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Practical.Applrcations of Piagetian Theory to College Reading Instruction
EY . ST ' ’ 4 s )
T Abstract
, ‘ . | ;
+ « =~ . Reading proficiency is fundamental to the acquisition of knowledge at

the college level, It is generally
-to apply abstract'reasoning to conte
when they enter an institution of hi
in college have not reached the leve
Jean Piaget, and thus, experience ge

assumed that students possess the ability
nt material in a variety of disciplines
gher learning. Yet, many students enrolled
1 of formal operations as characterized by
vere disadvantages' in coping with their

. \~ academic‘pursuigs. A solution to this.dilemma can be found in the provision

of creative learning experiences in reading content material based upon the
+ *-souhd theoretical Principles found in Piagetian theory, : )
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, Practical Applications of Piagetian Theory to College Reading Instruction
' . . .’ - Y ' : :

Hature reading is a cognitive process involving the ability/to solve ver-

bal problems r nging fronm slmple ass001atlons to complex abstractlons. As one

» s

reads, he is engaging in conversatlon w1th a wrlter who is temporally and gpa-

tially removed from\the sltuation. Thus, the reader is left with hls own de-

vices of 1nterpretatlon in comprehending'the message. The eff1c1ency with which

, 4

"he uses the devices Vlll determlne the quality of his comprehenslon, for com-
prehension is affected either positively or negatlvely by the versatlllty of the
reader, Comprehenslon is, further affected by the general level of 1ntellectual

development the reader has attained at the time of the readlng. Therelore, the

2

development of 1nstructlonal technlques for 1qprov1ng comprehenslon should be ,
. .- v

closely allled with a theory of cognitive growth. -

~

Jean Piaget has devoted a’maJor.portion of his life to an investigation
L s R . .

into the ontological development of perceptual and 1ogical.operations in children
and ‘adolescents, This theory,'hoWever, is descriptive of thebacquisition of
knowledge in human beings of all ages and~can lead to an 1ncreased understanding
of the processes of thought as thex_gnfold in the contlnuum of develonment. The
- fundanental concepts in this theory are particularly applicable to college reading,
for collere students are mature individuals and are expected to apply the highest .
"level of thought to content material in a variety of diséiplines even though the
actual cognitive levels of.the students may be far below expectations, This
creates a dichotomy which often results in a dilemma for students and instrnctors.

- -

For while the reading demands of higher education are clearly established, the

abilities of the students“are often 1ncons}stent with these demands, Thus,.
_students are constantly called upon to perform taoks which, for many, are im-
posslble. They respond to this dllemwa in three important ways: (1) accunulate

information, store it and retrieve it at the appropriate time, (a reliance on

v
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the memory and recall mechanism) i (2) apply association techniques comparable

to low locvels of thought; (3) sucuumh to the pressures and‘admit'failure;

| \ .
Several studies have been conducted which verify these observations. ( Schviebel, ,

.

1972; Griffiths, 1973; Keasey, 1972; Perry, 1968) .In discovering the limita-
tions of students, these investigations have revealed a problem #hich re-

quires considerable attention, for it pricks at the hdart of higher education -~
U

the acquisition and proliferation of knowledge.
Theore have been some attempts to alieviate the problem. Too0 many of these
efforts, hoﬁcver, have been aimed at only the "high risk" student whose de-

ficiencies can be easily identified. Not enough enersles have been expended in

[

ﬂge direction of the average student who has learned to amass enough informa-

tron to Buccessfully compete on examinations, but whose thought processes are

-
.

not fully developed. It is toward all students collect1ve1y that attention
needs to be directed and read:mrr instruction, more than any ouher single factor,
can provide the answer %o the dilemma which has been described.,

Piaget describes mental development in a series of stages which begin in

“infancy and culminate in adolescence. He identifies four levels of cognitive

L]

development ~ (1) the sensori-motor period, (2) pre—operational‘thought, (3)
cohcrete operations, and (4) formal operations. 'Underlving all.of Piaget's. :
work are three principles which are characteristic of ail stages.. He believes
that cognitlvely one adapts to the ppysical environment through the use of
schemata (structures of. organizatlon), one assimllates new perceptual matter
or events into existlng ‘schemata or patterns of behav1o?“ or an accommodar
tion is madc 1n which new schemata is created or old schemata 1s nodified.
According to Piaget, 21l human beings seek an equi}ibrium of cognitive pro-4
cesses and when disequilibriun occurs, we begin to assinilate and accoumno=-

;ate the experiences until equilibriug is restored.

A}
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This process can be specifically applied to reading,’for a reader

must first attempt to assimilate ‘his dinner thoughts or past experiences with
thoge of the uriter as they'are recorded on the printed pa&e. Second, ' he
must identify points of conflict or dlssonance in his theory or that of the
writer, and iipally nust adapt hls own thoughts as he. revleWS his att1tudes
in an effort to adjust to the polnts of confllct and conprehend them.1

Since all college students are involved in reading and studying
material from the academlc dlscipllnes, it is- 3xped1ent to use the content of
these disciplines as the subject matter for the development of reading skills.
This practice ellmlnates the transfer oz'skills ;rom commercial materials to
what the student nust read to Survive., It is feaslble because the reading

process applies equally to all subJect matter though flex1b111ty is requlred

as” adjustments are made accordlno to the nature of the material. The reading

instructoer nyst be an expert in fac111tat1ng the development of this kind of .

