BD 1084 2847

AUTHOR
TITLE

PUB DATE
NOTE

EDRS PRICE
DESCRIPTORS

ABSTRACT

DOCUMENT RESUNE
B 006 369

Woditsch, Gary; And Others

Assaying the Great Cargo Cult: Recent Research on
Learner-Centered Curricula.

24 Mar 75

18p.; Paper presented at the National Conference on
Higher Education sponsored by the American
Association of Higher Education (30th, Chicago,
Illinois, March 1975)

nr-$0.76 HC-$1.58 PLUS POSTAGE

Cooperative Programs; *Higher Education; Independent
Study; *Individualized Instruction; *Open Education;
*Performance Based Education; *Student Centered
Curriculus :

This paper presents a brief overview of current

research on learner-centered curricular reform and of some of the
issues attendant to its character and quality. Seven groupings of
learner~-centered reform are discussed in relation to current research
and findings: performance and competency-based programs, personalized
instruction, cooperative learning and programs for the nontraditional
student, time-shortened baccalaureate programs, interdisciplinary
prograas, individualized degree prograas, and independent study.

(1Jn)



04247

-«
!
-

(-
Lt

USs DEFPARYMENT OF NEALTH,
BOUCATIONS WELFARE
NATIONAL INYTITUTE OF

. . ' EOVUCATION
Tt . DO ME NS e nrt N Rkt PRO
GTOUP 7 . DLt s EXRACT, Y & ®Ecb vk F ROM
theh PE RSON OR CGRGAN JATION ORILIN
Monday, March 24 ATING 1T POINTS 3 ot O ORINIONS
STATE () DO N T Nt YRARIL Y R 3
ASSAYING THE GREAT CARGO CULT: RECENT RESEARCH TENLO 6o ths NBTsONAL INSTITUTE OF

£ DL A TION RPOSITIUN OR POLICY

ON LEARNER-CENTERED CURRICULA* -

Gary Wodits.h, Mark Schlesinge~, Richard Giardina, and James Litwin
Bowling Green State University

Abstract

This paper presents a brief overview of current research on learner-centered
curricular reform, and of some of the issues attendant to its character and quality.
The authors propose this as background for an oral presentation which focuses on
guidelines for future research.

Anthropolegists have become quite fascinated with a post World War II phenomenon
in the remote cegions of Melanasia. During the Pacific war, certain tribes experienced
the sudden impact of advanced civilization in the form of fabricated goods literally
dumped into ‘heir primitive worlds. The ships and planes that served as the vehicles
of this booa have since become totems of a living "cargo cult," which anticipates s
millenium of unstinting delivery.

The Melanesian scanning the sky for return of the great silver-skinned bird has
his anslogue in modern-day USA, Our bird is the promise of higher education. The
cargo is personal and social fulfillment. We hear reports that now and then a token
cargo is dropped, but we, like our south-sea brethren, chafe at a system whose gifts
are so sparce and capricious. We seek some magic that will insure delivery. Many
of us look to the multitude of learner-centered reforms as our strongest medicine
to date. :

Just how good are learner-centered reforms? What does the research tell us?
In this form, the question is unmanageably complex for twc reasons., First, because
every non-traditional academic venture--from mammoth open universities and com-
prehensive equal-opportunity programs for the New Learners to minor shifts in
calendar and grading systems--pleads its case in terms of sensitivity o learner
needs. In thiz wespect, all inncvation claims to be learner-centered, just as all
opposition to innovation shapes its case on grounds of protecting the learner.

Second, the quality of learner-centered reform is only in part a "researchable"
question. Research can ccmment on whether a given learner-centered reform meets its
avowed objectives, if it has any. It is largely powerless to comment on whether those
objectives ought or ought not to be met. As presently construed, research speaks to
the effectiveness, but not the propriety, of learner-centered reform--a limitation that
will capture our attention later,

The situation improves slightly when we limit our focus to "learner-centered
curricula.” Here we are concerned with innovations specific to the formal educational
processes to which students are subjected. 1In general, it would be fair to say t' ::
they are innovations sparked by a substantial shift of concern toward serving the
developuental needs of the individual student, and away from simply projecting a
fixed body of knowledge, lore, or wisdom. 71he various forms of learner-centered
curricula impute an added responsibility to the educator. To fulfill his professional

*Regearch report prepared for the 30th National Conference on Higher Education,

sponsored by the American Association for Higher Education, Chicago, March 2., 1975.

-
-



Group 7
Monday, March 24 e

obligation, he must not only insure student access to an educational experience that
promises outcomes; he must insure student acquigition and exhibition of those outcomes,

- There are two quite different approaches to serving the developmental needs of the
{ndividual student. While a given irnovation may represent a blend of these approaches
most learner-centered curricula can be arranged by emphasis under one or the other,

= “The first seeks to address the learner's socially prescribed developmental needs. The
second emphasizes the learner's own developmental prescription.

The vast bulk of contewporary learner-centered curricular innovation is of the
sort that addresses student development as socially prescribec. Performance-based
teacher education heads the growing list of post-secondary professional programs that
focus on developing job-specific competencies in learners. Even our most prestigious

* professions are moving in this direction--witness Southern I1llinois University's
competency-based School of Medicine. Competency-based prescriptions for the "“Good
Life," encompassing all of the arts and sciences, flourish at such institutions as
Alverno and Mars Hill Colleges. At a more molecular level, the Personalized System
of Instruction or Keller Method, and various related mastery techniques with care-
fully modularized outcomes, are proliferating in all disciplinary fields. Most
three-year or variable-time baccalaureate programs, as well as flexible-time, external
degree, and credit-for-experience programs of all sorts, base their rationale on a
set of learner outcomes that are socially prescribed, but dependent neither on time
nor location for their development. Similarly, a renaissance of work-gtudy, thematic,
and interdisciplinary programs justifies itself as producing soclially relevant learner
outcomes.

