Welcome to ISU’s one-page faculty development
newsletter! I started Nutshell Notes in Platteville,
Wisconsin, and ten years worth were written by me
(Ed Nuhfer) at University of Colorado at Denver
(UCD). Those archives remain accessible at http:/

soon be duplicated here at ISU. Bookmark the UCD
site for access for now.

William G. Perry Jr.* did pioneering work in the 60s
at Harvard University on the stages of intellectual
development of students that defined their ability to
think according to discrete levels. Other workers
investigated this same phenomena, and their findings
replicated Perry’s. A summary of the equivalence is
shown in the table on the reverse side, and the
implications that arise from this work are enormous
for adult learners and higher education.

The most reasonable explanation for why varied
workers can arrive at such similar conclusions is that
education has adetectable effect on the brain atcellular
levels. The brain learns by developing and stabilizing
synaptic pathways. When a student persists longenough
and confronts challenges that are part of a good plan to
produce intellectual growth, a punctuated change
occurs between Perry levels 4 and 5 that marks students’
ability toeffectively use evidence to solve open-ended
problems. The ability arises only when the required
synaptic pathways have been developed. The truly
good news is thata student can literally “grow abrain,”
if he/she takes advantage of an educational program
designed to facilitate the growth of the required neural
networks. If the challenges are well planned and the
student persists, the transition to higher level thinking
will usually take place. Such thinking is not reserved
for only “the gifted.”

Open-ended problems are those that do not have
specific right or wrong answers, but instead have
reasonable or unreasonable ones. The process of

confronting such problems —involves formmlating

.

www.cudenver.edu//OTE/nn/index.htm and should

(Unit Level Development: Why We Need to Think at Varied Scales )

several sound working hypotheses and using evidence
to discernthe strongestamong them. Mostbaccalaureate
graduates do not possess this ability; they are stuck at
level 4, which means that they cannot use evidence
effectively or with sophistication.

Another profound outcome of this research is the
indication that there are no shortcuts to acquisition of
the necessary skills. This seems to be because required
neural growth is notrapid enough to allow the challenges
of any single course to produce the required result.
Instead, the goal of high level thinking has to be reached
through a series of courses, designed for this purpose,
over several semesters—i.e. a curriculum. This is the
primary reason that we need to begin thinking at scales
beyond what happens to students in just our own
courses, and begin to picture how our courses are part
of an effort designed with our colleagues. We need to
envision ourselves and our efforts as part of something
larger, because we are ultimately in the business of
credentialing: giving degrees, not just courses. Often
these degrees, mostly derived from curricula at the
departmental levels, have alarger scale signature that is
imprinted by the general requirements of a college or
university. The research presented here shows that we
need to spend more planning than customary by having
the necessary conversations with our colleagues for
designing curricula that ultimately produce high-level
thinkers. When this does not happen, the default is
upper division courses thatemphasize low level, closed-
ended kinds of problems and programs that produce
graduates stuck at Perry level 4 reasoning. Even the
most difficult closed-ended challenges cannot produce
graduates who can deal with real-life ambiguities.

“Assessment” describes a process by which a unit
knows what it is about, why it has chosen particular
content and learning objectives, and how it knows
when the objectives are met—not just in content
learning, but also in high-level thinking. ISU’s Center
for Teaching and Learning has tools that can help

departmentsdesignsophisticated assessments: Callus!)-

See other side for Models of Adult Thinking'Equivalence

J

*Quickly learn the Perry model! Go to http://www.cudenver.edu//OTE/nn/index.htm and look at v 8 n 1-7.
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