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An Analysis of 'Student Success'
Barbara S. Stengel . .
ha] University of Pittsburgh
I suppose it might be said that we are here today because we are all in
"quest of student success.”" I intend in this paper to wonder aloud whether or
* npot that is accurate. I do not mean to imply that there are those among us who
advocate stu&ent failure, or who do not seek what is good for their students.
However, I do hope to make the point.thatAthe concept of "student success,"
taken out of specific context, is subject .to so many interpretations as to
-make it, at best, ambiguous &nd, at worse, ﬁéaningless.

That the concept is subject to @ultiple intefpretationé may, I supposé,
actgally be a strength in the narrow context of ic§ use as the theme of this
Colloquium. In a conference which, solicits a broad range of educational
discourse, a theme which allowg wide berth in choice of topic is appropriate.
However, the (arguable) aptness of tﬂe concept in this specific usage may
obscure the ambiguity inherent in the concept itself. I think there is some
general. sense that we all understand what student success is, and that we are
shnpiy exploring how to encourage it. Such an assumption cAn be quite problematic
whén seeking consensus about, and integration of, the various components of
educational theory —- or when making public policy decisions regarding education.

~ Why this is so i% the primary focus of this paper. ) p)

I offer here a philosophical analysis of the term "student success'". I
will show that sucéess is itself always a relative term, relative to some other,
prior picture of the end or the process of an endeavor. Further, I will

discuss the varying ways in which student might modify or qualify the content of

T
success, focusing specifically on the difference between 1) success in the role

of student, and 2) success of persons who are our students.

E l{lC‘/
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I hav; no intention of offering here the "true meaning” of student
success. If there is, in any sense, a "true meaning', it is the one which we
are jointly working out here today. I simply plan to demonstrate that there
are mrltiple interpretations of st;dent success -~ and that if we are to "
discu&s andiafgue about it intelligibly, we need to be sensitive té possible
.

misinterpretation and ambiguity, as well as to our own assumptions about the

néaning of the term.

As the previous comments may indicate, I do have a secondary purpése in
presenting this.paper, i.e. to demonstrate concretely one way in which ° -
philosophers of education may assist educational researchers, practitioners
andhéecision—makgrs in achieving, if not consensus, at lec# understanding
about the problems which we facg and the decisions which we must‘make. The
exposure of ambiguity, the clarification of terminology, and the identification

of common and diverse strands of argument is one clew.r contribution of

, " philosophy to educational discourse.

I

2

Before turning to an analysis of the term "success" as it is used iﬁaordinary
language, and before examining the ways in which it may be qualified by the
§
modifier "student", I think it worthwhile to take a brief look at the use of the

phrase "In Quest of Student Success" by the Colloquium Committee. I quote here ,

LY

the Colloquium Announcement: '"We are defining success as a holistic process I
. ) ' |
which includes cogaitive and affective learning in preschool through adult |

‘ |

education. The theme, then, includes such areas as academic and vocational

.

L
eduzation, teacher and student accountability, social, moral and physical develop-

ment , testing, exceptional learners, providiag for the handicapped, integration,

and achievement."

Selection of this theme and the wording of the announcement by the
\\ N

Colloquium Committeexfuggests that much,fif not most, educational research

\
rRc .
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could find some space under the umbrella of student success. ThePe is the
furtﬁer suggestion that good educational research and practice is, in fact,
in quest of student success. Yet I can imagine numerous situations in whicﬁ
student success 1ls, in some sense, problematic.

Allow me to illustfate. A student recently described to me a situation &
involving his sister and évregional'mathematics competition. The young man's
sister, an excellent math st;dent, sat for the regional competitive examination
along with a friend. The friend infoitmed her after the test that she had
cﬁeated on the exam. Whgn results were announced, the Joung man's sister
had not advanced to state‘competition but her friend, who had cheated, had
done well enough to move on. The young man's sister had failed; the friend
was successful, Or'was she? If this is a case o£ student success, then'I,
and I suspect many of you, am not in quest of student success.