These alternate routes to achieving cocially prescribed growth go far toward
meeting the asserted student need for more educational options and greater selectivity;
but there are other innovations which seek to place the developmental prescription
squately in the student's own hands. Student contract learning, with its expansion
of the old independent study approach to fill, in some cases, the totality of a
baccalaureate program, is a case in point. The notion which imbues some learner~
centered curricula-that there are generic and socially relevant competencies that can
be developed while the student pursues a set of more specific personal interestg--~
marks an idealized rapprochment of the two trends in specifying what is to be
developed in the "leainer.'" Unfortunately, evidence for an achieved synthesis of
developmental goals--the student's own and those socially prescribed-~-goes little
beyond the supportive rhetoric.

To impose order in the confusing and often overwnelming types of learner-centered
reform, we have chosen seven groupings:

1) Performance and competency-based programs

2) Personalized instruction (PSI, audio-tutorial, and computer-~assisted
instruction)

3) Cooperative learning and programs for the non-traditional student
(including external degree and contract learning ventures)

4) Time-shortened baccalaureate programs

5) Interdisciplinary programs

6) 1Individualized Degree programs

7) Independent study

We shall attempt to characterize current research and findings as they emerge within
each grouping, following two final cautions.
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. The first caution involves, what we choose to count as "research." I[f we were to
invoke all of the strictures of classic behavioral science research in pre-screening
efforts to "make sense' out of learner-centered curricula, we would be forced to remain
mute about the great tulk of such ventures, Most of what is perforce called research
stems from efforts to "evaluate" innovative curricula, in the sense. that evaluation has
come to be a penance for the original sin of inno ation. Reseavch simply prompted by
a desire to analyze efforts is almost as rare amidst innovative curricula as it mcst
certainly is amidst traditional curricula. Despite the ract that evaluation is fre-
quently stimulated by a need to explain or defend curricular innovation, it is often
done with reputable features of pre- and post-testing and control. Even where the only
evaluative instruments are not standardized, and seel attitudinal or affrctive data,
there is increasing concern that the items be valic¢ and the scales reliable. There
.appears to be a growing sophistication, at least about iustrumentation, in both the
published -nd unpublished evaluative efforts; it is to this whole body of plausible
attempts to portray the dynamics of learner-centerad curricula that we point with the
term 'research,"

Our second caution relates to the-scope and intent of this report. We have not sought
systematically to cover the entire dowain of research pectaining to learner-centered
reform; this is not a standard review of the literature. Others have performed this
function for various subsets of learner-centered curricula, and the reader will find
their names embedded in this presentation. We have sought, ou the otiher hanld, to
acquaint ourselves with the predominating trends exhibited Ly the rerearch, in terus of
both general findings and the issues they raise.

Regearch on Performance and Competency-Based Programs

Today's premier educational reform--performance or competency-based teacher educntiones
is too new, far-flung, complex, volatile, and controversial to succumb tc easy cap-
sulization. Research on PBTE is perhaps best characterized as In abmayance--wiaiting for
the dust of development to subside enough for the emergence of clear targets, The issues
which PBTE has wrenched to consciousness in the educational commuaity are at once mammoth
and digtressingly fundamental. They swirl about the desirabi'ity and the capacity to
cas education in terms of specific behavioral otjectives. Thus rar, they are issues
that have been served almost exclusively by debate--very iittle bv rescarch.

Given that the movement is in its earliest adolescence, it s ciffic-1lt to see how
things could be otherwise. The PBTE literature is vast, and almost totaliy of a genre
one might call "design literature.'" There are designs for total PBTI cystems, proposed
taxonomies of teacher competencies or designs for formulatirg them, dec.gns fer
competency-specific modules and for total curricula, designs for stuvdent performance
assegsment, and designs for preogram evaluation. The small pocticn of literature that
might be classed as research is almost exclusively descriptive, and revarss cither
analyses or comparisons of 'what is being done" (e.g., Sherwin, 473) A review of
Disgsertation Abstracts on PBTE discloses an added step teward research: studies wihich
take ccmpetency lists from PBTE programs to practicing teachers for various rankings
and corroborations.

There are two reasons why this PBTE design litcerature merits tnc attenticn of
anyone interested in learner-centered curricular research. First, a good portion of
the design literature leans heavily on a broad array of pre_IBTE .ducatiosnal research
(see, for instance, Sandefur, 1970); and there is utility in examining how ca: es have
been built on prior studies. Second, and most importantly, the ‘esign Llit2rature i. an
excellent preview of the problems which confront, and likely will cngros., *he preatetr
portion of educational research in the foreseeable future.

4
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The publications of the American Association of Celleges for Teacher Edvcatimn
provide an optimal point of entry to the FBIE literature, particularly tse.r PBTE
Series, GStart at the top with lo. 1 in the series, by Stanley Elam (1971). Schmider
(1973) provides a useful glossary of terms and issues. Wext, focus on tne worikings
and the literature about the worhings of the nine llational Competency-Based Education
Centers. An important access point for research on PBTE is the National Commission on
Performance -Based Education directed by Frederick iiclonald.

The extent of current efforts to establish non-professional baccalaureate programs
in & competency-based mode, when contrasted with the quantity of worlk on PBTE, must be
considered miniscule. But what is laésirg in scope of effort is not lacking in signifie
cance. Several small liberal arts colieses have affected total conversions of their
programs to a competency-based mode, and a handful of larger institutions have initiated
partial conversions or competency-based alternatives. In these cases, the effort is
largely one of identifyin,; genuine competencies, as opposed to task-related gkills.
Since the aspirations these programs have for their students tend to be more cosmic, the
criterion and objective-setting problems they face are even more troublesome than those
of PBTE. The Competency-based Undergraduate Education (CUE) Center at Bowling Green
otate University was formed to stimulate research in identifying competency objectives
for general education.

