Dolphin Morsel #14
Perry Stage 3: Early (Subordinate) Multiplicity 

In Morsel #13, we saw that students at Stage 2 feel distrust and resentment when they discover that authority does not or cannot always provide unique "right" solutions. Students at Perry Stages 2 and 3 are probably our greatest challenges, and most of our students are likely operating within Stage 3. 

At Stage 3, students attempt to resolve their discovering that many challenges may have no unique solutions. Most do this by agreeing that all opinions, perspectives, and beliefs have equal value. 
 
That view is comforting, especially when held by a supportive group with these same beliefs. It feels respectful of others and allows any individual within the group to feel secure in holding onto particular personal beliefs (or biases). When students discover that professors do not agree that all their opinions have equal validity, this leaves students feeling bewildered and less secure.  

A student may say: " The grade you gave me on this paper is only your opinion…." Rarely is such a statement a premeditated action to express disrespect for a professor. Instead, it is an honest statement borne from how a Stage 3 student views the world of academic problems.
 
The student has recently learned (perhaps grudgingly) that authority cannot always furnish satisfying answers. To those convinced, for the moment, that all opinions are equally valid, it seems unlikely that our opinions about their papers should be better than that of anyone else. 
 
If an assignment receives a lower grade than the student anticipated, the student knows only that his/her performance received a low rating. He/she doesn't know why the rating is low, how the rating is produced, or how to recognize the weaknesses before submitting the assignment. 
 
This is a difficult stage for students. They need to distinguish reasonable from unreasonable solutions, but they do not yet possess the critical skill: knowing how to use evidence. There is still more inclination to venerate local authority by presuming that success lies in producing “what the teacher wants” than there is in sensing that a general process exists that will allow the student to provide a good product. 
 
Being a teacher in the midst of Stage 3 students is akin to being the proverbial bull in the china shop. Much around us is fragile. This makes us more tense than normal and too easily spooked. Sounds of "this is only your opinion…" are the first shattering of glass, which can provoke us to rash action. An unwise response can produce a lot of broken china—including driving some students to regress back into Stage 2 resentment. 
 
To meet Stage 3 students' needs, we need to initiate their understanding of how authorities know that not all arguments are equally valid. 

Meeting Stage 3 Students' Needs
Very useful to meeting students' needs at Stage 3 are exercises that use rubrics to convey the process through which competing arguments really can be resolved to illuminate one argument as more legitimate than another. Students need considerable practice in use of process before they can truly grasp why attention to process is so important. Practice in evaluation through use of peer review incorporated into assignments is helpful. 

Group work and group projects provide a haven from within which students at Stage 3 can move beyond their presumptions about equal validity and develop the skills typical of Perry Stage 4. Although Stage 3 can be difficult for us and for our students, it can be easier if seen for what it is—an immense opportunity. This is the beginning of a transition from valuing only content knowledge to the valuing of the process of reasoning and thinking. 
 
The transition takes time, practice, and patience from both instructors and students.