. I think T can anticipate your response here.. fou'can say that the
cheater @as not really successful in demonstrating her math skills, and that
the non-cheater was at least somehcw successful in that she tried to
demonstrate her own ability. While I am sympathetic to this kind of response,
I am afraid it just won't work. The cheater was successful, both at cheatiné
and at scoring well on the test. The non—cheater may well have ﬁade a
valiant attempt, but it is telling to note that attempt (as well as failure)

" .
is an antonym of success as listed in Webster's Dictionary. To try, according

to the dictionary, is to not succeed.
What we need to determine is what kinds of cases we are in quest of when
we are "In Quest of Student Syccess." Is success solely a product as most

di.ctionary definitions seem to suggest? Is it solely a process as the

Colloquium Committee defines it? Is success an important value as the .

ar

.
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Colloquiun;theme seems to imply? 1Is it simply one value among manylas my
cheating example might suggest? Rgrhaps most important of all, how are we
able to identify cases of student success? The point here is that the meaniﬁg
of student success and the value which we place on it is highly éontingent
upon the specific situation in which it is identified. This will be deéeloped
. further on. For now, I would like 'to ask if we are justified, the;, in
accepting "In Quest of Student Success" as the theme of this conference? We
may more easily answer YES to this question if we are fully aware that ”Iﬂ
P 1 *

Quest of Studént SPccess" functions here as a slogan.” That is, it is a kind
of summary statement which prescribes ; certain orientation. In effect, it
says- nothing more than thgt we are "in quest of whatever our goal is in '
education." It is used here in 5 ceremonial context2 to "express and foster

a community of spirit,"3 i.e. to arouse interest bogh in our work as educators
and in our discussions here today.

Because it is used as a slogan, we can't critigize it for formal
inadequacy and ipaccuracy. We can't complain that it does not clearly specify
student success Or point to the exiétence of specific goals in education. If

"In Quest of Student Success" is effective in generating interest in aﬂd sub- » -
stantial research for this conference, then we are_justified iﬁ using it as

the.theme of this conference. However, this séys nothing at all about‘the

meaning of Student.success as a concept which fiéures éubstantively in specific
instances of educational discourse‘(such as the flapers presented here today.)
The Colloquium Committee selected "Student Success" as the theme of this
. conf erence not merely because it sounded good but because it was thbught to
have enough common core of meaninga to be able to arouse interest. Specifying
whaththat common core of meaning is is not the Committee's task. Their task
was to get us here. Ourlcollective task is, on some sense, to "interpret”

student success by fleshing it out in terms of specific research projects.

Vo4 < A

b
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My specific task here is to take student success and analyze both how we

]
commonly use the term and how we are logically warranted to use it.

. II ‘ R

I wish to make the point that success is always a relative term, |

- o

radically contingent upon the situation in which it arises. ‘Generally, ‘

P

whether or not a particular instance is identified as success depends upon
some priorly~-held conception of what (process or product) would constitute

success. lowever, it is important to note that this priorly-held conception
need not be absolﬁte. The preconception of success may alter aslthe situation L
unfolds. Still, built into any pronouncement of 'success" is some'quite :
speciéic conception of what succes; is infqhose circumstances. ‘

Some everyday examples demonstrate this nicely. Consider three basketball

.

teams A,-B, and C. Team A's final record is 20-0; team B's record is 10-10;

and team C's record is 0-20. It is quite possible to conceive of circumstances

~in which each of these teams might be said to be successful.

.

, )
Clearly team A is successful because it won all its games. Its success )

is relative to some objecti;e standard of“winning all gameéTA“Téam B is

Y

. .

successful if its pfior best record was 5-15., Its success is measured in

§ imbrovement relative to subjective standards. Team C is successful if this is
the first §ear that the team«eyisted, the members progressed, nobody was ~
injured, and the experience was generally a positive oﬁe. Its success is

. [ . &
relative to- some prior conception of the process involved.