As with the PBTE literature, publication on non-professional CBE ventures is
largely of the design variety. The best access is by writing directly tn Alvernas
Collepe, -ars iill College, Sterling College, 3rand Valley State Colleges, the College
of Public and Community Service a“ University of ilassachusetts - Boston, Bowling Green
State University, ete. Again, the prime vslue of the literature lies thus far in its
capacity te .xplicate probl.ms ofcpdycational purpose; not in its capacity te provide
tested gsolutions.

Despite thie mounting tide of commitment in all sectors of competency-based reform,
first-;eneration performance and competency constructs remair largely untested. In
some instances, the surrocate tor a behaviorally specified ccmpetency has became the
affirmative nol from a panel of faculty, and one questions how vast a divergence frem
tradition tnis really is. In addition, the question of which educavional treatment
best serves the development of s particular competency has barely been phrased.

Jesearch ~u Fersonalized Instruction

ke term 'personalized instruction” here embraces a collection of approaches:
computer-assisted insiruction (CAl); audio-tutorial instruction (A-T); and the
varsoralized Sys.em of lnetructiecn (frequently called "PSI" or "Keller iiethod"). These
metheds are vervasive in current learner-centered reform. 1n addition to generating
the m-s’ substar*ive body of learner-centered research, they frequently emerge as
components ii cuier _enera of curricular irnovatior. For these reasons, it may be
wortn reviewir © tie *raits of personalizei instruction.

v'31, A-T, and Al share the tollowins characteristics:
1) The ncde tor learniny interactior is one-to-one. the key relationship ie

cetween t.ae individual stuwlent and the instiructor, be that instructor man
ar machine,
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¢) Pel, and increasingly CAL and A-T, apply the mastery learning connept,
which requires students to demonstrate achievement in ecach of a sequence
of learning urits, or wmodules. These wodules feature clearly prescribed
objectives, means to achieving those objertives (i.e., students are presented
with scvudy guides that may suggest alternative readings or tasks), and the
method by vhich mastery will be demonstrated (i.e., by paper and pencil test,
by .umputer-interactive test) .

In the last scveral years, PSI has dominated the prcgram development and research
literature, relative to CAL and A-T approaches. Ir addition to the features listed abcve,
PSI is characterized by the follcwing:

1) Written tests as cvidence of unit mastery. .

2) Self-pacing, in which the student nroceeds through mastery uuits and, there-
fore through entire cources, ot his or her owu speed.

3) Undergraduate or gradua*e student proctors, who offer immediate feedback to
s tudents basea on unit mas.ery quizzes, render suggestions for redressing sub-
par perfoimance, and, in goneral, provide informed and empathetic guidance
to the fndividual student,

4) The employment oi professorial lectures for the sole purpose of motivation,
The bulk of learuirg is envision:d as occurring through the study guides and
in interaction with student proctors,. (Kuskin, 1974).

The interacnion between student-iearner and stu.eut-proztor ig envisaged as
pcsitively reinforcing. The student is constantly apprised of his or her progress; knows
that mastery 1s not constrained by time; and understands precisely what is expected
throughout the course,

Much of the 2SI research. like mosi of that on CAZ and A-T approachec, has centered
cn effeciiveness relative to "rraditional' lecture, leccure-discussion, or laboratory
modes of instructicn, The rcrmal research design, then, involves dividing a course into
PSI/non-PS., sections (geaerally gtratifving those sections aczording to such input
vatiatles as aptitude, pre-test scores, and previous achievements), and comparing the
twe course cections at the end of the tern on a common pacer and pencil test. Com-
parisens a¢ often ¢ffncted on the basis of course and teacher evaluations. For excellent
reviews o° the /SI ra2seacch literature, the reader ie referred *o Ruskin, Miltcn (1974),
aad Rulik, oer RRPEENS O “he research hws faivly consistently shcwn PSI sections to
stimulate significantly hisher te«t scores and move favorah'e eviluvations of course and
ingstruzter,

“reanrly, pegearchere Love masinolated the variouvs comvonents of PSI, such as testing
procrdures, pr ctor ciaracteristics, and student pacits. Davts (1974}, for example,
drmonstrated that 51 stna:nts a:hieved higher final enam sccree when their mastery unit
ceste included review jfems in addition to crrrent-uait -specific items.  Interestingly,
when the fiial exar was in important grade determitnant, Davie noted that the achievement
di“terential betw cn PST and control groups was not eigniiicant,

Relativelvy e studien dave addaresced the ques-ioa of 1ST's louges-term consequences,
These studies have toerded tn show vreater conteat reten:ion anong PSI students (Austin
and Gitbert, 19/3; Meore, waack, and cagne, 1973Y,  The work of Moore, Yauck, and Gagne
sugsests that "SI experience miy Jacilitate studeat achievement in subsequent lecture
20T e,

<.
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PS1 components in traditioral course settings have alsc been excained, Wi'liams
and Lawrence (1974), for example, found that students in a lecture course varied in
tinal exam performance iccording to the freauency of quizzes ulministered.

A few studies in the domain of personilived instruccior have addresced learning
outcomes {n other rhan knowledge-retention terms. For cxample, the work of Rice
(1973) suggests some accretion of communicative skills engendered by the audio-
tutorial approach.

