Dolphin Morsel #17
Stage 6: Commitment Foreseen—Which Path to Choose? 

Stage 6, "Commitment Foreseen," the topic of this "Morsel," (A fellow Dolphin recently dubbed these “The Dorsal Morsels.”) marks an initiation into what Perry describes as “...an act in an examined, not an unexamined life.” Stage 6 introduces metacognitive reflection about the place on the path of life to which intellectual development has led. Perry’s book title, Forms of Ethical (emphasis mine) and Intellectual Development in the College Years: A Scheme, conveys the author's recognition that intellectual development does not guarantee an ethical foundation. Stage 6 awareness brings realizations of both opportunities and limitations. Education opens many doors; the realization of limits means that trying to experience what lies behind all of them means not exploring much beyond the doorways of any. 
 
Perry's cases revealed three paths. Two of these describe arrested ethical development. One is characterized by "going limp" and letting events dictate the results by relinquishing responsibility to choose and act. The other led to use of acquired intellectual power in the manner of a self-serving opportunist, without regard to consequences for others. The third path involves the realization that intellectual development brings not just power, but also responsibility for its use. This discovery involves the recognition of responsibility for constructing the value of one’s own life through one’s own actions. It involves a dawning awareness that “to know” is insufficient; one must act in order to create value. Consideration of what it means to act responsibly introduces a pronounced emphasis on ethical development.
 
This does not imply that acting responsibly must result from a long developmental process or that those operating at lower Perry stages do not understand what it means to behave ethically. What distinguishes Stage 6 and beyond is the metacognitive emphasis involved in the higher stages. A Stage 2 thinker may behave ethically because he/she believes it is the right thing to do. A Stage 6 thinker will have considered how he/she got the idea about what seems to be the right thing to do. The result will be a conscious choice to continue with or to break from particular values acquired in the past. 
 
Stage 6 differs from the yet higher stages (7 to 9) in that it marks a place where one sees need to commit to act in certain ways to resolve major relativistic problems, but, for the most part, the acts are as yet perceived, and only a few have been actually experienced. 
 
Stages beyond Stage 5 have special meaning to those who instruct graduate students and nontraditional adult learners. The experiences that previously required any of older students to make commitments now enable them to evaluate the results of taking responsibility for learning in the context of life rather than in just the abstract context of the grade or the classroom. One reason why we often consider older students to be our “best” students is because they have become more capable of taking responsibility and initiative on their own behalf.
