Intellectual Development and High Level Thinking 

This starts a series of weekly "Dolphin Morsels" under the theme of “critical thinking and levels of adult thinking.”
 
William G. Perry, Jr. identified and described specific stages of intellectual development in college students. His book, Forms of Ethical and Intellectual Development in the College Years is a classic. Every subsequent researchers' efforts to address adult intellectual development deduced stages that map onto Perry's stages, so, to understand the Perry model enables a reasonable understanding of all the others. All discovered the same characteristics and progressive development of the stages in the same sequence. All confirm that shortcuts are not available and that one does not develop mastery of highest level thinking either quickly or through bypassing former stages. "Critical thinking courses" in themselves can't produce it. It takes a curriculum over an extended time—about two years—to produce major advances in stages of thinking.
 
Perry deduced nine developmental stages. The first six are clearly cognitive; the three higher stages are a melding of both affective and cognitive learning. The average high school graduate reasons at about level 3.5 to 3.7. The average baccalaureate graduate reasons only at about level 4.0. This change represents very little cognitive development after four or five years in college—certainly less than is possible. 

High-level thinking translates into ability to use evidence effectively. That describes reasoning at about Perry stage 5. Any university that identifies with the outcome, "critical thinking," should aim to graduate baccalaureate students at or above Perry stage 5.
 
Both students and instructors should understand what must occur during college if significant intellectual development is to take place. In the next few "morsels," we'll develop familiarity with the character of each of the Perry stages and discuss some ways to move students from one stage to the next higher stage. Finally, we'll look at alternate taxonomies of learning and how and why these relate to the Perry model.
 