Nevertheless, the term "parochial” may characterize much of the research on 2SI,
CAl, @and A-T instruction. From a base of macro-comparativ: studies, PSI rescarchers
in particular have tended to work inward--to analyz: the effects of manipulating one
or another PSI component. Some larger questions have in the wain gone unaskad, and
therefore unanswered. What motivational c[fects--aside fcom attitude toward class or
instructor--does PST have?! What capabilities for later iifa are cultivatcd? What
human characterigstics mediate the effects of PSI or TAT cr A-T7

The PST literature abcunds with theories and clain: th-: have yet to be
substantiated. The faculty member or admiulstrator wio i3 concidering implementing
PSI may herr that such a system enhances a student's celf-.mcpe, confideace, self-
starting capaciries, and organizing capabilities. The evidencc deals with meeting
course-gpecific objectives, Whether meeting suca objectives tcirsiutes into other
capabilities remains uuclear.

tn addition, the fundamental, long-term utility of outial restery as dercnstrated
on a written test 1s open to question. Conceivably, -acterv gn de(ined indicates little
more than test taking ability. Tssues of what focal compctencier should Le gelected for
migstery are largely unixpinred, and imany pe.csonai.rad {nstructior venturng aie straight
translations from traditional svilabi  Their rzlevance to the development of basic
capabilitios that are 'ife-long and traasferable is therofore indistingrishable from that
of their traditional counterparrs,

There have peen germinal erfforts to addrese “her: and simiinv issues. Faculty of
Northwestern's Center for the Toaching Professioas have consiun:-ed subjcct self-
perceptions of capacity t. contrcl their ervironment (locus or control) as a mediating
variable in a CAt education psy-hology :ourse (Menges, perconal zommunication, 1975).
Judd, et al.  (1974a; LG/ 4b), congidnred such variables &g lozu: of c~ntrol and achieve-
ment/independence as they related 1o anxiety, 'carrer ca:t-ol (demonstratec through
tequestls for maemcnics o nictortals), and errsry on quiz:zea aad icots. Whiie few
significant reirrjonships have been isolated, thesc endeavors ire nacouraging. They
seck to {dentify non-course-specoric facetroairs thal contribpiate te or result from tiue
employment of perscnalized instructiou. Finally, researchor: af Dawliing Gveen State
Univrersiry are berinnine 2 longitudinil, guiti-ccers. study of PSf s 7y (te-ent
disciplines as a tirst-yeneration ~ttempt ro ausess the method'sc efiact ot generic
cempetencies, regardless of content-: eciliv coursc objectives  The elfort will probe
whether wuch capabilitios are more readilv achieved thrnugh PS{, and whether they are
rrtatted and generalized.  The wtudv witl also attem ' t« Jderiify JST components that
seem critical to <cmpetency deve lopment and that m' ght rve coplied gelectively to other
fnstructicral methods
Research on Cooverative Learning and _Proyrems for tha Noa-fraditicral Student

——— - . - - ——aw— - e amt e——

The torm "rocperative! dewcribes chat wouldy which encoapas. o= 'werk in the peal
wer doas aovital learning cxperience ceomplemenarting the forp.l currieculem" (Crocs,
1973, p. Y. In current pariance. Maon-ctradition. " tudy ofien cificrs to external
degree progcams, ‘lnfversity ithout Walle. Cpe "niversitv--bricf.y institutions or

O oprams within {ns*itutirns thet oddress *h~ perceived nieds of won troditicual
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learners, particularly adults (Cross, pp. 40-43). 1Its commonality with cooperative
education {s its attewpt to integrate external, real-life experiences (particularly
work) in a program of study often leading to a degree,

Research in bLoth these areas is perhaps more problematic than that concerning
other forms of learner-centered reform. The difficulty stems from the lack of clear
formulas for equatin~ non-classroom learning to the more traditional learning experiences,
in which standards and credit hours are esta“lighed, It is a problem one level remeved
from that of tlie PSI prorram developer or ev-luator; if one accepts te dominant out-
comes of course-Lased higher education, namely content retention and achievement,
the comparison of personalized instructional approaches to traditional modes is a
straightforwvard endeavor, But, in the case of cooperative and or non-traditienal
atudies, how dbes one compare non-coursc experience with traditional course outcomes?
This remains a nagging question, one that hasz Lrought home to researchers a need to
establish the "cradibility" of non-traditional programs (lartnett, 1972),

One might view this lack of comparability as an opening for the illumination of
the bruader goals of higher education, Indeed, proponents of non-traditional study may
point to the development of "life skills" engendered by experiential learning. But what
are these skillg? The evaluation of non-traditional programs has not addressed this
question, Instead, it has tended to compare traditional and non-traditional students
on standard achievement measures (Hartnett), Or, it has been descriptive in nature,
performing a function akin to manpower or market surveys, describing the immediate
perceived needs of the "new student" and the characteristics of programs to serve thege
needs (Stroky, 1973; Davidson and Shoenhair, 1974),

An often essential characteristic of cooperative and nonetraditional studies is the
enp loyment of learning contracts, Bricfly defined, such a contract is a statement of
intent "drawn up by a student and a mentor or advisor that gpecifies what a gstudent will
learn in a given period of time and how. The contract is distinct from traditional ceurge
credits or semester equivalents and is evaluated but not graded," (Mayville, 1973,

p. 3). The emphasis is often on nonecourse experience, Studies in this area have tended
to previde client demographies (Empire Statie College, undated) and analyze the poste
experiential er postegraduate outcomes for students (Palola and Bradley, 1973), As with
nenetraditional education in general, evaluators of contract learning are faced with the
issue of equating experiential to course-bound education,