. Attribution of success is often dependent upon the vantage point of thg

judge.' A studeng with a B average may considei himself to be successful in
that his average is higher than those of his peers. His teacher may view him
as unsuccessful in comparison fo the previous performance of *his brother.

His parent may judge him to be successful in light of emotional stress at home

EMC 7 . . . N
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which distracts him from his school work. His counselor may think him to be
unsuccessful when Qiewing his actual achievement in terms of his potenhial.
The point is not that some of these success attributions are incorreéct.
It is that whenever one uses the term success, one has in mind some pre-
conception of what success is in that instance. If we afe to understand
another's reference to success, we mu%t\be sure that we are als; clear about
his.criteria of success. We cannot speak'intelligibly to one another about

student success unless we a) hold identical criteria for success, or b) at

least understand the differences between us. Therefore, if someone (e.g. the

someones presenting papers at this conference today) rgfers to student success,

.

we must ask them what their criteria for sfich success are. This is a simple

[

point; but one whichawe ére inclined to forget.,

The reason why we forget is not difficult to discern. There is-a
"standard interpretation" of succeés in our society, an interpretation about
which there is some degree of implicit consensus. ("Success" functions as a
sort of societal slogan.) Tﬂe standard interpretation is based‘on ‘our conception
of our socio—political systeﬁ as mefitocratic, a conception firmly rooted in

the Protestant Ethic. People believe that they are rewarded on the basis of
rs * [~]

merit. There is a general faith that one's status is not fixed, one's opportunity

is not limited and one's success is not accidental. In this interpretation,
» ot

success 1s measured objectively in terms of salary and status. ,The educational
equivalents of objective measures of 3ucqéss include grades, athletic competition,

selection for honors courses, .etc. Education exists not for itself, but as a
. . .

&
.

means of success. According to this standard interpretation, Team A above is

the only successful team because, as Vince Lombardi put it, winning is "the

only thing." And according to this standard interpretation, the "B" student . .

is unsuccessful for the plain and simple reason that his average is less than

L} Al
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Whether the standard interpretation o0f success is the best one is an

important issue for discussion. There is, in fact, considerable ambivalence

&

within our society toyard‘such a notion of success. The members of the

o °

\ ,
// Colloquium Committee showed awareness of.this when they talked about success
// as a process. William James referred to "worship of that bitch-gaddess
Success" as the cause of moral flabbiness,S impl;ing that the standard
interpretation was problematic. - Albert Eipstein exhorted a friend: "Try not
% to become ; man of success, but try rather to become ; man oé value,"
.suggesting that success is contradictory to Eﬁpertant valuesl However, my
intention ie’not to debate the standard interpretatien oﬁ success, but
rather to poinf out that it is one of many possible interpretations of
success. It is quiteczossible to interpret success such thet being a man of
success is be}ng a man of value, for'instance.- It is not the standard ‘
interpretation, but it is like the standard interpretation in that it is
based on some speeific view of the situation and some prior conception of

what, is desirable. The key is to remember that the standard interpretation

is not dictated by the meaning of the term success. Rather, the interpretation

adopted‘is what gives meaning to the term.

In shert, a person is succeebful when an actual process/result matches a

Y L]

desired process/result, whether that process/result is societdlly dictated

(external standards) or individually-determined (internal standards). There
. remains, then, another variable, i.e. the perspective of the "judge." The

"judge" is the person making the attribution of success, the one who determines
>

not just whether the actual matches the desirable, but who, more importantly,
determines what the desirable is. Who is to be the judge is the central issue

when the notion of success is qualified by the term student. It is to this

L d

Yssue that I now turn.

.
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There are, I think, twé. primary ways in which we can read ''student

~

success'". We can take kt to mean 1) success in the role of student, or

2) succéss of the persons who are our students. The two' are possibly, though

not necessarily, contradictory. I will ex?iain eacﬂ and discuss implications.
If, by student"success,'we mean success in the role of,stuﬁent, then we

must determine just what are the parameters of the role of student. 1In

- N

other words, what are the criteria of a successful representation of this
N 2

role? Once again, we are faced with various .possible interpretations.

