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Applying Cognitive Development 
Theory m the Advising Setting 

JULIE DRYDEN CARBERRY. 
MARGO BAKER. and 
DEBORAH E E  PRESCO'lT, Acadonic Advism, S o u t h  Methodist Unimily 

In ncent years. several authorities have contended that academic advising n& 
redefinition, with an emphasis on developmental ooncems and individual differences 
(Ender, Miller, and Winston 1982).' Developmental advizig is a process broadly concerned 
with human growth and development. From a developmental p e r s ~ t i v e ,  one role of the 
advisor is that of an instructor guiding and teaching decision-making skills to advism. To do 
this task cffediveiy. the advisor must noticc many aspects of student experience - that is, 
the intelleaud, ethical, motional, and interpersonal. One dimension in this integratbd 
mdd.  apparently especially applicable to the advising rebtionship, is assessmhlt of the 
student's mgnhive maturity. When speaking of cognitive development, we refer to 
saluenlial stages of intellectual maturation. Any one cmgdtive stage represenk a unique way 
of  perceiving knowledge, trulh, values. and responsibilities. Each stage builds on the 
p r d m g  one and is characterized by increasing levels of complexity in Lhhking about 
leamhg. 

Research has been conductd on how college professan can best scruaure their classroom 
environments to aaxlmmodate thex differences of oogdive maturity in their students 
(Widick and Simpson, 19781.' Peterson and McDonough (1985)' suggested using an 
"integrated modd of student growth" for dealing with undecided students. Virginia Gordon 
(1984)' also suggestd acknowledging he "differing chamtcristics, needs and rate of 
m u r a l b n  unique to each student" in the acjvisihg selling. 

1 C. Widi* .  and D. Simpan. "The wad &vrlupnmrd mmpl h w e  iw-," In C l y t  Pukn ( E ~ . ) ~ J U ( J  
Drwb#m~nl H C d k ~  SLvdrsra. (MinnapoCs. M i ~ o o I a :  Uninniry d M i a n a r a  Rar. 1911) 27-19, 

3 L. P.rmm. url I i  Mc1)armph. "l*.cbpmnud adriaha d w*Mud wdtmr vvty u m q r a t d  ode1 or vuJmc 
growth." J o u d  ol the Natimnl Acrdcmic Ad+hh# Aua(.lb. Vd. S. No. I (1985). 6169. 
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One is  best abk to tcach when one is familiar with student needs and experiences. 
Cogritivc devdopnwntal theory can enhance the "art of teaching" found in advising. 
Ailvisors often ad~nil to being fruslralcd by working with students whoseem immatureor do 
not ~IIW how to "tlihk like a college s tuh~L"  Understanding the cognitive stages of 
s t ~ ~ i l a l t  cfevdt~p~ic~it IuIp the advisor to appreciate a student's perspeche, and also to 
otcutrrage him or h a  to grow inldlectually. This article, Ihen, seeks to transl;lle cognilIve 
~hcory into urful  advising strategies. 

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT THEORY . 
William kny and his vsociates at Harvvd (1910)' formmed a cognilive scheme, 

consisting of nine nags or positions, w h i i  focus on h e  inlelleaual development of  college 
stude~~~s. Thcx stages are sequential, hierarchid, and quatit;Uively different. < Ex11 aurmivve  age broadem the student's "Pa" of cognitive praadng. Vwefore. 
as lhey grow. students are capabk of making more distinctions, using higher-ordered 
thinking. and inlegraling mncepts. Each siage represents a more differentiated yet integrated 
stmlurd organization. surpassing that of previous stages. Understanding how students 
propress Iltrough cogdive slages and how such changes occur may aid the advisor in 
providing guichice ttlrough this proccss. Also, by re~ogaizing t h l  Fer(ain meats or crises in 
P COULXC SI~IIOS life might result in regrasion, in return to a simplistic pcrspedvc, or in 
resiuancc to changc, IIW advisor might provide appropriate support. 

DESCRIPTION OF STAGES 

The Perry nlodel describes a numbcr of  stager of inteUectual growth each with preamble 
iulviscr concerns. The scale ranges from Duatism (I and 2). through Multiplicity (3 and 4). lo 
Hclaiiviun (5 and Q and Commiml in relativism (7,8,9). Must college students range 
bctweeli Perrysmges 2 and 4 (Du;tlism and Multiplicity), with most frcshmen b e i i  stage 2ar 
3 (Toucl~ton, el al. 1977)'. 