Since this issue has not been effectively addressed, researchers have tended to
aveid direct comparigens between traditiona. and non-traditional curricula, Yat,
interes :inzly enoush, attempts to specifically analyze non-traditional ventures have
tended to employ the evaluative criteria and procedures typical of course-focused
curricula, Thus, Barlow (1974), in a highly illuminative discussion of "An Experiment
With Learning Contracts,' based assessment of a contract experiment on his own learning
activicties log, student achievement, and student evaluation of the contract methed,
The author acknowledged that '"'due to the speculative nature of the subject and the basic
dissimilarity of the contract and classroom methods, unambijuous quantitative comparisons
[fbete_7 not possible.,”" (p. 445). The "apples and oranses" syndrome expressed here
seems to permeate contract learnin; researclh, Tuus far, it appears to have effectively
curtailed our ability to contrast two quite different dynamics: one in wvhich the learner
mecets educ "~ ‘onal prescriptions, and another in uvhich he helps shape them.
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Research on Time-Shortened Baccalaureate Proarams

Although time-shortened baccalaureate programs are not new, their recent proe
11 feration may have been stimulated by the Carnegie Commission Report, Less Time,
lore Options (1971) ., That report did not base its claims concerning the desirability
of time-shortening on empirical research., Rather it furnished an implied set of
hypotheses to be tested. .

Research questions being asked in the time-shortened domain include the follewings
How can the baccalaureate be shortened? How does a shortened baccalaureate impact on
learning processes? Does it have an effect upon maturation? What is the relationship
between a time-shortened degree and the development of generalized capabilities?
Does time-ghortening really save money? How can one evaluate the effect of time-
shortening on the individual and on the institution? liow are time-ghortened degree
programs mounted, implemented, and institutionalized?

Understandably, much move time has been spent creating time-shortened degree
programs than in examining them systematically, Nevertheless, some work has been done
and more is in process, The twelve institutions which received Carnegie Corporation
grants have been engaging both in individual research and in collective informatiene
sharing (see Giardina, Litwin, and Cappuzzello, 1973, as well as individual institutionsl
.studies). : o :

A study conducted by Willard Spaulding and Carnegie project participants (1973) at
Dominguez 1iills, Bakersfield, and San Francisco indicated that “far fewer students than
expected have chosen to accelerate their progr2ss to the baccalaureate degree through
-the three campus programs" (p. 69)., Among-its conclusions was the following:

Self-paced programs will yield the greatest amount of acceleratien when criteris

° for predicting student's success in them include (a) a proven capacity for selfe
d{rected learning and (b) strong motivation to speed progress to the baccalaureate
degree. (p. 70) - .

S

.The stydy reveals vhat appears to be a chronic difficulty.in bacealsureate times
shortening: the task of defining degree objectives clearly enough to serve as criteria
for what should and should not be addressed by the curriculum.

In additien to the above, an extensive AASCU study by Bersi (1973) attempted teo
categorize approaches to time-shortening and "=ero in" on cost savings., A Seuthern
Regional Education Board Conference Report (1972) attempted to provide a rationale
for the time-shortened degree, Finally, Charles leinert, in a recent and most ceme
prehensive study entitled Time-Shortened Degrees (1974), supggested that the timee
shortened issue really is dependent upon answvers to other questions concerning the
nature of the baccalaureate and its objectives in terms of competency development,

Although the phrase 'time-shortened degrees' may disappear as a popular

topic or focus of concern in higher educaticn, many of the pressures, cencerng,
and responses associated with the subject...will remain significant educational
issues for the remainder of this decade and beyond. (p. i¥)

Research results thus far have heen somewhat superficial. Most studies have shewn
significant cost savinis (e.n., Bersi) without detailing the financial implicatiens
which arise when shortened derees combine with enrollment declines, Some studies have
suggested that the deleterious effects of time-shortening on maturation are nejligible;

ERIC 9
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ho.:ver they have not followed through into the world of work to look at possible long-
. :rm consequences. A number of approaches to time-shortening* (e.s., early admission),

. wve yvoided serious quescions about the nature of the baccalaureate and the objectives
»¢ undergraduate education. They have merely substituted a shorter time frame for a

tonzer one. v

.

.« ‘leverthel ss, some time-shortened efforts, such as those at Bowling Green, Colgate,
..nd SUNY-Brockport, are crappling with how learning takes place and what competencies
individuals need to lead fulfillin~ lives in a complex and rapidly-changing world. Such
+ search holds a great deal of promise for attuning degree programs more effentively
t> societal demands and individual needs. Some of this work suggests that the length
+.§ the baccalaureate program is not a determining variable in learning acquired or
comretencies attained, It emphasizes the importance of developing pedasogical approaches
“hicr correlate highly with desired outcomes, and explores the assumption that differing
:ndividuals may utilize different approaches to attain the same results in terms of
wills developed, 1liuch of this research is just hepinning, and its impact will not be
fc'; for a number of years, excep: ia isolated experimental settings. .

iggvarcﬁ an.Interdiachlinary Programs

Consilaring the many contexts for interdisciplinary studies and programs (freshman
.ars, seulor seminars, cuneral education “core" curricula, interdepartmental majors,
Lt rdisciplinarv "clusters," even interdisciplinary collenes) oae might be led to. o -
li 've that sull prbgrams have taken the collegiate scene by storm, The fact that thts
. rogrammatic diversty®finds its expression in an equal diversity of- institutional types
(*es., SUNY=-Brockport, Dominquez i{ills, Bowling Green, Evergreen, Grand Valley,
Hi-vshire, Redlands, Michizan State, Alabama, Santa Cruz, Miami of Ohio, and Gggen Bay -

.a‘ane %Pst a few) supports the sugzestion,

Interdisciﬂﬁinary programs are indeed '"Wooming' (see Foa, 1973; Spaldin et al.,. ¢

213), unless %ne  considers the numiber of students they seem to attract. ' In fact if .
Y limited volume of research in this area tells us amything, it is that inter-

& ~c;p11nary prosrams are not "“big ‘draws." The research does not clearly specify why

R is so, .Levgne and Weingart (1974) have a hunch, however:

e

\ ]
. ﬁ\ttemptq at reform, however stimulating and numerous and creative and hopeful,
are at losgeriieads almost dverywhere with traditions--traditional ssudentg
passivity and traditional university rewvard systems that extol -specialization

and concentration. (p. x) .

