctant writers writing in the classroom. 

It shouldn't surprise us that our academically challenged students will do all they 

can to avoid writing, due in part to poor skill development, poor self-regulation, and low 

self-efficacy beliefs. Even when the cost of avoidance means failing grades, students who 

have had little learning success in the past will pass on doing the assignment rather than 

do it and prove they are as incompetent as they believe. At best, these students "endured" 

writing classes in the past. At worst, they left high schools with elementary or junior high 

literacy practices, yet received grades indicating that they were prepared for college. 

Some of these students arrive at college with unwarranted faith in their writing practices. 

Others come to the college writing classroom unprepared for the challenges that await 

them. Even as their college instructors tell them they will have to put in hours of study 

time to pass the course, nontraditional students often remain unbelievers to the bitter end. 
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Part of the problem is that nontraditional students tend to follow their instructor's 

lead and simplify learning processes. Students see aspects of writing assignments 

modeled in student essays. Even when instructors discuss the various parts of the essay, 

they tend to simplify the complex learning skills needed to create an effective 

introduction or adequate body support. Students tell the instructor that they understand 

what to do, but when they get home they realize they have no idea how to begin. 

Instructors rarely have the time needed to focus on the likely difficulties that students are 

likely to encounter on their own as they attempt to complete the task. Students leave class 

thinking everything is "in the bag," but when they are facing the assignment alone—the 

one they were sure they knew how to do—all logical thought escapes them. Experienced 

writers tend to see the complexities in tasks demonstrated by their instructors; less-

prepared students cannot see past the surface of the performance. Due to their poor 

understanding of cognitive processes, less-effective learners underestimate what it will 

take to succeed in their writing class. Learning failure for these students is likely to be 

attributed by the students themselves to external causes, such as poor instruction, unfair 

grading, unreasonable teacher expectations, assignments that were too difficult and more. 

It is evident that nontraditional students need to learn to manage their learning. The 

question becomes one of where and how to begin instruction in self-regulation when 

there is no prescribed method for instructional success. A helpful place to begin is 

thinking about general issues of self-regulation—learning issues that are not disciplinary 

specific. Some might refer to these behaviors as having to do with studying practices, 

though that would be a narrow interpretation. Even then, if students have not developed 
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requisite attitudes and behaviors about studying, they are going to have a difficult time 

achieving in a writing course regardless their writing abilities. 

The fact is all students, nontraditional or not, need to want to learn: they need to 

develop the motivation to learn in the writing classroom. This important concept hasn't 

taken its rightfiil place in self-regulated learning. Instruction in self-regulation has always 

emphasized instruction in "cognitive procedures (e.g., organizing, monitoring, 

rehearsing) and adaptive behaviors (e.g., self-management, environment structuring, help 

seeking)" (Schunk and Zimmerman, "Conclusions" 229). As Schunk and Zimmerman 

explain, instruction in cognitive procedures and adaptive behaviors are important but 

together, they don't explain "the range of self-regulative patterns" observed in effective 

learners (229). To engage in student-self-regulation, students need to be motivated to 

learn. Motivation as we have learned is derived from internal and external factors, 

including enthusiastic instructors. This still isn't enough. Students must learn to 

appreciate on some level the purposes for using writing and other literacy practices in 

their daily lives—now and in the future. If instructors can't convince their students that 

literacy skills contribute to a life worth living, students aren't going to buy it either. 

Again, instructors need to keep in mind that this student population is likely to avoid 

writing any way they can. Of course, it would help if students enjoyed writing 

meaningful texts. That isn't going to happen unless they possess a variety of skills needed 

to produce a text that is likely to please themselves and their instructors. In fact, many 

students don't even know what those skills are. Instructors are likely to overlook the 

complexities of writing simply because many of their processes are automatic. Clearly, 
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managing ones learning practices and beliefs is complicated. No matter how we choose to 

break down the various learning tasks that must be managed by the learner, the process of 

teaching and learning such behaviors is going to be complicated. In fact, there is no way 

an instructor can address every aspect of the learning process in a lifetime, much less one 

semester. The challenge is to choose the learning components to focus on that will help 

the most students in the class. 

Addressing Will and Skill 

Self-regulation, then, is about developing the will and skills needed to succeed in 

an academic environment to learn (Schraw and Brooks 1). Learners have to want to 

succeed in order to adopt the requisite attitudes, motivation, beliefs, cognition, and 

strategy skills that will lead to desired results. Educators have always known that students 

who have effective studying practices are likely to earn higher grades in college. Since 

much of the responsibility for learning is carried out by students outside the classroom 

context, it is important that college instructors make the effort to help high-risk 

nontraditional students learn how to study and participate in their classes. Before we can 

help students self-regulate we need to know exactly what kind of behaviors that need 

self-regulating. 

One way to provide the opportunity for students to become aware of the varied 

components of general learning practices is to have them take a personal inventory to see 

how individual factors might be impairing their learning practices. A questionnaire called 

"The Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire" (MSLQ) is a self-report 

instrument developed during the late 1980s by researchers from the National Center for 
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Research to Improve Postsecondary Teaching and Learning (NCRIPTAL) and the School 

of Education at the University of Michigan to assess "college students' motivational 

MOTIVATIONAL SCALES 
Value Component Sample Survey Question 

• Intrinsic Goal Orientation In a class like this, I prefer course material that really 
challenges me so I can learn new things. 

• Extrinsic Goal Orientation Getting a good grade in this class is the most satisfying thing 
for me right now. 

• Task Value I think 1 will be able to use what I learn in this course in 
other courses. 

Expectancy Component Sample Survey Question 

• Control of Learning Beliefs If I study in appropriate ways, then I will be able to learn the 
material for this course. 

• Self-Efficacy for Learning and 
Performance 

I'm confident I can understand the most complex material 
presented by the instructor in this course. 

Affective Component Sample Survey Question 
• Test Anxiety When I take a test I think about how poorly I am doing 

compared with other studens 

COGNITIVE AND METACOGNITIVE LEARNING SCALES 
• Rehearsal I memorize key words to remind me of important concepts in 

this class. 

• Elaboration When I study for this class, I pull together information from 
different sources, such as lectures, readings, and discussions. 

• Organization I make simple charts, diagrams, or tables to help me organize 
coxu-se material. 

• Critical Thinking When a theory, interpretation, or conclusion is presented in 
class or in the readings, I try to decide if there is good 
supporting evidence. 

• Metacognitive Self-Regulation When studying for this course I try to determine which 
concepts I don't understand very well. 

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT SCALES 
• Time and Study Environment I rarely find time to review my notes or readings before an 

exam 
• Effort Regulation I work hard to do well in this class even if I don't like what 

we are doing. 

• Peer Learning 1 try to work with other students from this class to complete 
the course assignments. 

• Help Seeking I ask the instructor to clarify concepts I don't understand 
very well. 

Table 5.2. MSLQ Inventory Categories With Corresponding Questions 

orientations and their use of different learning strategies in college courses" (Pintrich et 

al. 3). The MSLQ is based on "a general cognitive view of motivation and learning 
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strategies" (Pintrich et al. 3). Table 5.3 shows the fifteen scales measured by the MSLQ 

as well as a corresponding sample question. 

There are two sections in the MSLQ—one on motivation and one on learning 

strategies (3). The section on motivation has 31 items that assess the following: 

• Students' goals and value beliefs for a course; 

• Students' beliefs about their skill to succeed in a course; and 

• Students' anxiety about tests in a course.(Pintrich et al. 3) 

The section on learning strategies includes 31 items that assess students' use of cognitive 

and metacognitive strategies (3). The learning strategy section additionally includes 

nineteen items concerning student management of resources. There are 81 items on the 

(1991 version of the) MSLQ. As the Manual notes, the fifteen scales can be used together 

or singly. The complete MSLQ takes about 20-30 minutes to administer. 

A key-word online search for "MSLQ" brings up numerous websites where 

educators can view various versions of "The Motivated Strategies for Learning 

Questionnaire (MSLQ)" as well as brief articles written by educators who have used the 

inventor}'. The MSLQ is often used by college and university learning centers to help 

students determine how they can do better in their college classes. Different lengths of 

the survey are available as well. I have seen versions of the questionnaire online with as 

few as twelve questions (see Table VII) and as many as eighty one. The longer 

questionnaires repeat similar questions in different ways to ensure accuracy. Again, the 

questions themselves are designed to query students in three areas that include Table VII 
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is a copy of the "Quick MSLQ" used by my own university's learning center. Students at 

the university can access the questionnaire on line and get instant feedback. 

Classroom instructors can use a short version of the MSLQ to help students 

become more conscious about their current classroom and study practices as related to 

the course and to learn which areas need improvement. I recommend using an answer 

grid that uses only three or four possible responses—"Always," "Usually," "Sometimes," 

and "Never"—to keep the scoring process simple. Once students have completed a short 

version of the MS LQ, instructors could then make some recommendations as to how 

students might improve their learning practices in any or all of the fifteen scales. 

"Quick MSLQ" 
1. During class time, I often miss important points because I'm thinking of other things. 
2. When reading for a course, I make up questions to help focus my reading. 
3. When I become confused about something I'm reading, I go back and tiy to figure it out. 
4. If course materials are difficult to understand, I change the way I read the material. 
5. Before I study new material thorough, I often skim it to see how it is organized. 
6. I ask myself questions to make sure I understand the material 1 have been studying. 
7. I try to change the way I study in order to fit the course requirements and the instructor's 

teaching style. 
8. I often find that I have been reading for a class but don't know what it was all about. 
9. I try to think through a topic and decide what I am supposed to learn from it rather than 

just reading it over when studying. 
10. When studying, I try to determine which concepts I do not understand well. 
11. When I study, I set goals for myself in order to direct my activities in each study period. 
12. If I get confused taking notes, I make sure I sort it out afterwards. 

Table 5.3. "Quick MSLQ" {University Learning Center, University of Arizona) 

Notice that the questions used in the brief version of the MSLQ represent desirable 

behaviors. Most versions of the MSLQ offer questions that represent desirable and 

imdesirable learning behaviors and attitudes. The purpose of reversing the statements is 

to increase accuracy in answering. Because instructors do not have a lot of time to spend 

"reading" the answers to the questionnaires, I recommend that a short version of the 

MSLQ is offered to students. Students can evaluate their own answers quickly. 
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Another way that instructors can use the MSLQ in the classroom is to have 

students concentrate on a single scale per class session (for a total of fifteen sessions). 

This method would allow instructors to devote only a few minutes of class time to the 

talcing of the MSLQ, and a short follow-up session offering suggestions for improving 

classroom and studying practices and beliefs. Tables VII through XVII provide a set of 

questions for each of the scales, as designed into the long 81-Item MSLQ. Again, I would 

recommend the use of a three-five point range for student response. Once students have 

completed one of the questionnaires, they can add up the numbers in their responses and 

divide that number by the highest number in the point range (three, four, or five). That 

number will tell students how well they are doing as far as the learning scale is 

concerned. (The reversed items should scored in the reverse as well.) 

