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ABSTRACT
A learning-for-mastery approach, recommended by Bloom

and based on key points suggested by Biehler, was used in large
lecture sections of undergraduate educational psychology. Quizzes
were composed of completion items; one or more alternate forms could
betaken until mastery was achieved or grades raised. students also
did short papers on readings or projects chosen by them, in order to
add a =less convergent dimension of learning and as an additional way
of raising grades. Minimum mastery level was a C average on each quiz
and two papers. Student evaluation of the approach has been
enthusiastically positive. (Author)
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1Benjamin S. Bloom et_al., Handbook on Formative and Summative Evaluation
of .student Learning. Neu York: cGraw-Hill, 1971, p. 43,

2A more detailed deacription of the course is attached as an appendix,



.pith anxiety It is necessary to have counseling sessions with the most
anxious of these students, They do poorly on the first quiz, and they do
not believe they can do otherwise, It is necessary for the instructor to
convince them that he has faith in them, and it is sometimes necessary to
help them with study habits (which include some tutoring in test-taking
skills as these relate to the particular type of quiz). It is relatively
useless at first to attempt to tutor on content; learning is too badly
blocked by poor self concepts as learners. The most effective factor, of
course, is the experience of success, which, with luck, comes on the second
or third alternate form. Once they find they can succeed, they take initially
poor performance on later quizzes in much better spirits, having come to
believe in their ability to improve; initial performance also improves.
The need for counseling disappears too. Listen to this student commenting
on the mastery approach: "I love it! After making D- on the first quiz
I really felt dumb. But then, by pulling anA on the alter:atewell,
per ape my IQ isn't 85!"

. There were two especially pleasant surprises. First was the quality
of the papers. It ues so high that the mastery level for test grades was
lowered five percentage points in order to give more ueight to the contri-
butitn of the papers. Second was the motivating effect of self competition;
with some students we have almost had a sporting even.

Student Reactions

Student reactions to the mastery approach have been overwhelmingly
favorableand some will make a cynical instructor feel a bit humble. The
major reason given was the reduction of tension; also prominent was greater
learning. Students say: "Men you are having a really bad day, it is nice
to know that you aren't ruined"; "Our tests didn't just end with a grade- -
we had a chance to learn the material even after that"; "I was sitting in
a room taking a test one evening, and I'd never felt so relaxed taking a
test is my life. I really felt confident because I knew I didn't have to
take it till I was sure I knew it"; "I know you would say of course you like
it because you can raise your grade and that's true, but I can honestly say
that I feel I've learned and retained each more of the material"; "Test ten-
sions were really reduced if you knew that it was the mastery of the course
that counted and not the grade"; "I learned more; I didnit cram as much";
"It was good for the ego"; "Uhat goon is a course ix you don't learn its
material"; "It was great knowing somebody cared about our really learning
something".

Four students in the last two semesters (about two percent) disliked
the mastery approach. In all cases the objection vas to falling behind in
the course because of the inability to discipline themselves to study for
the first quiz when the option of alternates was available.

Not only did all students like the opportunity to do extra papers in
order to raise grades, but the, enjoyed the reading and projects, especially
the freedom to make their own cnoices and to express their ovn Waions.



Frequent commente were that the papers let them go into depth on something
they found interesting, that their understanding of the tettbook material
was improved, that they read many books they had always wanted to read.
only one student in the last two semesters' classes disliked this aspect
of the course.

Practieal Aspects of Implementation

I. teach The mastery option for students carries
an obligation for the instructor to devote more time to teaching students,
as compared with being merely:Ihteresting in lecture. It means more care
_med time given to going over quizzes with students, more conferences with
students, more time spent in lectures on elaborating key points and the con-
sequent reduction or abandonment of some favorite additional points. It
means supplying additional teaching aids such as programmed materials. The
increased time which the instructor gives to helping students learn intro-
duces.a warm and rewarding intervening variable also-a more personal and
open relationship with students, which, in turn, takes more time.

2. Grading if the institution has guidelines on grades,
mastery learning will certainly violate them.

3. Mechanics of alternate-form uiz administration, if alternate-
form quizzes are held at set times, much of the strength of the mastery
approach is lost. A test should be given only in order to measure learn-
ing; therefore, it should be given only after there has been an
for mastery. Students should, therefore, take alternate-fore quizzes only
when they feel they are ready to do so; the tine of administration must
therefore be flexible.

4. Thentstia,es. As Bloom says, "A basic task is to de-
ternine what we mean by 'mastery of the subject.'" When objectives are set
by the instructor and mastery of them is determined by objective tests, there
are severe restrictions on individuality. In smaller classes, there arc com-
pensating options available. There must also be seine such option in large
classes. In the approach-descriFiCherer the-option is short papers, and it
has been asueZelisful- wee The degree to which any particular instructor
weighs the mastery of convergent thinking objectives in comparison with the
options for individuality is part of the determination of what constitutes
mastery.