Qrthefmore, impresgions of interdisciplinarity are diverse, pro and con., Morgison
awl Swora (1974) stressed the need for continued development of interdisciplinary
¢ ovcams, citine their salutary effects on student-teacher relationships. Dressel

“iv7}), houever, rrrote that interdisciplinary prosrams offer too little evidence to
p.oorify J{urther large-scaie adoption in colleve curricula,

The paucity of students is matclied L'y the scarcity ol research on the student

uttomet to interdisciplinary prosrams, The reason behind!this scarcity may bLe
o' itively straichtiorvard, It is di{ficulct to compare "tveatmemt'" (interdisciplinary)
<1 msatrol roups eon ac! fevement hecause the [ormer stresses content of a different
. Iaterdisciplinary prosrams stake theiv claims io viahility on the development
. tils or knouvledies that, of neceasity, fall ourside the purview oi single
i .pline (e.:.,, a ¢ourse on revional ecolovy). Comparative evaluation becomes minimally

crortul 0 suti a conext,
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The majmarity of writin: on {iaterdisciplinary studies and programs is either purely
descriptive (Dreyfuss, 1973), or analytical in the limited senge that it speculates on
factoars which inhibit the srewth of the movement., Levine and Weingart sugrest tthat
"{interdisciplinary and team-taught programs often fail because faculty do not want to
teach them, Whena faculty do teach them, they are unable ta integrate their discipline
or werk terether'" (p. &), The auti:ors supgpest that many programs suffer because of an
initial 1llusion cthat interdisciplinary etudies are eagy to btring off: liey are not
everly impressed with the succes; »f interdisciplinary reform in general educatisn, and
propose that alterations in :raduate education and faculty reward systems may do more te
ehange faculty approaches to teacting,

Reprotratly, none of tivdis -k has been atle to analyze te effect of inter-
digciplinary studies on student performance. Some e¢fforts have bHeen launcned in this
arena-~-unpublished rescarch reporis of Bowling Green's Little Collere, !lumanities Cluster
College, and Science Clugscer Collese procrams are a case in poini~-hut it will be some
time Leiore gufficient data exist to address the gsort of reservatinns cxpressed by
Dressel, and Levine and Yeingaret,

Concerning student attitudes and satisfaction, conflicting evidence appears to =7
have been generated, Some reports trace student digssatisfaction with the incmherance
of interdisciplinary attempts to intesrate discipline-based knowledge and merhods.

Other evidence suggest that well-cengtructed interdisciplinary pragrams can have &
prefeund influence an student attitudes and satigfactiean. Such programs may, in fact,
de more tm metivate student learning than the random cenglemeratien of disciplinary
based crurses and pragrams so prevalent taday. The jury has yet te ceme in,

Research on ;ndividualized Degree Proprams

Individualized degrece pragrams encompass any numbei of different instructienal m‘ﬂco.
Phey can be elected, selected, presceribed, or individualized. They can eccur in general
atudies, liberal studies, interdisciplinary studies, ar "unorthmadex majer pregrams,"
In general, individualized desree mreprams insist that underpgraduates actively design a
significant prrtisn--if not all--ef their studies to suite their awn needs or interests,

The individualized devree {3 largely a creature of the last three ar faur years, gnd
thg research reflacts this youthfulness, Much of it has sought tn cempare individuglised
degree pregram students with their "traditional" countersarts an aptitude, achievement,
and affective measures, Baker, Morris, and Redpers (1972), for example, noted that
upperclass students entering Michican's Pachelnr of General Studies pragram had lewer
GPA's and aptitude seores, Put vanked hipler on sucht MAIS scales as Creative
Persenality and Humanities Interest, Additionally, one-third ef the students entering the
procram had completed their foreisn langua<ze study, woich suipsests tiat avnidance of this
requirament did not motivate their choice,

However, it remains plausihle that larce numbers of students do uge the tachelar
of peneral studies pro-rams to circumveat (Orei-n lannuage requirements. This notion
is at least implied by Allen's (1972) survev ot 171 Ohine Universitv students enrnlled
in the ceneral studics projram:  4° per count of e respondents indicated that fereign
languapa was Lue most ebLjectionable requirements in thelr previous dejrec pragrams.

il
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Those who scek trends in research on individualized degree programs will eventually
be brought to combining unpublished document listings in ERIC (e.3., institutional
evaluation reports), Even there, findings are sparse and quite variable in depth and
scope of research, Participants in the National Workshop on Special Degree Programums
completed a survey with responses from 90 institutional programs featuring imividualized
degrees (Flournoy, 1973), A straightforward analysis of survey responses indicated that
35 programs mentioned no evaluation activity, six said they were too new for evaluation,
eleven intended to engage in future evaluation, 1. named a campus unit charged with their
evaluation, and 22 admitted involvement in or completion of some evaluation,

One can empathize wit! a recicence to grapple wi:h researcl: issues in the individual~
ized dajree domain. Each student veniure, it vould seem, represenis a unique ‘'curriculum"
with {ts own criteria-gectinn problems. In many cases, the very philosophy which
stimulates the evolution of an individualized degree program finds comparison on normed
achievement scales objectionable., There appears to be some willingness to settle for the
"market place" test, and let the case siand on client satisfaction.