There is, I think, a sort of standard interpretation, one which fits
loosely the standard interpretation of success described previously, and

which is, like the standard interpretation of success,‘impliéitly assumed

‘rather than explicitly justified,

. -

The role of the student is to work hard to learn what th%,schools have to
teach. The successful student is most™often the one who earns an "A" average,

is elected President of Student Council, and/or is captain of the sotcer team.

These are the students who are generally given awards and rewards certifying

N

them as successful. In addition, however, recognition is sometimes given to

those who demonstrate exceptional effoxt; e.g. a student may be rewarded for

Y

. ’ N
perfect attendance, persistent effort, or a sportsmanlike attitude. Still,
the interpretation of the role of student is the same; work hard to learn

what the schools have to teach. The school, in. the person of the teacher, is

.

&

the arbiter of success. . : .

.

. This standard intarpretation of the role of student is in direct contra-
. !

diction, of course; with the radical and/or revisionist critique of education.

Actually, the description of the fqle of the student is remarkably similar.

-

In Jerry Farber's idiom, the student is a "nigger," one who jumps when the
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teacher says "jump," reads what' the teacher tells him to read, and believes

what the teacher'sayé is the trut:h.7 The conflict is over whether an

a

adequate representation of this role constitutes success in any meaningful,
'\' . . .) -
way. i
<

Recent revi'sionist literature makes exactly this point. In this viey,.

’ o
the widely~accepted role of the student is to become socialized into the values,
" a~

-

the work place and tRe status structure of the society. The "successful

0y
.

student" is the one who adopts socially-accepted values, who acquires skills
) N A N, ’ . »
which are utilizabie in our industrial society, and who accepts his status as

y

a fair indicator of his personal worth. For the revisionist, suc&ess, as,

designated here, 1s not a value; it is not desirqble. In short, if this is
L

student success, then educators should not be in quest of student success.
o 3 )

Neil Postman and Charle$ Weingartner offer an alternative interpretation
<

of the role of student in The Soft Revolution: A Student Handbook for Turning

.

Schools Around.8 While sharing the radical critique of the equcationalpsystem,

Postman and Weingartner view the student as a potential agent for change rather
®

than as an unwitting victim oﬁ the, system. The role of the student is to

\ ~

realize that the "stude1}§,aﬂe the schools" add to take (non-violent) action

*

to make the .schools more refponsive. Therefore, the successful student is the

one who effectively changbs the syswii (toyard humaqisﬁic goals and practices),

and not the student who scores highest ‘on achievement tests. .
o .

.0
This notion of the successful student as revolutionary (even a "soft)

revolutionary) is enough to give many teachers qpopléxy. I should point out

here that there are ideas about the role of the student which differ from ’ \

both the standhrd interpretation and from the radical critique. We might, for
\ .

example, base a conception of the role of student on R.S. Peters' analysis of

eddéation.9 According to Peters, education is a term which sets out broad
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criteria for a process in which a student is a participant, Edication © a) involves
. .. . 2 ’

L

content which is worthwhile, b) engenders knowledge and understanding in

*'cognitive perspective," ¢) is characterized by "leading out" rather than

"'mutting in," and d) must_be consistent with respect‘ for persons.” Thé role

1

of the étudent, then, is simply to be a willing participar}g in this somewhat
o .

open—ended process. In this interpretation, student success is less-a function

of socially-designated goals than of educationally-based processes. It is

~ . .

this sort of interpretation which T suspect many of us, as students of -
. L

.
2

education, havg3 vaguely in mind.

CALL of the above interpretations of student success are based on the

-
-

. .
-successful representation of a peculiar conception of the role of the student.

A Y 1Y

X

There is, however, an altogether different way of construing student succeés,

L)

* . L
di.e. success of the persons who are our students. In this way of thinking,.