Table 5.4 provides inventory items related to a value component. "Intrinsic Goal 

Orientation." Pintrich et al, creators of the MSLQ, explain that the intrinsic goal 

orientation refers to how students perceive the reasons for engaging in a learning task 

Value Component: Intrinsic Goal Orientation 

MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

1 • In a class like this, I prefer course material that really challenges me so I can learn new 
things. 

16 • In a class like this, I prefer course material that arouses my curiosity, even if it is 
difficult to learn. 

22 • The most satisfying thing for me in this course is trying to understand the content as 

24 
thoroughly as possible 

24 • When 1 have the opportunity in this class, I choose course assignments that I can learn 
from even if they don't guarantee a good grade. 

Table 5.4. Intrinsic Goal Orientation Items from the MSLQ 

(9). On the MSLQ, goal orientation refers to "student's general goals or orientation to the 

course as a whole" (9). Intrinsic goal orientation items on the MSLQ concern the degree 
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to which students perceive themselves to be engaging in a task for reasons such as 

"challenge, curiosity, and mastery" (9). In other words, these items query to what degree 

a student is participating due to internal motivations to learn as an end of itself, rather 

than a means to an end. Ideally, we want students to learn due to intrinsic motivators. 

Instructors can ask students to respond to the four items in Table VIII and then discuss or 

write about the results. Many students have not given much thought to why they are in 

college. Helping students to learn how to develop intrinsic motivation for learning is one 

way to encourage students to take responsibility for their learning. 

Table 5.5 provides four statements that have to due with the value component of 

"Extrinsic Goal Orientation." According to Pintrich et al., extrinsic goal orientation 

concerns the degree to which the students perceive themselves to be participating in a 

Value Component: Extrinsic Goal Orientation 
MSLQ 

Item 
Number 

7 
11 

13 
30 

• Getting a good grade in this class is the most satisfying thing for me right now. 
• The most important thing for me right now is improving my overall grade point 

average, so my main concern in this class is getting a good grade. 
• If I can, I want to get better grades in this class than most of the other students. 
• I want to do well in this class because it is important to show my ability to my family, 

friends, employer, or others. 
Table 5.5. Extrinsic Goal Orientation Items from the MSLQ 

learning task for reasons such as "grades, rewards, performance, evaluation by others, 

and competition" (10). As the authors explain, a high score in extrinsic goal orientation 

means that a student is engaging in a learning task as the means to an end (10). Self-

regulating learners tend to motivate themselves by intrinsic rather than extrinsic goals. 

That said, all learners at one time or another use extrinsic motivators to help them to 

complete a task. Once students have determined their score, they can be guided by 
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instructors to think about whether their external motivators are going to be adequate in 

the face of academic and life changes that can interfere with a student's satisfactory 

progress in a course. 

Table 5.6 provides a number of items concerned with the value component of 

"Task Value." Pintrich et al. distinguish task value from goal orientation: Task value 

concerns what a student thinks about a task, whether the task is interesting, important, or 

useful (11). Goal orientation, on the other hand, refers to reasons why a student is 

participating in a particular task (11). The authors of the MSLQ state that a high task 

Value Component: Task Value 
MSLQ 

Item 
Number 

4 • I think I will be able to use what I leam in this course in other courses. 
10 • It is important for me to leam the course material in this class. 
17 • I am very interested in the content area of this course. 
23 • I think the course material in this class is useful for me to leam. 
26 
27 

• I like the subject matter of this course. 26 
27 • Understanding the subject matter of this course is very important to me. 

Table 5.6. Task Value Items from the MSLQ 

value "should lead to more involvement in one's learning" (11). Task value on the MSLQ 

refers to "students' perceptions of the course material in terms of interest, importance, 

and utility" (11). Instructors of any course carry responsibility for helping students 

understand the importance of the course and how it contributes to other classes the 

student will take in college, as well as carry over value in one's life outside the academy. 

If instructors can't convey to students why they should take a particular course and 

demonstrate interest in its content, students will likely find disfavor with the course and 

lose interest in learning or completing the course requirements. 
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Table 5.7 asks students to consider the expectancy component of "Control of 

Learning Beliefs." Pintrich et al. state that control of learning beliefs refers to "students' 

beliefs that their efforts to leam will result in positive outcomes" (12). In other words, it 

concerns the belief that outcomes are determined by student effort rather than factors 

outside student control. When students believe that effort positively correlates with 

increased learning, they are more likely to study "strategically and effectively" (12). The 

authors elaborate; .. if the student feels that she can control her academic performance, 

she is more likely to put forth what is needed strategically to effect the desired changes" 

(12). Nontraditional students often assign blame for a failing grade to 

Expectancy Component: Control of Learning Beliefs 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

2 
9 
18 
25 

• If I study in appropriate ways, then I will be able to leam the material in this course. 
• It is my own fault if I don't leam the material in this course. 
• If 1 try hard enough, then I will understand the course material. 
• If I don't understand the course material, it is because I didn't tiy hard enough. 

Table 5.7. Control of Learning Beliefs Items from the MSLQ 

factors outside their control. When that happens, there is no point trying to convince 

students they can do better with more effort. Instructors carry the burden of explaining 

how to put student effort to work so that it actually increases learning and grades. 

Table 5.8 asks students to consider the expectance component "Self-Efficacy for 

Learning and Performance" (13). These items, claim Pintrich et al., assess two aspects of 

expectancy; "expectancy for success and self-efficacy" (13). Expectancy for success 

refers to students' performance expectations on a task, whereas self-efficacy "is a self-

appraisal of one's ability to master a task as well as one's confidence in one's skills to 

perform that task" (13). Students who expect to do poorly on a specific task or have little 
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hope of ever mastering a task are likely to fulfill their expectations. An effective 

instructor bears the burden of first believing that all of her students can leam and then 

sharing that belief in various ways such that students themselves come to believe that 

they can learn given the proper direction from the instructor. Sometimes it takes only a 

change in what students believe about their abilities to see dramatic changes in task 

performance and learning. Again, instructors have to find ways to share their faith in 

students if they are to develop faith in their own capacities to learn. 

Expectancy Component: Self-Efficacy for Learning and Performance 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

5 
6 

12 
15 

20 
21 
29 
31 

• I believe I will receive an excellent grade in this class. 
• I'm certain I can understand the most difficult material presented in the readings for this 

course. 
• I'm confident I can understand the basic concepts taught in this course. 
• I'm confident I can understand the most complex material presented by the instructor in 

this course. 
• I'm confident 1 can do an excellent job on the assignments and tests in this course. 
• I expect to do well in this class. 
• I'm certain I can master the skills being taught in this class. 
• Considering the difficulty of this course, the teacher, and my skills, 1 think I will do well 

in this class. 

Table 5.8. Self-Efficacy Items from the MSLQ 

Table 5.9 assessed the affective component, "Test Anxiety." Not surprisingly, test 

anxiety relates negatively to expectancies as well as academic performance (Pintrich et 

al. 15). Put another way, students are likely to discover that their test anxiety lowers their 

expectancies and their academic performance. Test anxiety, say the authors, appears to 

have two components: "a worry, or cognitive component, and an emotionality 

component" (15). The worry component involves negative thinking about performance, 

while the emotionality component refers to the negative feelings and body arousal that 
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we associate with anxiety. Both components can interfere with task performance. In a 

college writing class, the type of test favored by instructors is the essay test. Mid-term 

Affective Component: Test Anxiety 
MSLQ 

Item 
Number 

3 
8 
14 
19 
28 

• When I take a test I think about how poorly 1 am doing compared to other students. 
• When I take a test I think about items on other parts of the test I can't answer. 
• When I take tests I think of the consequences of failing. 
• I have an uneasy, upset feeling when 1 take an exam. 
• I feel my heart beating fast when I take an exam. 

Table 5.9. Test Anxiety Items from the MSLQ 

exams and final exams are likely to require students to respond to a reading, question, or 

writing prompt. Such exams are usually completed in the classroom with a time 

limitation for completion. Instructors can help students manage their test anxiety by 

having students engage in timed writing practices frequently. The effective instructor will 

provide strategies for students to use to manage their fears and manage the writing task. 

Such strategies can be gleaned from other students in the class who have learned to 

manage their anxieties and produce effective pieces of writing. 

Table 5.10 provides a number of inventory items related to "Rehearsal," from the 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies Scale. Rehearsal strategies include "reciting or 

naming items from a list to be learned" (Pintrich et al. 19). Pintrich et al. note that 

rehearsal strategies are best used for "simple tasks" and for "activiation of information in 

working memory" (19). Put another way, it is a good idea to avoid using rehearsal 

strategies when learning new information. College writing classes tend not to feature 

learning tasks that require the use of rehearsal strategies. 
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Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies: Rehearsal 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

39 
46 

59 
72 

• When I study for this class, 1 practice saying the material to myself over and over. 
• When studying for this class, I read my class notes and the course readings over and 

over again. 
• I memorize key words to remind me of important concepts in this class. 
• I make lists of important terms for this course and memorize the lists. 

Table 5.10. Rehearsal Items from the MSLQ 

Table 5.11 offers a number of items related to the cognitive/metacognitive 

strategy of "Elaboration" (20). "Elaboration strategies," explain Pintrich et al., "help 

students store information into long-term memory by building internal connections 

between items to be learned" (20). Elaboration strategies include tasks common to a 

writing class: 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies: Elaboration 
MSLQ 

Item 
Number 

53 

62 
64 
67 

69 

81 

When I study for this class, I pull together information from different sources, such as 
lectures, readings, and discussions. 
I try to relate ideas in this subject to those in other courses whenever possible. 
When reading for this class, I try to relate the material to what 1 already know. 
When I study for this course, I write brief summaries of the main ideas from the 
readings and the concepts from the lectures. 
I try to understand the material in this class by making connections between the 
readings and the concepts from the lectures. 
I try to apply ideas from course readings in other class activities such as lecture and 
discussion. 

Table 5.11. Elaboration Items from the MSLQ 

paraphrasing, summarizing, creating analogies, and generative note-taking (20). 

Elaboration strategies are important for integrating and connecting new information with 

prior knowledge. Nontraditional learners often come to college without having learned 

how to connect ideas in meaningful ways. Instructors can help students learn elaboration 

skills by incorporating such practices into each lesson. Students can help each other learn 

by working in pairs and by sharing the results of their efforts. 
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Table 5.12 asks students to consider their "Organization" skills. Knowing how to 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies: Organization 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

32 

42 

49 
63 

• When I study the readings for this class, I outline the material to help me organize my 
thoughts. 

• When I study for this course, I go through the readings and my class notes and try to 
find the most important ideas. 

• I make simple charts, diagrams, or tables to help me organize course material. 
• When I study for this course, I go over my class notes and make an outline of important 

concepts. 
Table 5.12. Organization Items from the MSLQ 

make connections between ideas and organize them in a manner that sheds new meaning 

on the information is a key factor for finding success in a college writing class. Examples 

of organizing strategies that are useful in a writing class include clustering, mind 

mapping, outlining, and locating main ideas. Instructors can have students practice 

organization skills with reading materials and their own writing. As we will see later on 

in this chapter, teaching cognitive and metacognitive strategies involves expert modeling 

and trial and error on the part of the learners. 