One would nonetheless hope that some of the very real promise of individualized degree

‘programs mi~ht be sauged. Does the task of desiecning one's own educational experience

nenerate long-ranze “enefits? Is there a tendency on the part of self-patterning students
to capitalize on personal strengths or address pcrsonal weaknesses? Can one differentiate
hetween the impacts of traditional and individualized desree programs on the development

of general competencies? Findings that clearly meet such issues have yet to surface,

Independent study is basically a student's self-directed pursuit of a learning
experience, and may be characterized in varying degrees as time-free, space-free, courge-
free, and faculty-free activity. Responsibility for the learning experience falls
primarily on the student. Dressel and Thompson (1973) suggest that 'few areas in higher
educatien today are mao vasuely eulogcized, yet so little understood, so loosely defined,
and so inadequately researched as self-directed learning" (p..vii). They base this view
on a survey of 253 inscitutions, 70 per cent of which had not evaluated their independent
study offerings.

Where research does exist, it frequently compares independent study te other
apprnaches in terms of academic achievement and studast .atisfaction. No caenclusive
differentiation has emersed from these comparisong, but there is some evidence te auggest
that students achieve equally and are equally satisfied (See Murdock, 1973; Atherton,
1972) , Atherton and Spaulding, et al., observed that independent study students often
failed to complete wark on time. The significance of this finding, beyond the obvious
. :lication of confusimn for acadcmic schedules, is unclear.

Researchers have also treated variations within the independent study theme, Levine
and Weinsart have centrasued faculty perception of off- vs, on-campus independent study
programg., Faculty seem more pleased with on-campus study -~ about 25 per cent of the
respondents rated off-campus projects 'fair to unsatisfactory."

Beach (1974) disclosed that students ‘s:o performed self-directed study on a group
basis congulted more course readings than did students in a lecture-discussion context.
His observations of a study areup's behavior led the author to hypothesize that this mode
of study might heighten communication and interpersonal skills, responsibility for one's
own learning, curiosity, and critical-tliinking skills., These are the kinds of research
questions that warm our hearts, j.z
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Writers have considered cthe firancial aspects of independent study, lespite the fact
that over %0 per cent of the 253 institutions in Dressel and Thompson's study had not
estimated the costs for this approach. Bowen and Douglass (1971) suggested that
independent study could be economically feasible if programmed on a group, rather than an
individua) rasis. They warned that costs could grow exorbitant to the extent that
independent programs required individual tailoring.

In this area of learner-centered reform, as in others, more fundamental questions
must precede more fundamental research. For indepe-ident study, the most urgent questions
. @ those that seek to clarify its goals and objectives., Creating "independent
studyers" has long been an aim of higher education. Will "planned independence," as
a sys:ematic component of higher education, improve our aim? If.so, what kinds of
students vill most benefit? Gruber and Weitman (19452) asserted no hasis for a direct
relationship between intellectual ability and the capacity to profit from self-directed
study., If this is so, stvdents at all levels of capability could benefit--if only the
regsearch could disclose what benefits accrue!

There may be no such thing as an unchallengeably true generalization. Still, the
student of researc’ on learner-centered reform is likely to come away from his labors
with certain impressions that are reinforced so often they becow. at least modal. Here
are a few such impressions suggested by the weight of current res:arch: :

1. The outcomes of learner-centered curricula are no worse than (i.e., at least
as good as) the outcomes of comparable traditional curricula. This seemingly flaccid and
disappointing statement harbors significance. Not uncommonly, a curricular innovation
with its own discrete objectives is askod, in addition, to defend its achievement of
traditional goals it makes no epecial effort to address. Often the program Jdemonstrates
some gain toward its own objectives and does "as well" in meeting these added parameters.
The proliferation of the 'We do as well as ..." statements in the research is also
attributable to the vast ahsence of data on the program-specific outcomes of traditional
curricula, Quite often, the researcher is compelled to access a traditional curriculum's
impact on the student via an achievement score on a nationally standardized instrument.
Tne innovator then demonstrates 'equivalence"” with this slender surrogate for curricular

inpact.. |
" 2, Learner-centered curricula that clearly specify outcomes and the sequence of
activities requi; .. to achieve them exhibit more success in demonstrating student
achievement than ~urricula which do not. This may seem a trite observation in view of its
repeated occurrence in the mastery and PSI research. However,”there is a hint of some-
thing more here. One tradition asserts that the maturation df student capabilities

should remain an implicit consequence of formal academic effort. There is some accumula~
tion of evidence that desired educational gains ought to he made explicit in curricular
desisn, Whether this is lLecause explicitness permits less ''slippane’ on the part of the
ingtructor, more focus on the part o the student, or both, is unclear.

3. The objectives of learner-centered curricula are in t“e main conservatively
chosen. It i{s somehow odd that the least examined feature of even tlie most thorough-
zoing learner-certered curricular reform appears to te its objectives. Learner-centered
curricula embrace a “road array of quite differing objectives. Nevertheless, each tends
to exhibit a relative clarity ol ~noal. Once one understands what a piven curriculum
{s trying to achieve, the chosen "delivery system" makes sense and is often predictable

ERIC 14 .
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But the means used to specify objectives are a3je-o0ld and unexceptional. For the great
bulk of learner-centered curricula, academic tradition specifies the objectives.
Established syllabi, for instance, quite often set the pace for the Keller Method, Many
non-tradficional curricula undeorgo radical redesign in order to match services to client
need prescription, Other curricula shape themselves to develop “ehaviors prized in some
occupational sector of society., Very seldom are objectives set on grounds other than
tradition or some first-approximation response to the market place, Once set, the goals
appear no more amenable to change than tliose of traditional curricula. Rarely are
conscious eiforts made to adjust program ol>iectives in accord with prozram experience.