In typical w l y  stage Ihiking (stage I and 2) there is a desire for a high degree of order and 
structure. The student prefers measure of evaluation ckarly delineated, fair, and easily 

( uantilled. Knowledge is puceived as mUccted informaion; the advisor or instructor is 
iiwd as .wurrr or organizer of  that information; and the stwlml's role is to master the 
~~~afenal preselild. 

At more sophiScaled stages (stager 3 and 4). the student begins to auxpt more 
responsibility nd only for mastering he maferial but also for thinking aeatively and 
i~~dcpcr~dcntly and developing viewpoints on kws. llii stage values indcpeadent thougl~u 
and opi~lions. iuK1 peers are p e r d  as more central in the process of developing ideas 
tlwouph diu-trsuon. 

h I. TnurNm. I CwnrrU. K. flurim. .od L. Wtnluinu. " C u m  fianina nd &-+lukiag." Papu prurmd 01 IIW 
Annvpl AlncruM Ynumnri 414 Guibnce A s m a t h  Conmainn. Iknvn.  Color&. Im6. 
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FlQURE f 
The Perry Theory of lntelleclual Development 

PMW Slaoes - .  " 
1 2  3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

duallsm mulllplkli y relallvlsm commllment 
D u a l h :  Truth Ls cerlaln. 

Stage 1: Uncertainty is an error. 
Stage 2 There are only rlght or wrong answers; no altowance for Ynbigulty. 

Multiplicity: More than one answer to a question mlght exist. 
Stage 3: Increasing awareness of dlemative perspectives; reliance on a way or method to 
lindthe perceived"beW alternative, 
Stage 4: Ftip into suspctcting that the best wa)vnight not exlsl, absence 01 criteria fof making 
Judgments, questlonlng even the method; "all views are equal." 

RBlativisrn: Knowledge Is relative and contexual. 
Stage 4: Absence of criteria for meklng Judgments - nothlng is cerlain. 
Staae 5: Use of discrlminatin~ but non-absolute crlterla 
~ t G e  6r Appllcdion of non-&solute crlterla to questions of lnlerpersonal Identity. 

Commitment: Comfort wllhln Relativism 
Staae 7; Make initiat comrnllrnent. desplte l a  of certdntles. 
st& 8 and 9: Experience lrnpllcatlo& 01 choke; see c~nmitrnenl as an ongoing, unfolding 
activity through which life asswnes a shape, chuacler, and meaning. 

GES 

How do we know where students are in theu cognitive development? One manner of  
measurement is an instrument developed by Knefelkamp in 1975.' I l l is instrument is a scrics 
of sentence stem in which Ihe student responds in essay form. Qualions deal with student 
altitudes about the nature of learning, preferred instrudors. nieans of evaluation, and 
favorite (or least favorire) chsnoom experiences. 

Rather than requiring mitten responses, the advisor might employ sentena stems during 
an advising conference. For example, when a student arrives for an advisuig conference, a 
common question is: "How do you like your c b  this semester?" Logically. one might 
follow up with quedons such as, "What's your favorite class? Why?" and "What's your 
lmrt favorite ckss? Why?" 

Thus, the same words the advisee uses to answer such questions provide insight into the 
stu&n('s stage of dcvclopn~ent. By careful listening. the advisor may hforn~ally assess and 
thereby become a more valuable asset to the student. I[ an advisac indicates that he or she 
bdievcs in only one right amwcr. chat the professor should wnvcy that answer, anrl thal a 
high degree of slructurc conlforls. then that advisec is probably a dualistic slagc student. 
Classes providing strong supp01-1 such as ckarcut assignments and an accessible teaching 
style will help this student gain mnfdtnce in school. A philosophical or abstract approach in 
the dassroom might in t idate or confuse a dualistic student. The advisor's role should be to 
help students select appropriate cou~ses according lo their cognitive levds. 

September 1986 I S  
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ADVISOR'S ROLE IN DEVELOPMENTAL CHANGE 
Of coune, a sludent should be chalknged intellectually by material presented at m e ;  

and mgnit ive growth is both expedd and desired. We are not in the business of making our 
s~udem more con~forlable. What circumslances conduce to fostering cognitive change? 
Ncvitt Sanford's (1962)' wmk Sugg& that growth u possibk when ele~nenls of both 
s ~ ~ p p m  and challenge an prcrent. That is, a student n& to fed w e  enough to take risks 