Table 5.13 contains inventory items having to do with "Critical Thinking" skills. 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies: Critical Thinking 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

38 • I often find myself questioning things I hear or read in this course to decide if I find 
them convincing. 

47 • When a theory, interpretation, or conclusion is presented in class or in the readings, I try 
to decide if there is good supporting evidence. 

51 • I treat the course material as a starting point and try to develop my own ideas about it. 
66 • 1 try to play around with ideas of my own related to what I am learning in this course. 
71 • Whenever I read or hear an assertion or conclusion in this class, I think about possible 

alternatives. 
Table 5.i 13. Critical Thinking Items from the MSLQ 
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Pintrich et al. explain that critical thinking refers to the degree in which students apply 

previous knowledge to new situations in order to "solve problems, reach decisions, or 

make critical evaluations" (22). Students with ineffective critical thinking skills are not 

going to be able to manage the complex learning tasks common to college level writing 

classes. Critical thinking is a cognitive strategy that will need repeated modeling in the 

classroom for nontraditional learners. Instructors can call on students to share their 

thinking processes with the rest of the class. It is important that instructors can 

demonstrate on a daily basis what it means to think critically about ideas and about 

writing in a college composition class. Just having students fill out the questionnaire on 

critical thinking skills can get the conversation going as the inventory is likely to be the 

first time some of our students have heard about critical thinking practices. 

Table 5.14 provides multiple items that are concerned with "Metacognitive Self-

Regulation." Pintrich et al. explain metacognition as the "awareness, knowledge, and 

control of cognition" (23). The authors define three processes associated with 

metacognitive self-regulatory practices: planning, monitoring, and regulating (23). 

Planning includes goal setting and task analysis, both of which "help to activiate relevant 

aspects of prior knowledge that make organizing and comprehending the material easier" 

(23). Monitoring includes tracking one's attention (while reading), self-testing, and 

questioning. These activities help with comprehension and integration of new ideas and 

information with prior knowledge. The authors explain regulating as "the fine tuning and 

continuous adjustment of one's cognitive activities" (23). Regulating activities helps 

learners improve task performance by checking and correcting behaviors as they move 
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through a task. Instructors can help students assess their class attention behaviors by 

interrupting classes at unexpected times and asking students what they were thinking 

about at the moment of the interruption. Instructors can share their own difficulties 

paying attention to a lecture or lesson to let students know that everyone struggles to pay 

attention over extended periods of time. Instructors can model strategies for overcoming 

contusion while reading a difficult text or ask students to share their own strategies. It 

would be extremely helpful for instructors to have students think about the different types 

of texts they read and how they read them. This activity helps students 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies: Metacognitive Self-Regulation 
MSLQ 

Item 
Number 

33 • During class time I often miss important points because I'm thinking of other things. 
(REVERSED) 

36 • When reading for this course, I maiie up questions to help focus my reading. 
41 • When I become confiised about something I'm reading for this class, I go back and try 

44 
to figure it out. 

44 • If course materials are difficult to understand, I change the way I read the material. 
54 • Before 1 study new course material thoroughly, I often skim it to see how it is 

55 
organized. 

55 
9 I ask myself questions to make sure I understand the material I have been studying in 

56 
this class. 

56 • I try to change the way I study in order to fit the course requirements and instructor's 

57 
teaching style. 

57 • 1 often find that I have been reading for class but don't know what it was all about. 

61 
(REVERSED) 

61 
9 I try to think through a topic and decide what I am supposed to leam from it rather than 

76 
just reading it over when studying. 

76 
9 When studying for this course I try to determine which concepts I don't understand 

well. 

78 9 When I study for this class, I set goals for myself in order to direct my activities in each 78 
study period. 

79 9 If I get confused taking notes in class, 1 make sure 1 sort it out afterwards. 

Table 5.14, Metacognitive Self-Regulation Items from the MSL 

realize that some texts are more difficult to understand than others and require different 

strategies for comprehension. Instructors can have students read short passages in class 
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and then work with them as they attempt to grasp meaning. Students can be required to 

take class notes in order to help them pay attention to lessons. Because nontraditional 

students are less likely to know how to set short-and long-term goals that help them 

complete class assignments, instructors can provide guidance by giving examples of their 

own goal-setting strategies, by having students share how they set course-related goals, or 

by having students make goals and then follow-up on how they did or didn't achieve 

those goals. 

Table 5.15 asks students to consider how they manage their "Time and Study 

Environment." Pintrich et al. note that students must learn to manage and regulate their 

Resource Management Strategies: Time and Study Environment 
MSLQ 
Item 

Number 

35 
43 
52 
65 
70 
73 
77 

80 

® I usually study in a place where I can concentrate on my coiirse work. 
• I make good use of my study time for this course. 
• I find it hard to stick to a study schedule. (REVERSED) 
• 1 have a regular place set aside for studying. 
• I make sure I keep up with the weekly readings and assignments for this course. 
• I attend class regularly.. 
• I often find that I don't spend very much time on this course because of other activities. 

(REVERSED) 
• I rarely find time to review my notes or readings before an exam. (REVERSED) 

Table 5.15. Time and Study Environment Items from the MSLQ 

time and study environments (25). Time management involves "scheduling, planning, 

and managing one's study time" (25). Nontraditional students have a tendency to put off 

course-related responsibilities until there is no more time left to complete the task 

satisfactorily. Sometimes task avoidance is related to one's expectations to fail. Still, 

without setting aside time to study, students don't fully know their capabilities. In order 

to manage time effectively, students need to set aside blocks of time for completing 

course assignments and setting realistic goals (Pintrich et al. 25). Students will little past 
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learning success are likely to assume that studying can be carried out anywhere under any 

conditions. Effective learners, however, usually choose study environments that are 

organized and free from visual and auditory distractions (25). While students may 

consider themselves to be multitasked they need to be taught that multitasking doesn't 

work when it come to learning. Rather, students need to be focused on the specific 

learning task at hand. 

Using the MSLQ as a teaching tool is especially helpful in making students aware 

of their own learning behaviors, motivation, and strategy use. Any lesson that asks 

students to leam more about their learning practices should follow up with instruction 

and modeling in behaviors, motivation, and strategies that will help them improve their 

academic performances in the class. Because the use of cognitive strategies is especially 

important in a writing class, we will take a closer look at the type of instruction that is 

likely to help students leam and practice useful strategies for carrying out the various 

learning tasks in a writing classroom. 

How can instructors attend to all the components of self-regulation or self-efficacy? 

Surely, one semester is hardly long enough to teach the core curriculum of a college 

writing class. Some readers may respond to the suggestion of teaching basic learning 

practices to college students with skepticism or even dismissal, noting that students 

should have learned how to be a successful student before they came to college. Other 

readers may have similar first reactions to the suggestion of teaching student-self 

regulation and self-efficacy, but decide that they are willing to take students where they 

are and help those who want to help themselves become more effective learners. The 
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how-to's of teaching academic self-regulation will be decided by the instructor herself. 

What key skills do my students need to learn? How much time do 1 have to teach study 

skills? What technological tools do I have access to that can help me use that time 

effectively and efficiently? Do I want to enlist other students in the teaching process, or 

use handouts to address the main points of the lesson? Fortunately, by the time instructors 

step into the college classroom, they have amassed a repertoire of knowledge and skills 

that they can share with students. Students can be asked to keep track of behaviors and 

attitudes they are trying to change as a requirement of the class, for extra credit, or for 

self-knowledge. Instructors may be surprised that simply encouraging students to plan 

ahead for doing work for the class can improve student performance. When students 

know that their instructors are going to ask follow-up questions about their study 

practices for the class, they are more inclined to complete assigrraients. The important 

point for instructors to remember is that many of our students do not have effective 

learning practices when they come to college. Sometimes knowledge is enough to 

stimulate students to change their learning practices in order to survive college. I have 

heard numerous comments from students celebrating their learning successes. Such 

comments tell me that instructors can make a big difference. Fortunately, it isn't 

necessary to incorporate all that is known about self-directed learning to help poor 

learners become effective learners. Researchers who spend their lives involved with this 

line of inquiry are making it easier for outsiders to integrate new ideas into our 

instruction. Below are some guidelines for teaching self-regulation in the classroom— 
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guidelines to share with students and guidelines for instruction, prepared by Paris and 

Winograd. 

1. Self-appraisal leads to a deeper understanding of learning. 

a. Analyzing personal styles and strategies of learning, and comparing them 

with the strategies of others, increases personal awareness of different 

ways of learning. 

b. Evaluating what you know and what you do not know, as well as 

discerning your personal depth of understanding about key points, 

promotes efficient effort allocation. 

c. Period self-assessment of learning processes and outcomes is a useful 

habit to develop because it promotes monitoring of progress, stimulates 

repair strategies, and promotes feelings of self-efficacy. 

2. Self-management of thinking, effort, and affect promotes flexible approaches to 

problem solving that are adaptive, persistent, self-controlled, strategic, and goal 

oriented. 

a. Setting appropriate goals that are attainable yet challenging are most 

effective when chosen by the individual when they embody a mastery 

orientation rather than a performance goal. 

b. Managing time and resources through effective planning and monitoring is 

essential to setting priorities, overcoming frustration, and persisting to task 

completion. 
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c. Reviewing one's own learning, revising the approach, or even starting 

anew, may indicate self-monitoring and a personal commitment to high 

standards of performance. 

3. Self-regulation can be taught in diverse ways. 

a. Self-Regulation can be taught with explicit instruction, direction 

reflection, metacognitive discussions, and participation in practices with 

experts. 

b. Self-regulation can be promoted indirectly by modeling and by activities 

that entail reflective analyses of learning. 

c. Self-regulation can be promoted by assessing charting, and discussing 

evidence of personal growth. 

4. Self-regulation is woven into the narrative experiences and the identity strivings 

of each individual. 

a. How individuals choose to appraise and monitor their own behavior is 

usually consistent with their preferred or desired identity. 

b. Gaining an autobiographical perspective on education and learning 

provides a narrative framework that deepens personal awareness of self-

regulation. 

c. Participation in a reflective community enhances the frequency and depth 

of examination of one's self-regulation habits. (Paris and Winograd 5) 

Getting students to talk about their learning practices—what they do and don't do—is 

always an eye opener for those who go about their academic responsibilities in a 
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haphazard, unconscious manner. Helping nontraditional students to understand that 

learning happens because the learner has developed effective self-regulation is the first 

step toward improving academic performances in any class. Once students begin to see 

how much of their learning success depends upon them taking responsibility for their 

behaviors inside and outside of class, they will have choices to make. They can decide to 

put forth the needed effort to begin to change attitudes and practices that are preventing 

them from learning in our classes or they can decide that learning requires too much 

work. Regardless of the choices they make, students will have a pretty good idea what 

they did and didn't do to become more effective learners. Be sure that the hard work 

doesn't stop once students are managing their study practices and attitudes about 

learning. Next, they must learn how to become more effective writers from instructors 

who are prepared to teach the how to's of writing. 

