Dolphin Morsel #15
Perry Stage 4: Relativism Subordinate 


Welcome back! 

We took holiday time off from these Morsels, and we return now to the next stage of the Perry model. In December, we saw that students at Stage 3 attempt to resolve open-ended challenges by judging that all opinions are equally valid. 

Stage 4 involves students' coping with an opinion’s being evaluated as relatively reasonable or unreasonable, based on use of evidence.  "Relativism subordinate" describes a state in which students begin to use evidence. They will not progress beyond Stage 4 until they are able to use evidence well. Many college students graduate at the baccalaureate level as Stage 4 thinkers.
 
The paradox students face upon leaving Stage 3 is distrust of authority coupled with recognizing a dependence upon authority to move them to intellectual independence. Students more accepting of authority may be eager to produce work that fits their beliefs about "what the teacher wants." The problem is that such eagerness leads them into compliance rather than into intellectual independence.
 
Students less accepting of authority adopt the philosophy: "Question Authority!" Students operating through this philosophy may be less pleasant for some instructors to be with than those students who are eager to please. Yet, the daring to question authority also has value: repeatedly demanding that authorities provide evidence eventually reveals that one must to do the same in order to be credible. 
 
A key word that offers resolution to both compliance and defiance is "responsibility."  Assembling evidence is work. In a world where "all opinions are equally valid," there's no work commitment required to be credible. However, when one perceives a need to assemble evidence, one begins to sense a need to establish a tangible basis for one's own beliefs and assertions.  At that stage, realization occurs that pleasing authority and criticizing authority are both distractions from taking actions on one's own behalf. Development within Stage 4 is largely about developing an understanding of responsibility. 

Meeting Stage 4 Students' Needs
Realization of need to use evidence brings with it early attempts to do so, and these attempts, in all likelihood, will exemplify poor use of evidence. If we simply assign a bad grade and end the exercise, students will react by ceasing to take the risks required for assuming responsibility.  Assignments that allow students to make the honest effort that results in an initially imperfect product will work well if the ground rules allow them to revise their way into a better product before a final grade is given. 
 
Stage 4 is a time for practice in seeking and using evidence and trying frameworks of reasoning. Structured double-entry journals (see <http://www.mwp.hawaii.edu/resources/journals.htm> and <http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=ED381796&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&accno=ED381796 <http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_nfpb=true&amp;_&amp;ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=ED381796&amp;ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&amp;accno=ED381796> >) offer one tool to prompt students to do evaluative thinking through use of evidence. 
 
Departing for Stage 5 involves a punctuated change. We'll look at that in the next Dolphin Morsel. 