M ‘

**student'’ 1is not a normative role, but an adjective descriptive of persons
» * ™

~ [N

with whom we, as educators, come into contact. We are concerned with the

« 4 *
success of these individual persons as individuals in a breoad context, not

.

only as students. This view suggests that our quest for student success is,
An part, an acknowledgement of Christopher Morley's point when he said, "There
is only one success =~ to be able to spend your life in your own vbay."lo

~ 4 8

I wouid like to cite just t.e example of an individual's conception of

success which goes beyond, and in some sense, contradicts the standard

Interpretation ot =rccess associated with her particular role. A recent

- *
article in Parade Magazine reports "What Success Taught Sissy Spacek."11

Spacek, according to the article, is "the most successful of the new generation

"of American actresses." In other words, she is successful in the role of an
L) a B

actress; she has performed starring roles and won an Oscar. However, the
[

Y
.

article goes on:
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But success, real success, is a state of mind more
than anything else, a quality of self-esteem.
.Sissy.Spaéek knows that now, but it was knowledge
hard achieved. . . . Oh Yes, she considers herself
successful ~—~ precisely because she does not think
of things any more in terms of success.

The above statement would be odd~sounding if we did not keep in mind the

- b4

. distinction between personal standards of §uccess ("she considers herself

<

successful™) and role~related standards of success (""she does not think of

things anymore in terms of succesg'). Similarly, we must remain aware of
a ) - P
\

the potential distinction between a student's personal conception of his

\,
AN ST

success and the role-determined conception of student success. Both are . - .
possible readings of "'student success.™ "

Two points should be noted. First, it is quite possible tﬁsi "student"

Mh'&h“ - \\'
and "individual" be construed in such a manner that the two are complementary

N\

‘ 3
and compatible. However, it often seems true (as revisionist criticstﬁnd
* " o

. - existential commentators point out) that the societally-designated role of

the student may severely 1imip‘th% pefsonally-generated desires and talents of
- M A

. the individual. \ oy

] * 3
o .

. . . Second, even if we do agree that there is d{diﬁférencg.between success of

H\:' N o

« . & . -~ . ‘

» students.as persons and success of students as students, we still must deal
" > : .

with the general interpretaéion of success, and the issue of who is to judge.

Are we talking about society's determinination of what a successful person is,
2

or are we talking about each individual's decision as to what his personal

: 2
interpretation of success will be? And if we choose the latter, are we

a ¥

appropriately sensitive‘to.the ways in which personal choices and perceptions

are limited, supported, and/or distortéd by the social milieu in which they

& ot
occur? Like success as student, success as person allows for varying

. ’ ; {3
— interpretation. . \L\
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IV

It would seem, from this analysis, that the concept of student success is
something of a built-in multiple-choice quiz. If I am correct in maintaining
that the meaning of success is always relative to some accepted standard(s),
then we must ask ourselves some questions about the source, strength and nature
of that standard before we can proceed to;discuss anv instance of student

) ‘sucéess intelligibf&.

Naturally, we need to know just what the standard is. But we also need to
know whether the standard is a societal one, a systematic ohe, or a personal
one. We need to know whether the“standard embodiéswé product, a process, or
in some way, both. We need to know who is making the judgment of success.

Who is accepting the standard as desirab}e and assessing some student's
experience in light of that standard? 1Is it society? the teacher as

representative of the educational system? the individual student? Without

such awareness, i.e. without specification of the contingefut circumstances

:/
which designate that sitdation a case of student success, the concept of

student success is at least ambiguous. ) .

v

Are we all in quest of student success? As the central slogan for this
Colloquium, the phrase "student success” means notaing wure than "whatever our
goél is in education" or perhaps "something good for our studeunts." If that
is all we take it to mean, then it is obviously true, but trivial, that ve are
all in quest of spudent success. ILf, however,-éach‘of us has in mind a concept
of student success with quite specific content, then to say that we are all in
quest of student success is not at all a trivial statement. Unfortunately,

until it is clear that we agree upon explicit standards for student success,

i ."

it is also not obviously true.
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