Dolphin Morsel #16
Perry Stage 5: Punctuated Change to Relativism
In multiplicity (Stages 3 and 4), students recognize that there is more than one kind of problem and approach to thinking. Relativism arrives when one recognizes that varied frameworks of reasoning exist, and their relative value depends upon the context of the problem at hand. This realization occurs abruptly, and most undergraduates never reach it.
Perry captures this realization in an interview with a student: “I don’t know if complexity itself is always necessary. I’m not sure. But if complexity is not necessary, at least you have to find that it is not necessary before you can decide, ‘Well, this particular problem needs only the simple approach.’” 

The ability to distinguish the value of competing arguments involves not only the evidence offered, but also the relevance of the method or framework of reasoning used to produce the evidence. 

An example is evaluating the hypothesis: "Indoor radon is dangerous to homeowners." The best-known method of science is the method of reproducible experiments. One can confirm that the kinds of radiation associated with radon do damage tissue and induce lung cancer in lab animals. On the basis of consistent results from many careful experiments, we have high confidence that such radiation is damaging. One may extrapolate these results through risk analysis to estimate: "20,000 lung cancer deaths a year in the U. S. are caused by indoor radon." 

To a layperson, this may seem like a confirmation of radon as a proven danger, supported by overwhelming evidence. But homeowners are one context and laboratory conditions are another. A person operating at Stage 5 sees this red flag immediately. If the person understands the methods of science, she/he will see the method of science suited to the task as the method of multiple working hypotheses applied to actual field data. The person will recognize that an ultimate confirmation lies in discovery of a damaged population of homeowners associated with elevated radon exposure. Use of controlled experiments only yields another hypothesis and not a confirmation. Stage 5 thinkers are comfortable with problems that are ambiguous and contextual.

We can help students reach Stage 5 by affirming that our own disciplines have ways of knowing and understanding, but so do other disciplines, and all deserve respect. A student who perceives general education as an opportunity to learn multiple frameworks of reasoning has a far better chance of reaching high-level thinking than does a student caught in viewing the meeting of general requirements as a ticket-punching exercise. 

Students moving to Stage 5 need challenges that drive them to think conceptually with awareness and confidence, and to develop as reflective, autonomous learners. Undergraduate research and service learning—both done with mentors— transfer academic experience to authentic challenges. These are excellent ways to help students develop beyond Stage 4. 

Students are probably reaching Stage 5 when discussions and activities with them feel increasingly like the conversations and projects that occur with our colleagues. At Channel Islands, we have some unusually nice opportunities to develop students to this level.