Becoming Effective Instructors 

Research suggests that ineffective writers need to learn and practice cognitive 

strategies that will help them make more informed decisions about their writing. Ellis, 

Worthington, and Larkin, authors of "Executive Summary of the Research Synthesis on 

Effective Teaching Principles and the Design of Quality Tools for Educators," examined 

research on teaching from diverse theories, and came up with ten "Effective Teaching 

Principles" (2). The principles should interest all instructors because they are written 

from the perspective of reaching students who have learning challenges. Importantly, 

they contribute to increased student-regulation of learning. Taken together the ten 
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principles offer guidelines for quality teaching based upon considerable research carried 

out primarily during the 1980s and 1990s. The principles include the following: 

Principle 1; Students learn when they are engaged actively during an 
instructional task. 

Principle 2: High and moderate success rates are correlated positively with 
student learning outcomes, and low success rates are correlated 
negatively with student learning outcomes. 

Principle 3: Increased opportunity to learn content is correlated positively with 
increased student achievement. Therefore, the more content 
covered, the greater the potential for student learning. 

Principle 4: Students achieve more in class in which they spend much of their 
time being directly taught or supervised by their teacher. 

Principle 5: Students can become independent, self-regulated learners through 
instruction that is deliberately and carefully scaffolded. 

Principle 6: The critical forms of knowledge associated with strategic learning 
are (a) declarative knowledge, (b) procedural knowledge, and (c) 
conditional knowledge. Each of these must be addressed if students 
are to become independent, self-regulated learners. 

Principle 7: Learning is increased when teaching is presented in a manner that 
assists students in organizing, storing, and retrieving knowledge. 

Principle 8: Students can become more independent, self-regulated learners 
through strategic instruction. 

Principle 9: Students can become independent, self-regulated learners through 
instruction that is explicit. 

Principle 10: By teaching sameness both within and across subjects, teachers 
promote the ability of students to access potentially relevant 
knowledge in novel problem-solving situations. 
(Ellis, Worthington, and Larkin 3) 

Most of us who teach college composition were hired because of our knowledge about 

our subject or because we were students in a graduate program connected to the college 
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or university composition program. Few of us were hired to teach college writing because 

we were great instructors. In fact, many of us never taught before we entered graduate 

school. Consequently, we are likely to know very little if anything about what makes for 

good instruction, especially as it concerns teaching nontraditional students. As suggested 

earlier, the average graduate instructor's idea of a good class is one in which the students 

engage in enthusiastic discussions about the reading. Often our teaching evaluations are 

based upon our success in getting students to participate in class discussions. Rarely are 

our evaluations about how we actually teach students to write because most of us know 

little about that. Some of us may count ourselves among those who believe that writing 

can't be taught; rather, good writers are bom. However, if nontraditional students in our 

classes are going to be provided with the opportunity to improve their writing practices, 

they are going to have to be taught how. This is where college composition programs can 

fall short. Simply put, teaching training programs mostly deal with the "what" of the 

daily lessons rather than the "how." Few of us in the field know much about the how 

because it is assumed that if students can effectively discuss a reading or an idea they can 

use a model as a guideline to write about what they read. All it takes is time and effort for 

the writing process to naturally do its work. 

Admittedly, traditional college students do well in our classes despite our 

apparent lack of understanding about teaching for effective learning. With more 

nontraditional students signing up for our college-level classes, we can't continue to 

assume that students will "get it" despite what new instructors do in the classroom. It is 

imperative that we learn how to teach students to leam how to effectively manage the 
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learning tasks in a college writing course. Fortunately for us, the ten principles referred to 

earlier are designed to help instructors teach students how to become more effective self-

regulators of their learning. To use the principles, instructors do have to become more 

aware of the strategies they use in their own writing. Let's look at the principles up-close 

and think about how they can help college writing instructors teach the how-to's of 

effective writing. 

Principle One states Students learn more when they are engaged actively during 

an instructional task. This first principle is about "engagement time" (Ellis et al. 2). 

Research suggests that there are three aspects of time that impact student learning: 

(a) the maximum amount of time that is allocated for the activity; 

(b) the degree to which students are engaged during the allocated time; and 

(c) the degree to which student engage in the activity at a high rate of success 

(Ellis et al. 3) 

Ultimately, the instructor decides how much time to allocate for a given classroom 

activity. The challenge is to allot enough time for students to learn but not too much time 

so that students disengage from the task. Whether the instructor is guiding students 

through the writing of an effective introduction or demonstrating how to organize 

information collected for a research project, students need to be engaged in order to learn. 

Engaged students tend to be those who believe the task at hand is important to their 

overall learning in the course. Accordingly, instructors must model behaviors and 

attitudes that clearly tell students that "this is important." Instructors who relate the 

learning task to their own practices give the lesson credibility; it suggests to students that 
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if you want to be successful thinkers, readers, and/or writers like your instructor, "do 

this." What ever learning task is being demonstrated, instructors need to model interest 

and enthusiasm or she will lose the students who need to leam the most. 

In 1989, Carroll asserted that five factors—three of which have to do with time— 

account for variations in school achievement Ellis, Worthington, and Larkin sum them up 

as follows: (1) aptitude has to do with the length of time it takes a student to leam a task; 

(2) opportunity is the amount of time to be spent on learning; (3) perseverance refers to 

the amount of time a student is willing to spend on learning; (4) if quality of instruction is 

less than optimal, more time is needed for learning; and (5) if a student lacks ability to 

understand instruction, the amount of time needs to be increased. (Ellis et al. 4). Taken 

together, these factors suggest that instructors need to have a good sense of her students' 

abilities; she needs to make sure that her teaching skills are at optimal levels for student 

learning; and she needs to encourage students to spend the needed amount of time to 

complete the learning task. The latter isn't going to happen unless the instructor has 

established a positive rapport with her students. The first two considerations are not going 

to happen unless the instructor has received adequate teacher training. 

Principle Two states High and moderate success rates are correlated positively 

with student learning outcomes, and low success rates are correlated negatively with 

student learning outcomes. This principle means that instructors need to consider the 

length of time needed for students to find success with a learning task. Typically, college 

writing instructors assign learning tasks without giving any consideration to the potential 

for student success. Rather, teachers need to discern the ability levels of their students 
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and match the course content and learning tasks to their students' potential levels of 

achievement. If instructors do not consider where her students are academically speaking, 

struggling students are not going to be able to see themselves as potential learners. They 

will do assignments with little interest or effort because they already assume the 

assignments to be out of their ability range. Instructors can always "stack" assignments to 

give highly capable students opportunities to stretch themselves academically speaking. 

However, low-performing students cannot pull themselves up by their bootstraps when 

assignments are designed far beyond their capabilities. Research demonstrates that 

"[s]uccessful experiences on tasks positively relates to increased academic achievement 

and internalized student attributions of success" (5). In other words, assignments need to 

be developed with the learning abilities of ail learners in mind. When it is likely that 

students do not possess the experience and/or skills to complete an assignment, 

instructors need to teach the assignment in small steps to allow low-achieving students 

the needed opportunity to succeed. 

Difficulties arise in this area when teachers are not trained to assess student ability 

or teach to their knowledge and skill levels. Larger concerns develop when programs 

design course curricula without the student population in mind. In such cases, instructors 

tend to believe that they have little choice but to assign learning tasks that are geared for 

a small percentage of the student population. Instructors need to take into account the 

nontraditional students in the class who are likely to lack learning experiences that 

instructors assume to be the "norm" for entering college students. Instructors need to be 
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prepared to present learning tasks from several perspectives such that all learners have an 

equitable change to move successfully through the course requirements. 

Principle Three states Increased opportunity to learn content is correlated 

positively with increased student achievement. Therefore, the more content covered, the 

greater the potential for student learning. Ellis, Worthington, and Larking explain that 

'"opportunity to learn' addresses the amount of coverage actually provided to students 

for specific academic content" (7). If the content doesn't include specific instruction in 

actual learning tasks related to writing, nontraditional students in a college composition 

course are not going to leam. In 1979 Powell wrote that "students tend to learn what they 

are taught and not to learn what they are not taught" (Ellis et al. 7). This is still the case 

today. In a college writing class, it is especially important to provide students with plenty 

of opportunities to leam how to become more effective writers. While constructivist 

pedagogy highlights the strengths of peer-to-peer learning, clearly there is an expert in 

the room and that expert should be providing explicit instruction about how to complete 

learning tasks. Of late, instructors tend to want to focus class time on readings and 

social/cultural issues. Certainly those goals are admirable. Moreover, students do need 

content upon which to base their writing. However, what often happens in a writing class 

is that students and instructors explore issues at the expense of learning the how-to of 

writing. This happens, in part, because writing instructors (have been led to) believe that 

effective discussions about readings will naturally lead to effective writing for all 

students. As stated earlier in this chapter, quality writing does not simply happen for 
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nontraditional students. They may understand complicated social and cultural issues and 

yet be unable to write an effective paragraph on the topic at hand. 

The challenge for today's college writing instructor is enormous. Increased 

numbers of nontraditional students means increased challenges for the teacher. Students 

and instructors tend to get excited when they are discussing issues pertinent to their lives. 

Enthusiasm often wanes when attention turns to literacy instruction. In order to gain 

students' attention and learning interest in writing itself, instructors need to demonstrate 

high levels of enthusiasm for teaching the how-to of writing. Students are perceptive 

about their instructor's interest in what she is teaching. When students suspect that their 

instructors are uninvolved when it comes to teaching students how to write, student 

interest and care for the subject at hand diminishes. This means that instructors need to 

push themselves to leam more about how to write than the what of writing. Composition 

programs will have to help students out here by offering instruction to the teachers so that 

they can feel confident (as well as enthusiastic) about their teaching responsibilities. 

Teachers have to have a clear idea of the goals of a writing course and how to help 

students achieve those goals or learning to write will not be part of many nontraditional 

students' experiences in our classes. 

A difficult challenge for all college composition instructors is finding the needed 

time to plan for optimal learning. Quality instruction does not happen on its own. Not 

only does it take time to plan what is going to be taught, it takes time in the classroom to 

teach the learning tasks. If decisions are not made ahead of class time about what exactly 

is to be taught and learned, class becomes an everyday experiment where "whatever 
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happens" is the lesson plan of the day. Back in the 1980s, Rosenshine posited that 

effective teachers should incorporate the following sequence into their content lessons to 

increase learning; 

(a) Begin the lesson with a short statement of goals; 

(b) Review previous learning; 

(c) Present new material in small steps; 

(d) Give clear and detailed instructions/explanations; 

(e) Provide active and ample practice [where indicated]; 

(f) Ask questions, check for understanding, and obtain responses from all 

students; 

(g) provided guided practice [as appropriate]; 

(h) provide explicit instruction; and 

(i) provide practice for fluency attainment [as appropriate]. 