Conclusion

The basic principle of mastery learning is that students should be
evaluated in terms of their mastery of the course subject matter, no matter
when that mastery ,is achieved. There are ptactical limits to the time which
can be allowed in the college schedule, but surely it is selfevident that a
student's grade at the and of the course should reflect what he knows at the
end of the course. Last spring I had no graduate assistant. With over one
hundred students, I vas grading first and alternate forms of completion-item
quizzes and evaluating five to six papers per student. I decided I did not
have time to continue the mastery approach, but after I read the student eval-
uations I knew I had to. It is not I Who recommeads mastery learning to you;
it is my students.
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EDUCATION 381: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY
Spring, 1973

Instructor: Nary T, Littlejohn
Winthrop College

Rock Hill, South Carolina

General Procedures

The method of evaluation to be used in this course is based on a. learning-for-
mastery scheme devised by Benjamin S. Bloom (described in pages 406-407 of the text*).
Bloom has proposed that as instructor pteseat an organized set of ideas to be
mastered, devise methods and materials to encourage mastery of these ideas, and
then determine if mastery has been achieved. If-- A-first attempt is not successful,
the instructor offers assistance to help the student overcome his deficiencies.
Any student who evetteially meets the established standards earns a grade reflecting
this fact.

In order to reduce the usual test tensions, (1) you are notified in advance
(on the attached schedule) as to what material will be covered on quizzes and when
quizzes will be held, and (2) alternate forms of any quiz may be taken on requeft-
if you wish to try to improve your performance.

Your performance on quizzes will reflect primarily convergent learningthe
"right" answer approach. In order to add another dimension of learning to the course,
you will also be given the opportunity to write short reports on topics of your
own choosing. Papers may be based on the "Suggestions for Further Reading, Thinking,
and Discussion" noted in the Study Guide or on other topics of your choice (subject
to prior approval by the instructor). Papers should be primarily a reflection of
y6ur own opinions and reactions rather than an outline of what someone else has
said unless you record the ideas of others in such a way that the notes will be
valuable to you when you begin to teach. Students in the past have used the reports
to supplement the text -to go more deeply or more broadly into topics; to help them
master the textbook mateeal; to pursue their own interests; to "read for fun;"
"to try things out;" and so on. Think of the reports as opportunities for indepene
dent study which will assist you to become a better teachers,

In order further to reduce pressure and test tensions, the submission of
additional papers (beyond requirements) may be used to raise grades, provided that
the minimum level of mastery has been attained on each quiz (C).

Meer's'.

1. Each paper will be marked "pass" or "redo." Papers marked "redo" may be
reworded and resubmitted within two weeks of the date they were returned.

2. Papers should beat least three pages in length but need be no longer.

*Robert F. B ehlereentgAWLJyaltdLReTteclisa. New York: Houghton-Mifflin 1971.
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3. Criteria which will be used in evaluating papers are:

a. evidence of how completely a book or article has been read, or how thoroughly
an observation or an informal experiment has been carried out;

b. estimate of the depth of thought which went into the paper or project;
c. degree to which the paper is relevant to educational psychology;
d. coherence and organization;
e. originality;
f. effort.

4. Double- spaced typewritten papers are preferred, but reasonably legible hand-
written ones will be accepted.

5." In the case of readings, bibliographical references oust be exact and the pages
and/or chapter read clearly indicated. (Papers will be marked "redo" unless
this is done.)

6. Papers may be handed in ahead of due dates.

7. No paper will be accepted later than 5:00 P.M. Friday of the week it is due.

S. Two to six papers may be submitted. (See "Grades.") Some readings or projects
may involve as amount of work which would justify credit for more than one
report. See the instructor if you have any question about this.

2111K.ZES

1. There will be five quizzes.

2. Quizzes will be multiple choice but-will not be graded on the curve. Test
items will require predominantly understanding and the ability to apply under-
standings, rather than recall.

3. Quizzes will cover the Icy Points which are listed at the beginning of each
chapter, identified in the margin of the text, and covered by an exercise in
the Study Guide; lectures; films; and tapes.

GRADES

The final grade will be based on performance on five quizzes and satisfactory
completion of from two to six short papers.

1. Standards for the different grade levils are:

A -- A average on quizzes plus four short papers

OR

B average on quizzes plus six short papers
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average on quizzes plus 3 short papers

OR
C average on quizzes plus 5 short papers

C C average on quizzes plus 2 short papers

D 13 average on quizzes and/or fewer than 2 papers at "pass" level

F F average on quizzes and/or fewer than 2 papers at "pass" level

2. AN INRORTANT RESTRICTION

A "C" on each quiz represents minimum mastery level; therefore, no
grade can be raised by extra papers only unless at /east a C has
been earned on each quiz.

3. The letter grades on quizzes will be calculated as follaus:

------A: 80%-100%
B: 70%- 79%
C: 60%-69%
D: 50%-59%
F: *49%

4, Percentage grades will be used for the final average.

5. Make -up quizzes (for absentees) will be given only, to those yho nake

arrangements with the instructor before the quiz day or yi-.1 can pre-
sent a doctor's excuse afterward. An unezcused absence from a quiz
will result in a zero on that quiz and no alternate -form quiz may be
taken. - .

Arrangements for taking alternate -form quizzes will be announced.