and have appropriate challenges introduced to be "prodded" to grow cognitively. For 
intellectual change and growth to occur, the advisor needs to int.roduce a new way of 
thinking to the adviut. Many students in earlia stages of cognitive growth react with anger 
or depression when exposed suddenly to philosophies characterizing higher Pmy stages 
(e.g., rhe professorse relativism conflids with the students' dualism). When this academic 
-I~albige lies within one level of the student's h d ,  the ad* an reassure the d v i s e e  that 

Aing th reamd by new ideas is mmmon. that threatening upainrc is i U f  growth, and 
thal it is pcrmissible to quation what one held uncontested. The advisor can also suggest 
w J y  tcchniqua to help the student undersland and complete requircd course tasks. 
Adviwn can I d  students to reflect uponexperiences with quation such as "If yw were -, 
Irow wouM you fd about.. .?", or "what if -, then.. . " or "Might another way to think 
about that be. . ". 

Through key phraxs, the dualistic thinker might be prompted to accept the values or Lhc 
mukiplistic thinker. Presenting alternate major, minor, and/or elective options affums to 
the student that there exists more than one right choice and may inspire exploration of other 
interests. 

Inviting and structuring experiential srtivjties for the dualistic student is another way to 
challenge. support, and motivate. For example, for a student interested in beaming a 
trtwycr, the adviror and advisee could brainstorm ways the advixc couId obiain information 
about law. Hands-on aclivitics such as cfibckingsut referral sources (he  library, career 
ccnier, law r M ,  a lawyer friend) we raxunmended. Simply suggesting a number of 
uturces will gei~erally fail. Often arranging a contract or agreemcnl in oonjumtion with (he 
\~udenr on sicps they could complete between advising sessions, effectively structures 

i 'witirs for r~tdaits. The nlMe explicit, concrete tools for strudure, the more likely the 
\. xlcw will Fdknv through to gain information. When thestudcot r e w s  back, tlte advisor 

slhould eruuuragc the advisee to reflecl upon insight gained from these experiences. 

Thus rlrvelopmenral advising encourages the student lo r e W  upon cognitiveexperiences, 
tt~aeby opening the doot to thinking and kaming in new ways. How rapidly can change 
oucur in advisees? While isdated insights can occur in a rnoma, these changes become 
integrated in one's p in t  of view more slowly. To encourage n m  kv& of m;iluration, if is 
inipoilant to n w  one step a1 a Lime, challenging the Sludent to see things one Level above 
ahcre tJw student stands. To leap beyond the nexl slagc kaves the student behind, on [he 
ollm side of  a coficeplual chasm with no bridge for stepping fonvard. 

f'rogrcssion through the cognitive milestones of dcvelopmenl cannot be taken for 
g r a ~ ~ t d .  Co~ghitive thcory provides ha altematiws to forward progression throughout the 
stages. There is "remporhing," where a student dekys in a stage; "escape," where the 
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student avoids responsibility of greata d t m c n t ;  and "retreat," wherea student returns 
to a dualistic orientalion (King, 1978)'. 

A predictable occurrence in cognitive developmental theory is that during crises, a pcrson 
will regress to an earlier stage. Thus. a student may operate at stagc 3 in h e  dassroom and in 
other aqxets of his life but when a crisis erupts, the student may slide back h to  stage 2 
thinking. Thus, the acadcnuc advisor should not be disappointed to discern regression a1 
such times, but ratlter view this behavior as predictable and workabk. 

IMPLICATIONS 

The Perry scheme oullines environmcntr best suited for a balance of challenge and 
support for 2, 3, and stage 4 students. As advisors assist students in scheduling courses, 
reaching carecr decisions, and choosing lire alternative, this support/chaHenge ratio should 
remain in mind. If a college course, for instana, would present loo much challengc and 
would require thinking at two stage above the adviszcss current level of tltinking, the slage2 
student should wait on that padcular murse until he or she catches up with the lcvel of 
cognitive thinking required in thal course. In short, for dualistic students, environments 