(qtd. in Ellis et al. 8) 

While the instructor is engaged in the teaching of a learning task, it is important to 

minimize wasted time and monitor students at all times. Teachers have to develop a sixth 

sense that observes students even as she is providing how-to instruction. When it is 

apparent that more than one or two students are lost due to learning apathy or low ability, 

the instructor needs to stop and try to bring student attention and learning to the same 

place (Ellis et al. 8). Sometimes this means breaking a learning task into even smaller 

steps. To carry on with a learning task demonstration when it is apparent students are lost 

is a waste of class time. Because not all students in a class are going to need in-depth 



313 

instruction for every learning task, the instructor has to keep the lesson moving with 

energy, enlisting the ideas of students who already know the lesson at hand. Creativity 

and enthusiasm on the instructor's part can go a long ways to keep students interested and 

participating in the learning task. When interest wanes, humor is always a good stand by. 

Actually, the quality instructor is one who has a reserve of humor and to smooth over 

instruction that has lost its focus or its audience. Learning how to teach using new 

methods is indeed a lesson in humility. Instructors can't assume that they will enjoy 

success without errors. Students tend to be patient with instructors who clearly have 

students' welfare in mind when they try out new ways of helping students learn. It might 

even be a good idea to enlist the support of students when learning how to teach 

differently. Analogies can be made between what the instructor is learning and students 

are learning. 

Principle Four states Students achieve more in classes in which they spend much 

of their time being directly taught or supervised by their instructor. In other words, the 

manner in which students are taught directly impacts student achievement. Certainly 

there is a vast amount of research that suggests that adult students prefer to learn in 

collaborative and experiential learning contexts. That said, nontraditional students need 

some direct instruction from the instructor for optimal learning. Collaborative work is 

essential in a constructivist classroom, but that can follow explicit instruction in the how-

to 's of writing. Research shows that "whole or large group instruction has been 

recognized as the most effective and efficient instructional approach to teaching basic 

skills" (Ellis et al. 10). 
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Principle Five states. Students can become independent, self-regulated learners 

through instruction that is deliberately and carefully scaffolded. While we will return to a 

fuller discussion of instructional scaffolding following the discussion of the principles of 

teaching, let's get a few basic ideas about scaffolding on the table. Hetherington and 

Parke describe scaffolding as the process of helping students "achieve more than they can 

on their own by skillfully structuring the environment to make it easier for them" (Ellis et 

al. 11). We know that in actual construction terms a scaffold is used as a temporary 

structure to assist in the building of the permanent structure in question (11). Scaffolding 

serves a similar role in the classroom to help with the construction of knowledge. Ellis et 

al. explain that "implicit in the idea of scaffolded instruction is that the teacher enables 

learners to participate in complex tasks that they cannot perform adequately without 

assistance" (11). When engaging in scaffolded instruction, teachers need to make sure 

that the support offered is "sufficient, but not excessive" (Ellis et al. 11). In other words, 

the instructor needs to have a general idea about the ability levels of her students in order 

to help students to a higher level of understanding, in this case about writing. The goal of 

scaffolded instruction then is to teach a learning task that is comfortably beyond the 

students' current learning. Pressley, Harris, and Parks identified five "critical features" of 

instructional scaffolding: 

1. Scaffolding is Socially-Mediated Dialogical Learning. Paris and Winograd 

assert that scaffolded instruction is distinguished by "the prominent role of 

dialogue between teacher and students" (qtd. in Ellis et al. 12). Dialogue 

offers a "give-and-take exchange between teacher and learner," much like 
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Socratic dialogue (12). Ellis et al. identify the purpose of the exchange as 

providing the learner with adequate guidance and support to accomplish 

learning tasks that are just outside the learner's reach (12). Some educators 

believe that the expert's explanation of the learning tasks is internalized by the 

learner so as to provide the internal self-talk needed to complete a task 

independently. 

2. Scaffolding Involves Elaboration of Learning. Research demonstrates that 

learning increases when students are provided opportunities to elaborate on 

the ideas being learned by connecting to old knowledge (Ellis et al 12). King 

identifies various forms of elaboration: 

[the] addition of details to information, clarifying ideas, explaining and 

contrasting two or more concepts, making inferences, visualizing an image 

of material to be learned, making analogies to relate new ideas to familiar 

ideas, making analogies to relate new ideas to familiar ideas, or 

associating new material with past knowledge or experiences, (qtd. in Ellis 

et al. 12) 

Effective elaboration is designed to make the materials to be learned more 

meaningful and personal to the learner (12). Unfortunately, students do not as a 

rule engage in elaboration imless prompted or cued, nor do they as a rule consider 

connections between new knowledge and old knowledge. The instructor needs to 

take the lead to help nontraditional learners build knowledge and skills. 
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Englert et al. point to an important aspect of learning that takes place when 

teachers model strategies all-the-while thinking aloud "to make visible the 

normally invisible cognitive processes (Ellis et al. 12). Students should be 

encouraged to participate in a dialogue with instructors as they come to grasp the 

learning task demonstrated by the instructor. Instructors should be reminded that 

scaffolded instruction has succeed only when students are able to internalize (on 

some level) the knowledge and skills demonstrated through dialogue and "think 

alouds" by the instructor (13).Scaffolding may involve the instructor asking 

questions, coaching, and providing prompts to help students complete a learning 

task. 

3. Scaffolding is Proleptic Teaching. Palinscar, Pressley, Harris, and Marks 

explain proleptic teaching as instruction that "anticipates learner competence" 

(Ellis et al. 13). In other words, instructional scaffolding assumes that every 

student "will attain independent, self-regulated competence of the skill." 

4. Scaffolding is an Individualized Instructional Approach. Instructional 

scaffolding is designed to consider the learners' "needs, predilections, 

interests, and abilities" (13Put another way, scaffolding works when 

instructors pay attention to current students' abilities. 

5. Scaffolding Involves Both Recursive and Spiraling Learning. While the 

idea of instructional scaffolding remains the same (recursiveness), 

increasingly more complex ideas can be presented to students in a spiral 

manner. 
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The biggest challenge to effective scaffolded instruction is the needed teacher 

training and class preparation. Appropriately trained instructors have to be prepared 

to handle student responses that are incorrect without discouraging participation and 

learning. Because time is short, instructors always have to have their minds on the 

goal of the instruction to keep students moving toward completion of the task. 

Principle Six states The critical forms of knowledge associated with strategic 

learning are (a) declarative knowledge, (b) procedural knowledge, and (c) conditional 

knowledge. Each of these must be addressed if students are to become independent, self-

regulated learners. In order to enjoy high achievement in a writing class, students have to 

leam various types of knowledge—knowledge about the content area they are writing 

about, knowledge about writing, and the how-to of writing. And, students need to 

develop metacognitive skills (knowing about knowing). Flavell defined metacognition as 

"one's knowledge concerning one's own cognitive processes and products or anything 

related to them" (Ellis et al. 14). Flavell identified two types of metacognition: 

knowledge about cognition and regulation of cognition. Regulation of cognition, of 

course, is about self-regulated learning. In a writing class, not only do students need to 

leam how to plan, produce a text, revise the text, proofread and edit a text, they need to 

know when and where to carry out these activities. This is where teacher-led instruction 

is so important. When instructors walk-through the steps to writing an effective essay 

introduction, for example, she is not only explaining the key components of the 

introduction, she is demonstrating how to draw upon the content of the essay topic to 

write an effective introduction. Simply showing students a model introduction is 
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showcasing a product that many students don't know how to construct on their own. 

Carefully developed instruction is needed to help students increase their cognitive 

knowledge as concerns introductory' paragraphs (or any other aspect of writing in a 

college class) and increase their metacognitive strategies for getting the job done. 

Principle Seven states Learning is increased when teaching is presented in a 

manner that assists students in organizing, storing, and retrieving knowledge. When a 

learner is unable to access prior knowledge, "she has lost access to foundational blocks 

that support new learning" (Ellis et al. 15). A learner's failure to access old knowledge 

may occur for three reasons: the learner may lack a sufficient knowledge base from 

which to access information; the learner may have knowledge that is poorly organized, 

thereby making access difficult; the learner may be unaware that she possesses relevant 

knowledge (15). Instructors can help students access and activate prior knowledge 

through guided instruction (15). Evidence suggests that nontraditional learners, including 

underpreapred students and those with learning disabilities, may have only a partial 

and/or disorganized knowledge base, thereby making the learning of new knowledge that 

much more difficult. College writing instructors should not assume that students have an 

adequate knowledge base, suitable for a college level writing course. Very often students 

lack the vocabulary/terminology needed for writing instruction. Successful instructors 

assume very little about their students. Even if you think students should know what a 

"draft" is, for example, it is a good teaching strategy to explain the process involved in 

creating a draft as well as the purpose of a draft. Any type of learning task that is 

assigned is a candidate for teacher-led instruction. This means that instructors would do 
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well to share a common knowledge base that is taught and or reviewed in every class. 

This knowledge base should include common terminology and a shared database of 

strategies that help students to do anything from writing focused paragraphs to analyzing 

texts. The point here is that instructors need to become consciously aware of the types of 

tasks involved in writing simple to complicated pieces of writing. Instructors who are not 

consciously aware of the how-to's of writing cannot help nontraditional students achieve. 

Principle Eight states Students can become more independent, self-regulated 

learners through strategic instruction. Ellis, Worthington, and Larkin state that a 

strategic approach to instruction "is not designed to teach content, but designed to enable 

students to use their existing knowledge in an optimal fashion when learning content" 

(21). Put another way, strategic instruction teaches students "how to learn." Research 

shows that expert learners know how to use their knowledge, skills, and strategies as well 

as when to use them to complete learning tasks (Ellis et al. 21). 

Deshler and Lenz define a strategy as "an individual's approach to a task" (Ellis et 

al. 22). It includes "how a person thinks and acts when plarming, executing, and 

evaluating performance on a task and its outcomes" (22). Strategies help students do all 

of the self-regulating activities included on the MLSQ discussed earlier. Effective 

learners employ both cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Cognitive strategies are the 

tools used to solve problems, while metacognitive strategies help the learner choose the 

correct tool and determine how to use it in specific situations. 

An important goal of strategy instruction is to help students learn "to apply 

techniques, principles, or rules which will enable them to solve problems and to complete 
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tasks successfully and independently (Ellis et al. 22). Such instruction can be 

accomplished through direct or instructive means and indirect or constructive means (22). 

Ellis et al explain the indirect approach as follows: 

In the constructive (indirect) approach, the teacher guides the student to the 

knowledge and use of the strategy and prompts students to use strategies through 

modeling, questioning, shaping, and correcting. The teacher using indirect 

strategy instruction guides the student through the task, and as instruction 

progresses, gradually releases the student to take responsibility for the effective 

and efficient completion of the task. (22) 

The constructive or indirect approach is used to teach a general strategy that the student 

will then adapt to his own purposes. This approach to instruction has students and 

instructor together thinking aloud tacit processes (Ellis et al. 23). The instructive or direct 

approach, on the other hand, involves instruction in a specific strategy used for a specific 

task, such as note-taking. The instructive approach puts emphasis on the direct, teacher 

controlled teaching of a specific strategy. Students are not invited to think along out loud 

with the instructor to discover the next step. Rather, the instructor teaches the specific 

steps of a strategy that has a single purpose. In either approach to strategy instruction, it is 

important to have students practice use of the strategy through follow-up in-class work or 

on homework. 