4., The cost of learner-centered curricula in terms of human resources, is higher.
This is a totally predictable outcome much ratified by the research, Even in instances’
whietre learner-centered curricular costs roughly equal those of comparable traditional -
programs, faculty activity studiecs disclose a greater commitment of personnel time to the
rrogram. A not unattractive corollary [requently emerzes in evidence that students, too,
xive of themselves morce intensively,

5. The administrative and bureaucratic difficulties of learner-centered curriculs
increase in direct proportion to their variance from previous curricular modes. It is,
the research confirms, not easy to be different, and less easy to be more different.

¢. Llearner-centered curricula are seen by their clients as more responsive to cliente
perceived needs. Client attitudinal studies generally disclose higher student satilfac-
tion with learner-centered curricula. In mastery method curricula, and occasionally in
otlier types of learner-centered reform, there is evidence >f some correlation between
student-satigfaction and improved achievement,

What problems are there with the research?

As a bdody, the most immediately disturbing feature of research on learner-centered
reform is that {t is repetitious, and not cumulative., As we have already indicated, much
of the research is embedded in semi-compulsory evaluative studies, commissioned either by
a fundiny agency or a campus governing body. Similar learne&-centered reforms in differing
institutional settings are required to praduce much the same sort of evaluative evidence.
The result is a predictably monotonic parade of ''research" and '"findings," given any
speclfic learner-centered iunovation,

For much the same reasons, :he rcsearch is distressingly "short term,' and typically
"one shot," Ddata tend to e yathered prematuvely and quickly., They are scrutinized .
intensely to addr:ss the survival issues that confront innovative ventures, and then set
aside, The longzevity of concern and support required to huild and sustain new research
desizns out of initial lindings is too seldom present. 12 rather sad consequence is a
fairly considerable aggrepate expenditure of vesources on repetitive snapshots of inunova-
tion, wheve the same funds might have suscained a carefully planned '"x-ray" that could have
revealed sometliing of the anatomy,

Another p=culiarity of the evaluation-embedded research on learner-centered vurricula
is that the mist informative studics are not in the published journals, but rather in
those unpublished evaluation reports which tend to come to rest in the files of curricular
committees and funding apencies, or on the podia of national or regional conferences.

A do-it-yoursel{ test of this assertion requires nothing more than a comparison of both
published and unpublished HRIC document listings.,
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One explanation that has, in the past, been offered for the repetitiveness of
research on curricular reform might be called the "flash-flood" theory. The notion is
that a new curricular approach spreads rapidly, and that vast numbers of people find theme
selves at the same stipe of tnnovative effort strujgling with the same issues. It is an
overly facile theory, since one has no difficulty unearthing current regearcl: that
“orosses the t's and dots the i's" of work donu 20 years azo. There does, however, seem
to be some as yet o“scurc pressure to replicate research beyond all reasonable utility,

That pressure may be a feature of the most troutlesome confusion that besets
curricular research, and that is the dominance of a rather naive set of aspirations we
hold for research. Some o us blatantly expect--and tliose of us who should know better
covet the hope--that research will tell us whether an innovation is good or not, once
and for all, so that axicties arc dissipated and everyone's satisfied, Perhaps tlat is
why we do so little vesearch on established curricula; they don't <7enerate sufficient
anxiety.

tle have still not perceived research as a vel icle by which man siapes more proximate
answers to vexing questions--some of which may remain perpetually vexatious, but
productive of more and more useful answers, Nor have we coupled that perception with the
incontrovaertible evidence that building an optimal curriculum must be one of the most
vexing questions of all. Aflter all, curricula serve the bold enterprise of working
changes on that most mysterious species--huma:i Leings.

e marvel is not that we wrin? suct meager information from the regearch. The
marvel 1s that curricula exist which have still to fecel an inquisitive probe, and that
educators exist who do not systematically question their trade. The ideal for curricular
research is that it informatively and unobtrusively parallel curricular execution,

If one were to sketch a model for research on learner-centerecd curricula, we fael
one weuld have to besin Ly re-profiling the role of a learner-centered instructor, He
must come to an explicit awareness that the act of instruction is, in all aspects,
essentially problematic. We are simply not sure how best to shape the act, how best to
talk about its sbjectives, or how best to s3auze its consequences. The teaching lore which
new equips our instructor amounts to little more than a collection of higstorically-
recycled hunches, Curricula are the contexts in which those hunches are played. Our
instructor would nurture a permanent dispositton to segregate and test specific hunches,
Since academicians are purportedly trained to deal experimentally with what is unclear,
eur teacher's instructional behavior would be carefully and consistently experimental,

with a community of teachers ulo met instruction and curricula on these terms,
extended and cumt 3i.ive vesearch would he possible, Its fruits would be increasingly
clear ingi’hts concernin: the very capabilities curricula seek to develop, not to mention
hews variables in the learninm process advance or inhibit that development. We can't
make gains on one side of this equation without making cains on the other. Unless our
treatment of th:» act of instruction unfolds a clearer view of the dynamics
of human developmen., we will not improve instruction. Ye will only repackage it,

Possihly the very phrase, "research on learner-centered reform,” implies a mistaken
strateny ‘'le necd "homo-centric' resdarch, couched in the learain; process, before we
can say much about the valuc of "learner-centered reform." Apain, like our Melanesian,
we know oo little a out the carco e prize Lo promise much oun its d.-livery. Perhaps a
little less ratilins of gourds, and more careful examination of l.ow ti.e pifts could
be (ashioned...

i3
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