providing maximum support indude a high degree of slructure and a warm and personal 
almosphere. Environments providing appropriate kinds and amounts of challenge lor the 
duaIistic student include  noder rate diversity and direct experiential activities. The lollowing 
chart flabk I) iltustriller specific ways an advisor can ulilizc knowledge oi  cognitive stages 
and challenge/support variables to maximize advise.. cognitive growth. 
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-- By rmogrlirjng thc sludent's intellectual adw~xment  as a logid progression and 
( .-ralin~ [he bask assumption that students develop qucntially. the advisor can baler 

cngagc [he sluJa11 in discussions at appropriate lev& of sophisbtion. By ascert- the 
sludcnt's expeclations. the advisor can strdch their notions to include mwe complex 
arri~udes about Icu~ihg and g r o h .  Thwgh growth uldrna~ely depends on Lhe student, the 
ndvisor serva a, a valuable facilitator ;u each led of the student's intellcclual growth and 
dcvcbp~rlenl. 

CONCLUSION 
I)evclopinen~al dvising occurs when advisors view the whote student and integrate Lhat 

\ruda~r's social, physical. psychological, and cognitive needs. Growth occurs when advisors 
f i d  ~ h c  slin~ulating balance of suppon and challenge ratio for each individual student. 
httwlcdgc or cognitive thcory offen the advisor a tool for understanding and analyzing 
\rudenI a ~ n ~ m a  and problems. 

As empirical and applied research finding in cognitive Uleory evolve, advisors can 
rrpcrii~mt a i d  invent new and wfu l  advising strategies. Thin experimenting and inventing, 
III lum, will produce the nea round of questions for research, thus building a theoretical 
loundation for our proression. 

\. f 
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Changes in Student A ttitudes and 
Goals During the Undergraduate Years 

PAUL 8. MARION, Director, Ark~mus Deprtment ofhlighr Edudion 

NEAL K. CHEEK. Direlor of Student Se~icPs, *hod of Nursing, T3.e Ufuvemily 4 
North W ~ M  at Chapel Hill 

7he changes in student attitudes and goals during the undergraduate y c a ~  may be 
ddacted in the fruhman surveys conducted annually at ooUega and universities to daamine 
whether freshmen are becoming maltrialistic and less liberal in their politics. 

Annual surveys of fmt-the, full-time freshmen at d c g e ~  and universities throughout 
Ihe U ~ t c d  States have bccn conducted since 1966 as part of the Cooperative Insdtulional 
Resfarch Program (CIKP) sporwrcd by the American Cauncil on Education and h e  
Graduate School of Education a1 The University of California at Los Angela. Accordhg to 
Astin, Green, Kom. a d  Maier (1984), the results of these surveys reveal a sleady trend 
between 1%1 and 1984 towards material concerns and financial security and away from 
political liberalism on the part of entering frdunen. 

Being very well off financially, for example, was an important pemlal goal for 71.2 
percent of the frcshmm surveyed in 1984 campard wilh 43.5 p e r a t  in 1967. In conuasl, 
interest in developing a nmnhgful philosophy of life declined from 82.9 percent in 1967 fo 
44.6 percent in 1984. Freshmen who identifiai their political orIer~lalion as libad declined 
from the peak of 38.1 perant in 1971 to 22.1 perant in 1984. 

Although U~cse freshmen s w e y s  provide a useful picture of the characteristics of entering 
freshmen classes and how these characteristics change from year to year, they do not reflect 
thechanges that a r u r  for students as a rault of ~tieir experk- in d e g e .  Of the foUow-up 
sfudirs that have been conducted wilh students who participated in lhc CIRP survey as 
freshmen (Astin, 1975. 1976. 1977. 1982, &tin, Aslin, Bawr, and Biwonti, 1975; Biionti 
and Sohon, 1976; and Green, Astin, Kom, and McNamara, 1983). only Min (1977) 
focused on changcs that occur in students attitude and goals during the undergraduate 
years. Thestudents involvd in his study became more libad in their attitudes toward sociaJ 
and political hues and less l m ~ t i o t d  in lhcu rcIigbw a f f i h ~ .  The resulls did no( reveal 
a defhtc trend in tm of whether the students' pasonal goals became more or less dlruutic 
during h e  undergraduate years. 
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