Ellis et al. have culled from research a number of characteristics of effective 

strategy instruction. Effective strategy instruction 

• includes the critical features of scaffolding, such as planning, monitoring, and 
evaluation; 
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• promotes the active participation of students in their own learning; 

• has as its long-term goal the ownership of strategies by students; 

• is characterized by strategies that are both effective and efficient; 

• is organized strategically for maximal learning. (Ellis et al. 23). 

Ellis and Lenz identified a number of critical features of effective strategy 

instruction. Instructors should introduce only a few strategies at a time. Strategic 

instruction should occur vdthin the context of actual academic tasks. Teachers need to 

model and explain out loud the thinking processes associated with the strategy steps. 

Students must be taught the value and use of the strategy. Students should consider how a 

particular strategy might be used for a different learning task. Instructors have the 

difficult task of keeping students motivated to learn even as the instructor is 

demonstrating the strategy. Her interest level in the usefulness of the task will cue her 

students. Teachers need to plan ahead how they will teach strategies as they must be 

presented in a manner that is clear to the learner. 

Principle Nine states Students can become independent, self-regulated learners 

through instruction that is explicit. Research shows that instructors need to make explicit 

goals, objective, and expectations (Ellis et al. 27). The learning environment should be 

structured to encourage student participation, prediction, and comprehension. Instructors 

need to make instructional content explicit. Research shows that effective teachers are 

good at "constructing lessons that successfully communicate the content that needs to be 

learned" (Ellis et al. 27). Rosenshine identified a consistent pattern of instruction that 

supports student learning. Effective instructors 
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• begin each lesson with a concise statement of goals. 

• begin each lesson with a short review of previous and or prerequisite skills. 

® present new information in small steps with student practice following each step. 

« give clear and detailed instructions and explanations. 

• ask many questions, checking for student understanding and obtain responses 
from all students. 

• guide students throughout initial practice. 

• provide systematic feedback and corrections in a timely manner, 

• provide practice until students are fluent and confident. (Ellis et al. 28) 

Explicit instruction requires that teachers "have honed their skills" (29). 

Principle Ten states By teaching sameness both within and across subjects, 

teachers promote the ability of students to access potentially relevant knowledge in novel 

problem-solving situations. This principle claims that teachers need to go to lengths to 

find commonalities within the subject being taught and across subjects (Ellis et al. 29). 

Students who view learning/writing tasks as isolated activities that have little to do with 

other aspects of their education tend not to leam and/or put the learning to good use. 

Traditional instruction often approaches skills in isolation, thereby missing the important 

element of flexibility in use (29). Instructors can make connections between new 

knowledge and learning tasks students will be asked to complete in other classes or in 

their everyday lives. In other words, effective instruction teaches students how to see 

connections and construct relationships within the course material. Isolated skills and 

information tend to stay isolated and of little use to learners. Writing instructors often 
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help students build connections in the course readings while ignoring the need to help 

students see how aspects of learning/writing tasks are also connected. 

As stated earlier, the ten principles of effective teaching are especially important 

because they come out of studies that focused on challenged learners. Before these 

principles can be of use to writing programs and individual instructors, we need to 

rethink our classroom responsibilities. The growing numbers of nontraditional learners in 

our college level classes should be sending up warning signs that instructional practices 

are going to have to change to meet the needs of out changing student population. 

Research provides for us the ways in which we need to modify instructional practices in 

college writing classes, but it's up to individual programs and individual instructors to 

decide whether to carry out the changes. I should probably remind readers that this 

dissertation is not advocating for a complete overhaul of writing instruction. Rather, it 

asks us to augment current construct] vist practices with teacher-led instruction designed 

to help nontraditional learners become more effective learners and writers. In the next 

section of this chapter, I want to turn our focus to scaffolded instruction, which we now 

know encourages student self-regulation of learning. Because this type of instruction 

brings teachers and students together in a learning dialogue, instructional scaffolding 

should find a hearty welcome in the constructivist classroom. 

Scaffolding of Student Self-Regulation 

In the discussion of the ten principles of effective instruction we discovered that 

instructional scaffolding provides instructors with a way to teach learning tasks all-the-

while increasing student self-regulation. We also learned some invaluable characteristics 



324 

about scaffolded instruction. In this fuller treatment of scaffolding we will develop a 

more-in-depth understanding of this important method of instruction. Scaffolded 

instruction can easily be adapted to the needs of the instructor who recognizes the 

importance of offering instruction in the how-to's of writing as appropriate for a college 

level writing class. It should comfort instructors to know that scaffolded instruction is not 

designed to put the instructor's skills on view for non-participating students to critique. 

Rather, instructional scaffolding enlists student help whereby the focus is on the process 

rather than the instructor herself It is important for readers to keep in mind that 

scaffolded instruction can be used for mini-lessons that augment rather than replace the 

teaching agenda of construct!vist pedagogy. While it may appear that instructional 

scaffolding will take over the day's lesson, the recommendation of this dissertation is for 

short, explicit scaffolded lessons that briefly walk students through the steps of 

performing the learning tasks that we have come to assume all students already have 

mastered or can achieve on their own. Again, such learning tasks to be scaffolded may 

include how to write focused paragraphs that support thesis statement, construct an 

academic essay, write an academic summary, analyze a text and then organize the ideas 

into paragraphs, organize research data, construct transitions that link paragraphs, and 

how to integrate quoted material into one's text. The reader can see that this list of ideas 

gets at some of the primary learning tasks that we as instructors present as assignments 

that students must tackle on their own. Each of these learning tasks can be broken down 

into smaller steps as needed. While students are often given feedback on their efforts, 

rarely are they provided with specific guidelines for carrying out the often-complex 
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learning activities assigned in a college-level writing class. Models can give more 

capable writers ideas that they can adapt for their own purposes, but nontraditional 

students are less likely to be able to benefit from simply observing a successful piece of 

writing. The idea behind scaffolded instruction is "show me how to develop an effective 

paragraph or analysis or essay." 

Scaffolding: Instruction with Constnictivist and Cognitive Applications 

Over the past couple of decades, researchers have provided various definitions of 

self-regulation. One of the most often quoted definitions comes from Zimmerman who 

explains, "Students are self-regulated to the degree that they are metacognitively, 

motivationally, and behaviorally active participants in their own learning processes" 

("Theories of Self-Regulated Learning" 5). A later definition by Pintrich offers a more 

complex perspective on self-regulation—one that also considers the role of context. 

Writes Pintrich, self-regulation of learning is "an active, constructive process whereby 

learners set goals for their learning and then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control 

their cognition, motivation, and behavior, guided and constrained by their goals and the 

contextual features of the environment" ("The Role of Goal Involvement" 453). The 

addition of context (as in environment) brings to mind the social-cognitive idea of 

"triadic reciprocality." There is yet another perspective on self-regulation, one that 

similarly recognizes the importance of context but also social interaction (Meyer and 

Turner 18). Socio-cultural approaches to self-regulation, argue Meyet and Turner, 

"assume that self-regulation is achieved through social interaction and has multiple 

outcomes, academic and nonacademic, which are understood within context" (18). 



326 

Socioculturalists Yowell and Symlie contend that a view of self-regulation must reflect 

the often social environment in which self-regulated skills are often taught and learned 

(Meyer and Turner 18). A social perspective on self-regulation further infers "reciprocity 

between teacher and student that evolves through co-regulation" (18). Meyer and Turner 

argue that a "contextualized framework" of self-regulation needs to "view the 

relationship between individual and context as central" (18). In bringing to focus socio-

cultural perspective on self-regulation, I am not diminishing the role that individual 

cognition plays in the management of one's learning practices. Clearly, cognition is a key 

factor in managing the fifteen scales of learning discussed earlier. However, learning to 

manage study time and environment or effort on homework is about managing individual 

behaviors and attitudes outside the classroom. Scaffolded instruction takes place inside 

the classroom to the benefit of all students. Thus we can see the socio-cultural aspect as 

well as the cognitive. Clearly, the context for learning to regulate strategies plays an 

important role in scaffolded instruction. Its potential for a college writing classroom can't 

be overstated. 

Research concerned with self-regulation has also established a positive correlation 

between student motivation and instructional support (Meyer and Turner 18). Put another 

way, a teacher's instructional practices have been shown to increase student self-

regulation. Meyer and Turner elaborate: "These qualitative research findings include 

vivid descriptions of scaffolded instruction and its potential for supporting students' 

development of self-regulation" (18). The authors explain scaffolded instruction as an 

"instructional process in which a teacher supports students cognitively, motivationally. 
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and emotionally in learning while helping them to further develop autonomy" (18). While 

Meyer and Turner provide an informative single-sentence explanation of scaffolding, 

those of us who have not taught in primary, middle, and high schools and passed through 

teacher training programs will find the single-sentence definition wanting. What we need 

is a basic understanding of scaffolding and how it might apply to the college writing 

classroom. 

First of all, what happens in instructional scaffolding? Generally, it is a teaching 

strategy whereby instructors engage with students in order to help students learn a task 

that would be too difficult for them to complete on their own. The instructional support 

provided by the instructor is called the scaffolding, or the support required to help 

students learn. Hogan and Pressley have identified eight essential elements of 

instructional scaffolding that can be used as guidelines for the process; 

• Pre-engagement with the student and the curriculum. The teacher considers 
curriculum goals and the students' needs to select appropriate tasks. 

• Establish a shared goal The students may become more motivated and 
invested in the learning process when the teacher works with students to plan 
instructional goals. 

• Actively diagnose student needs and understandings. The teacher must be 
knowledgeable of content and sensitive to the students (e.g., aware of the 
students' background knowledge and misconceptions) to determine if they are 
making progress. 

• Provide tailored assistance. This may include cueing or prompting, 
questioning, modeling, telling, or discussing. The teacher uses these as needed 
and adjusts them to meet the students' needs. 

• Maintain pursuit of the goal. The teacher can ask questions and request 
clarification as well as offer praise and encouragement to help students remain 
focused on their goals. 
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• Give feedback. To help students leam to monitor their own progress, the 
teacher can summarize current progress and explicitly note behaviors that 
contributed to each student's success. 

• Control for frustration and risk. The teacher can create an environment in 
which students feel free to take risks with learning by encouraging them to try 
alternatives. 

• Assist internalization, independence, and generalization to other contexts. 
This means that the teacher helps the students to be less dependent on the 
teacher's extrinsic signals to begin or complete a task and also provides the 
opportunity to practice the task in a variety of contexts. (Larkin 1-2) 

The term scaffolding first appeared in work of Wood, Bruner, and Rose in 1976. 

Scaffolding is a metaphor used to describe the assistance provided by an expert to a 

novice. Wood et al. did an observational study of an expert teacher interacting with 

children. The type of assistance offered the children by the parent (rather than the 

teacher) was referred to as scaffolding. In fact, the assistance allowed the children to 

master a task or concept that the children were unable to complete on their own. For 

several years subsequent studies of scaffolded instruction examined parent-child rather 

than teacher-student interactions (Wood et al. 346). In 1979, Cazden argued that 

scaffolding "held promise" for informing classroom instruction (346). Nevertheless, it 

wasn't until the mid 1980s that classroom interaction studies were informed by 

scaffolding. Researchers associated with the 1980s studies on scaffolding include 

Applebee and Langer, who were interested in "scaffolding as a metaphor for classroom 

instruction" (Stone 348). In describing effective instructional scaffolding, Langer and 

Applebee identified five components: 

• Ownership (of the activity to be learned); 

• Appropriateness (to the student's current knowledge); 
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• Structure (involving a natural sequence of thought and action); 

• Collaboration (between teacher and student); and 

• Internalization (via gradual withdrawl of the scaffolding and transfer of 

control), (qtd. in Stone 348) 

The most well-known 1980s research on scaffolding was carried out by Palincsar 

and Brown. They were interested in children's reading/comprehension skills and 

developed a type of scaffolded instruction they called reciprocal teaching, whose main 

feature is a "repeating sequence in which teacher and students take turns being 

responsible for carrying out a set of strategies for summarizing, questioning, clarifying, 

and predicting successive segments of a text as an aid to ongoing comprehension of the 

text" (Palincsar and Brown 348). McCaslin and Good note that the reciprocity between 

teacher and student actually evolved through "co-regulation,'" which Meyer and Turner 

interpret as "the shared responsibility among teachers and students for establishing and 

maintaining relationships as they coordinate multiple goals through available 

opportunities and scaffolding supports" (Meyer and Turner 18). In the beginning of the 

classroom interaction, the instructor has the primary responsibility for carrying out the 

strategies. Gradually, she encourages her students to assume responsibility for the 

strategies (Stone 348). Palincsar and Brown's work demonstrates how scaffolding can be 

applied to classroom instruction. 

Over a decade or so of research in scaffolded instruction, a common set of 

characteristics developed. Applying these characteristics to classroom instruction we 

have (1) a recruitment interchange whereby the expert (instructor) recruits students for 
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the instruction; (2) the instructor titrates the assistance to the students' knowledge and 

skill levels; (3) the instructor provides a range of support, depending upon the task to be 

learned; (4) there is a gradual diminishing of the instructor's support coupled with a 

gradual transfer of responsibility to the students (Stone 349). As Meyer and Turner note, 

an important component of scaffolding is inter subjectivity, which Yowell and Smylie 

define as a "shared understanding between the teacher and student of a problem-solving 

task within the ZPD" (474). ZPD refers to Vygotsky's concept of the "zone of proximal 

development," defined as the "contextual space between learners' current competencies 

and what they can achieve with the support of more knowledgeable others" (Stone 349). 

Yowell and Smylie point out that scaffolding requires "mutual trust, respect and the 

communication skills necessary to bridge the distance between expert and notice" (474). 

While the four features of general scaffolding developed through extensive research 

carried out during the 1980s, the later features of scaffolding looked a lot like those 

proposed by Wood in the 1970s. 

As stated above, the metaphor, scaffolding, is linked to Vygotsky's sociocultural 

perspective on learning (Stone 349). Because scaffolding requires at least two 

participants, an expert and a novice, it is an "inherently social process" (18). This is good 

news for constructivists who fear that strategy instruction will take writing classrooms 

back to the days of drill and kill. While the expert does take the spotlight at first, the 

process of scaffolding allows the students to become more visible as knowledge and 

skills are internalized. 
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Lipscomb, Swanson, and West explain that many "facilitative tools" can be used 

in instructional scaffolding (3). These include the following: 

• Breaking the task into smaller more manageable parts; 
• Using 'think alouds,' or verbalizing thinking processes when completing a 

task; 
• Cooperative learning, which promotes teamwork and dialogue among peers; 
• Concrete prompts, questioning; 
• Coaching; 
• Cue cards; and 
• Modeling (Lipscomb, Swanson, and West 3) 

Lipscomb, Swanson, and West add that each facilitative method becomes an 

"individually tailored instructional tool" (3). Teachers carry on open dialogue with 

students to find out what they are thinking and clear up any misconceptions students may 

have about the task in question (3). Understanding the students' background knowledge 

say the authors is crucial to the success of scaffolded instruction. Additionally it is 

important to know the students' "developmental level" as well as the "potential 

developmental level," (Lipscomb, Swanson, and West 4). Here they are referring to 

Vygotsky's ZPD explained earlier. I would add that in a classroom situation when 

students do not necessarily share the same ZPD, instructors can encourage students to 

share in the steps of explanation wherever and whenever they can jump into the 

explanation/dialogue. 

Like any instructional strategy, instructional scaffolding has its challenges. First 

and foremost, teachers need instruction in scaffolding as befits a college composition 

class. New instructors, especially, are not usually conscious of the steps they themselves 

use to write an essay introduction or a thesis statement that is also an argument. Such 
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steps need to be thought through before asking students to participate in classroom 

instruction. Scaffolded instruction can be very time consuming. Instructors need to have 

done their own homework in order to carry out the scaffolding of a particular learning 

task or concept, or time length will increase unnecessarily. Sometimes it helps to have 

asked students ahead of time to think about a connected learning task or concept in 

preparation for the scaffolded instruction. As instructors work through multiple examples 

of a particular learning task or concept, they need to know when to decrease their 

explanations and ask students to provide them as their knowledge and skills increase. 

Lipscomb, Swanson, and West have identified a number of benefits of using 

instructional scaffolding. The major benefit of this type of strategy-building instruction is 

that it supports the ten principles of effective teaching as identified by Ellis, Worthington, 

and Larkin. Secondary benefits are as follows: 

Benefit 1: Students learn when they are engaged actively during an 
instructional task. 

Benefit 2: High and moderate success rates are correlated positively with 
student learning outcomes, and low success rates are correlated 
negatively with student learning outcomes. 

Benefit 3: Increased opportunity to leam content is correlated positively with 
increased student achievement. Therefore, the more content 
covered, the greater the potential for student learning. 

Benefit 4: Students achieve more in class in which they spend much of their 
time being directly taught or supervised by their teacher. 

Benefit 5: Students can become independent, self-regulated learners through 
instruction that is deliberately and carefully scaffolded. 

Benefit 6: The critical forms of knowledge associated with strategic learning 
are (a) declarative knowledge, (b) procedural knowledge, and (c) 
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conditional knowledge. Each of these must be addressed if students 
are to become independent, self-regulated learners. 

Benefit 7: Learning is increased when teaching is presented in a manner that 
assists students in organizing, storing, and retrieving knowledge. 

Benefit 8: Students can become more independent, self-regulated learners 
through strategic instruction. 

Benefit 9: Students can become independent, self-regulated learners through 
instruction that is explicit. 

Benefit 10: By teaching sameness both within and across subjects, teachers 
promote the ability of students to access potentially relevant 
knowledge in novel problem-solving situations. 
(Lipscomb, Swanson, and West 22) 

Scaffolding an Argument 

One of the more challenging learning tasks of a college writing class is writing an 

argumentative research essay. This larger project can be broken down into as many small 

steps as the instructor can devise. In general, to write an effective persuasive paper that 

features researched positions, a student usually has to decide on a controversial issue, 

locate research that represents more than one viewpoint, take notes on the ideas contained 

in the research material, organize the ideas, decide on a position in the debate or 

controversy, write a first draft, revise the first draft, and proofread and edit the final draft. 

Many of these larger tasks can feel overwhelming to nontraditional students. If left on 

their own to manage the complex learning tasks, some students will eventually give up on 

the process. Writing instructors need to think about how the complex assignment of 

writing an effective persuasive essay (that includes researched position) can be broken 

down into manageable tasks that can be scaffolded in the classroom. 
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As mentioned earlier in this chapter, naive college-writing instructors can easily 

believe that fruitful discussion or debate about a particular social or cultural concern will 

automatically turn into equally effective essays. Felton and Herko make some pertinent 

observations about the failure of spoken ideas to transfer into effective writing: 

What happens to the detailed explanations that we observe in our students' 

real-time debate? Why do these explanations become truncated in the transition to 

paper? What is missing is more than the passion of an author's voice and fluency. 

The persuasive essays lack the basic components of argumentative writing— 

components that students readily offer up in conversation. Thus the challenge for 

us as writing instructors is to bridge the transition from rich verbal debates to the 

written essay. (Felton and Herko 672) 

Felton and Herko aptly point out that teaching the argumentative essay (whether 

researched or not) need to be a multilayered learning activity that is carried out over 

multiple class sessions (672). The fact that students have ideas about issues and even care 

about them is a starting place. Encouraging students to maintain their enthusiasm as they 

write their way through complex and often chaotic thinking processes is the real 

challenge for instructors. 

The traditional structure of an academic essay necessitates a formal introductory 

paragraph with background knowledge, a foregrounding of the debate, and an appropriate 

thesis statement. The body of an academic essay needs to provide focused paragraphs 

with detailed evidence for at least two sides of the topic argument. Usually there is an 

additional rebuttal against the position not selected by the student. Ideas and paragraphs 
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need to be joined by effective transitions as well. The academic essay also requires a 

formal conclusion that sums up the arguments and gives the reader something to think 

about. If this weren't enough, the college level academic essay also needs to follow the 

conventions of the academy including the use of Standard English and correct grammar 

and punctuation. For many students the expectations of the college academic essay are 

too complex to manage. We can help students by providing lists of required items to be 

checked off when completed. However, this still doesn't address the difficulties that 

many students have writing the actual paragraphs. When persuasive essays must include 

researched evidence to support each side of the argument, the academic challenge for 

students increases monumentally. If left on their own to put the project together, less 

experienced students often present one-dimensional arguments based upon simplistic 

reasoning; such projects usually fail to consider the complexities of the issue. The writing 

often sounds like unconnected sound bytes lifted from earlier class discussions on the 

topic at hand. Instructors are likely to be given a single page by these struggling learners 

with the comment, "I can't think of anything else to put in the paper." 

In fact, much of the writing of inexperienced or nontraditional writers lacks 

contextualization, needed background information, any mention of the relevance of the 

controversy, details, explanations, and more. When instructors read first drafts on 

nontraditional students who are obviously lost in the larger process of producing an 

effective piece of writing, we don't know where to begin to help writers progress toward 

more effective writing. This is when we often tell students to go to the writing center 

multiple times for needed help. The likelihood of students even following through and 
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making multiple appointments with a writing center tutor are slim. Even then, asking a 

tutor to re-teach the entire project is too much to expect of anyone. What these students 

needed from day one were scaffolded, step-by-step lessons in completing each 

component of the larger project. By the time students hand in projects that demonstrate 

their lack of understanding of the pieces that come together to form the whole, the student 

has already become a casualty of inadequate instruction. 

There is no best way to take a large learning task such as an argumentative essay 

and break it down into manageable steps to be scaffolded by the instructor. Instructors 

themselves are going to have to consider the amount of time they have allotted to an 

assignment and decide which components need to be modeled and/or scaffolded in class. 

The use of handouts, diagrams, knowledge maps, clustering of ideas, organizational 

strategies, hierarchical maps and more can help the instructor work with students. The 

goal is to use more than one way to have students visualize the smaller learning task and 

carry it out successfully. As students walk through each component of the larger process, 

there is a good chance that they will be able to internalize the instructor's self-regulated 

language. Strategies that can't be internalized can be put on a handout for students to use 

when they are working on their own outside of class. Some instructors are bound to think 

that guided instruction is going to produce predictable writing. In a sense, they are right. 

What I have found, however, is that more capable students push the boundaries of the 

guidelines that help nontraditional students give shape to a mishmash of ideas. 
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Summing It Up 

It would be quite accurate to argue that there isn't time during a single semester to 

address all of the areas that may be negatively impacting our students' practices in self-

regulation. Given the low expectations for learning transfer, however, instructors need to 

be willing to provide instructional assistance designed to increase learning and transfer. 

Instructors may be surprised to learn how short mini-lessons in self-regulation of 

behaviors, motivation, and learning strategies can improve the way students leam and 

write in our classes. Sometimes a single cognitive strategy when used can bring about 

unexpected positive changes in a student's writing. I find that students who fail to pass 

my college writing courses have a pretty good idea as to what the problems were. 

Students who know their instructors are committed to their learning often find the 

motivation to do the same, especially when they believe that they will eventually see the 

fruits of their labor. When students can admit to themselves that they didn't have the time 

or the commitment to the course, they know where the changes have to come if they are 

to pass the course the next time. 

Sometimes helping students troubleshoot their leaming/vwiting practices gives to 

them the needed information that they are not in a place to commit to the class. When 

instructors help students gain the knowledge and tools required to share the responsibility 

for their learning success, we can walk away fi-om class each day knowing we have done 

our part in making it possible for diverse students to leam; then it's up to the students. To 

have students leave a course believing they can't complete it successfully due to low 

intellect is a waste of a mind. From my perspective, the more information we can give to 
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students about self-regulating their learning, the better our students are served. 

Sometimes students have the tools, skills, and knowledge to succeed in a course, yet still 

fail to learn. In such cases instructors can probably conclude that it wasn't the best time 

for them to take the course. In fact, some students may need the experience of failing a 

course before they fully assume responsibility for their learning. I work hard to evaluate 

the effectiveness of learning practices only, thereby giving students the message that it is 

OK to fail in my class. They are still welcome to come back and try again or even revise 

the assignment that didn't make the grade. What I do require is that students construct an 

"Action Plan" that addresses what went wrong the first time they completed the 

assignment and how they plan to make changes to get different results. Students who 

don't want to make the effort to plan a different way to complete a failed assignment 

probably weren't serious about redoing the assignment in the first place. 

One thing instructors should watch out for is creating assignments that they know 

are too difficult for most students to manage. When it is necessary to assign work that is 

beyond the skills of more than a few students, instructors should provide ideas for 

breaking the learning task into smaller pieces that can be put together at a later time. 

Considerable effort on the instructor's part is required to develop creative learning tasks 

and to figure out ahead of time how students can complete them in short study sessions. 

Such effort usually pays off, however, as students gain control of the learning tasks. 

Research show that when complex assignments become too much for students to manage, 

their self-efficacy beliefs are reduced, often to the point that students don't believe that 

they could complete the assignment even if they tried. As I mentioned earlier, I have seen 
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less successful students come alive when I break down assignments into manageable 

"bites" that can be completed in different study sessions. I recommend that instructors 

create visuals of assignments broken down into small steps. As students progress through 

the steps, instructors can place the pieces together to form the whole. When I have 

provided visual images of assignments, most of my students leave the class fully 

understanding an assignment, even if it is complicated. As students mark off each 

completed piece, they raise their self-efFicacy beliefs and in the process their motivation 

for doing the assignment. To meet the challenging needs of nontraditional students, 

instructors might incorporate more in-class writing workshops where effective writers 

can work at their own pace, and struggling students can meet in a small group to get 

individual assistance. On occasion I have invited students who understand an assignment 

to work with students who are unclear about the task at hand. Providing learning 

incentives such as extra credit for student helpers seems to increase volunteerism. 

It is a good idea for instructors to keep tabs on longer assignments that students 

are working on. Instructors might have students write down on a small index card their 

progress in completing an assignment. Instructors can collect the cards and take note of 

aspects of the larger assignment that is giving more than one or two students difficulty. 

Instructors can then decide where needed intervention is required to help students 

progress. Such interventions might include instructor-led brainstorming whereby students 

suggest ways to move through difficult aspects of the assignment. Students can be 

encouraged to talk with each other and share their ideas that are working. 
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On occasion, instructors might want to ask students how much time they spent on 

an assignment to give the less successful students some feedback about how much time it 

takes other students to complete their work. Less effective learners are often surprised 

with the amount of time that effective learners are willing to spend on an assignment. 

Because time is always a premium for students, it is helpful to have students carry in their 

notebooks a calendar of open times that they can devote to their studies. This strategy 

works well with students who are inclined to procrastinate when it comes to completing 

course assignments. When I know that students need to spend considerable time over a 

weekend, I ask students to write down or highlight on their calendars several times that 

they can commit to the assignment. We discuss the benefits (and lack thereof) of 

completing assignments on the run, or at work, with the television blaring in the 

background, or with constant interruptions. To get students thinking about their study 

environment and habits, instructors might ask students to engage in some in-class writing 

that encourages students to examine the behaviors that are making them less effective 

learners. Students can choose to change such behaviors or not. The goal of this intense 

self-reflection is to encourage students to take responsibility for their learning and the 

results of their efforts. Too often colleges and universities lose students who believe they 

don't belong in college. At the same time, some students have chosen to attend college at 

a time in their lives when they are not prepared to commit to learning. Such students 

should be encouraged to return at a time when they are prepared to make the attitudinal 

and behavioral changes needed to succeed. 
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Students can increase their self-regulation by having a learning goal orientation, 

which is predicated on incremental conceptions of learning. Ineffective or naive self-

regulators have a performance goal orientation, which is based upon a fixed idea of 

intelligence. Again, when naive learners fail at their performance goals, they assume a 

low intelligence is at fault. Research shows that naive self-regulators perceive learning as 

"personally threatening" (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles" 3). They 

believe every attempt to learn will be negatively evaluated. Worse, these learners fear 

their intelligence will be compared to more successful learners, which in turn leads to 

"devaluing and avoiding learning opportunities" (7). In contrast, skillful self-regulators 

view each new learning opportunity as a chance to increase their abilities. Instructors can 

assist students by encouraging them to adopt learning goals rather than performance 

goals. 

At times, I have told students that I will evaluate an assignment based upon 

whether or not they completed each and every part of the assignment. While 1 do expect a 

certain level of effort, the message that I give to students is that completion will be 

rewarded. Others may find this type of evaluation to be more useful at the beginning of 

the semester when students are "learning the ropes." I have found that providing ways for 

students to get credit for simply completing assignments encourages students who may be 

thinking of dropping the class to stay the course long enough to feel a commitment to the 

course. Ineffective learners are often reluctant writers as well; getting them more 

comfortable with writing can be an early goal that is accomplished by simply checking to 

make sure students completed the main parts of the assignment. Asking students to record 
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the amount of time they spend on each part of the assignment can encourage students to 

spend more time than they would ordinarily commit to. Students can be embarrassed to 

admit to spending fine minutes on an assignment that should have taken them an hour. 

Noting that other students are spending more time on assignments, the "slackers" may be 

motivated to pick up the slack. Again, the goal is to find a way to encourage students to 

examine their learning practices and begin to change the ones that are the most 

troublesome. 

As established in the preceding chapter, skillful learners have strong self-efficacy 

beliefs, which in turn increase motivation to leam and to self-regulate learning. 

Successful learners set high learning goals, show high interest in learning tasks, have 

accurate self-monitoring skills, and have positive self-reactions (Zimmerman, 

"Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles" 7). However, these students haven't learned these 

academic skills in isolation. As I have stated more than once, students leam how to be 

effective learners from sources outside of themselves as well as through trial and error. 

When learning strategies produce the desired results, students repeat those behaviors 

again and again. Unfortunately, ineffective learners also are inclined to repeat the same 

cognitive strategies and behaviors over and over, never mind the fact that the results are 

not producing desired outcomes. 

As concerns volitional processes, skillful self-regulators demonstrate higher 

attention levels, are not easily distracted and are able to sustain their motivation even 

during difficult learning tasks. These students are also likely to use self-instmction and 

imagery to implement learning strategies (Zimmerman, "Developing Self-Fulfilling 
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Cycles" 8). Of considerable importance to learning, skillful self-regulators use self-

monitoring skills in order to evaluate their performance and make necessary adjustments 

in their learning strategies. Naive self-regulators tend to avoid self-monitoring, don't 

know how to self-monitor, often approach tasks haphazardly, and often over-evaluate 

their abilities. Practicing self-monitoring skills in class helps to make students aware of 

the way they go about completing assignments haphazardly and unconsciously. Skillful 

learners attribute learning to successful use of strategies, while naive self-regulators lay 

blame on intelligence, ineffective strategies, or factors outside themselves (Zimmerman, 

"Developing Self-Fulfilling Cycles"9). The trick here is in getting students to make 

accurate assessments of their learning obstacles and change the ones they can. It makes 

sense to teach students from day one that the differences between students who have 

earned top grades in writing classes and those who have done poorly have to do with 

attitudes and behaviors rather than some predetermined intellectual capacity. Telling 

students from the beginning that they can increase their learning helps to neutralize 

longstanding beliefs about low intelligence. Such comments are going to have to be 

followed up with evaluations that acknowledge even small levels of improvement. In 

other words, if we tell students that they can employ certain practices in order to increase 

their performance, but fail to acknowledge attempts to do just that, student interest in 

improvement will fade quickly. When I take the first day or two of class to explain my 

methods of instruction and my development of assignments, I have a terrific response rate 

from students, even those I might suspect would find the class too difficult. Still, I am 

always surprised to find the same students who signed up for the class enrolled by the end 
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of the first week. Clearly, there is a "can do" message that is part of the vocabulary of 

student self-regulation. 

This discussion of good teaching practices should suggest to the reader that 

effective instruction takes considerable effort and time outside the classroom to perfect. 

Perhaps "perfect" is too strong of a statement as it sends a message to the reader that 

something close to instructional perfection is required is students are to learn. This is far 

from the truth. When instructors establish meaningful relationships with their students, 

students will tolerate instructional efforts that fall short of intended goals. However, 

because instructor-student time is so short, it would behoove the instructor to come to 

class as best prepared for the instructional challenges as possible. The goal here is to help 

students improve their performances through increased learning and transfer. That can 

happen when students become more effective self-regulators of their study behaviors, 

their motivation concerning the course, and their strategies used to produce the assigned 

learning tasks. Many of the strategies instructors will teach are assignment specific. 

Others have larger applications. Students can improve their learning and their writing 

with both types of strategies. However, the strategies that have application to writing 

produced outside the context of the classroom will go farther in preparing students to face 

a complex world often devoid of citizens who can think critically and communicate their 

ideas effectively to others orally and in writing. Those of us who teach college 

composition are positioned to change the way our students interact with others. The better 

our understanding of effective teaching principles, the content we teach, and the tools we 

use to teach the content, the higher the rate of our students' learning successes. 
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