LN

‘fleYlblllty. He, or she, must understand that while initial students may be’

unfanmiliar with the vocabulary of a discipline, the subject matter can be

made relevant to their lirfe experiences, Regardless of the s0cio-economic ‘or

cu1tural background of g student, his llfe has been affected by that knowledge

which has been accumulated in the soclal sciences, natural sciences, mathe-
matics, history and economics. He has developed an appreciatlon for some kind
of art fornm though it may differ from that of the 1nstructor or the college
communlty. It is necessary, then, to assist students in realizing that the
knowledge they alread;‘possess, informal though 1t may be, ‘is pertlnent to
the acadenic discipIined. ”hls can be accompllshed by an or1entatlon to a

dlsclpllne apart from the assigned text Oor supplenmentary. readlnps through

dlscusslons or tasks which force attention on the subject matter w1th9u2/

the accompanying. " jargon," Once students are'cOnfortable with the Subject,

~

.
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" they can attack the'vocabuiary and,begin.to read the content, The initial

-

+1y. Gruber says:

reading becomes no nmore co:plex than a conversatlog with a stranger who uses \

d1f1erent vords to express hlmself - but wvords never-the-less that can be
understood. This, hoWever, is only part of the process,

The reader nmust be avare of problems he encountérs as he reads. There

- -

aré sure t0 be some points which are not clear and from which no conclusions.

can be drawn., If a student is unable to restate the author's 1deas and use

them to relate to his owm ideas or formulate a new one, he has not "adapted" .
to the content. There is a "dissonance" anch must be resolved.' An effort S

nust be made to solve the problem,, but this is not alWays done instanteous-
\_4 * S

.
*

When the thinking oerson nears the forntiers of his knowledge, he ' ;
necessarily touches on a nunber of prinmitive, unexplained ideas, some’ of

which he must actually utilize in-their unexp1a1ned form as premlseo in his ~
systen, , .

'

Premlses, hovever, seek ver1f1catlon. So the student must be led to

I

a pOSlElOn of discipline for himself where he recognizes the dlfference be-
L]

twveen a premise in need of verification a%F a basic 1nab111ty to comprehend

the message. To inacurately 1dent1fy confusion of the message as a premise

of thought is to assimilate continually without accpommodating. This should
be avoided,
When a student has dlfflculty in th1s vay w1%h a concept he en- <L

counters in his reading, there are several ‘alternatives—he can choose. "An~ "

" other« author ‘may state the polnt7more clearly, s0 he should try another k\\\\\\\/

)
source, the 1nstruct0r may be able to clar1fy it by restatement"or he may

discuss it with his peero 1nforma11y or formally. It is the responsi 111ty
of the readln" instructor to polnt out these alternatlves and facilitate

students' use of thenm, _Once an acceptable alternative has been'foﬁﬁa}\¢he“

‘

student should return to the source of the problem to gain a new perspective

7
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- for continfiing the reading. In the prOcess of solving the problen,ﬂthc stu-

dent“has djusted his ovn thought to accommodate a new 1dea. He has reached

g state of equilibrium and is fdee to nursue other tasks. The student who

reads with this kind of involvement becomes 1ndependeht and creatlve, freed

of the anxiety which accompanies the student who must protect "stored"” un~

-

related facts.

Action Centered Learning . ‘

’

’
-

Plaget declares that knowledge is acqulred not through the senses from

out51de sources, but through action upon the env1ronment and 1nteractlons wlth

v the environment.\ Knowledge cannot be imparted to a student through a lecture

.

to Piaget, is constructed in the course of a person's adaptive

or a textbook without sone 1nfErna1 intellectual act1v1ty,- Knowledge, according

activity,.

Therefore, onportunltles mst be prov1d°d for students to inf ract with stimuli

in the environment. The essential substances of any encfunker are the con-~

v

cepts which it contains though it must be conceived in its totality and placed

in a referential context, The following experiences are examples of the kind

“of act1v1ties which can be used in reading 1nstructlon to act1vely involve the

™ >

student 1% his learnlnb processs

[}

--Have students read a controversia_ book (for exXample, Christopher Jencks!

nequalit ) and relate the duthdr's concepts to current newspaper and
a21ne articles. . .

--Have students volunteer to write a "laymen's lecture" on a chapter taken
from an academic textbooke A "laymen's lecture" is one which contains
all of the concepts of an acadenic lecture without the technicality of
terns. c . o -

-—Use case studies for 4n 1ntroductlon to selections in Psychology. The
"jargon" is more comprehenulble, if it is focused on-a llve subject to
whon students can relate, (for eta:ple, anxieily neurosis)

--Have students write mock examlnatlons one week before they are scheduled
to take an .actual one in an academic course, In the reading class,,they
can comparc. “the mock exam w1th the actual.one and d1scus¢ whether and how
the predictions went aviry., “If tais is done conslstently, students find
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that they become progresSively more efficient as the year progresses.

--Most tollege campuses are rich with scholars. who have made significant
contributions to their fields of interest. Students should have the ex-
rerience of reading what these investigators have written and then of
interviewing them for immediate responses to questions fdrmulated during
the reading.. Persons with less scholarly backgrounds, but with com-

“piarable contributions such as educators in the community, politicians
or social workers are also easily accessible for interviews,

Active involvement Q{ig_igé;s to an.integration of knowledge across
disciplihe lines if the student is able. to make connections in his thought,

Attempts have been made in some institutions to incorporate several acadenic rd

~

disciplines in.an effort to.eliminate thé,artificial separatij:)Of knowledge

that has characterized higher education.-‘§ince this is ﬁéuall an administra-
[S \ R ’ .

tive deciﬁion, students often continue to identify’disciplines_as sepg;ate
entities. Elecanor Duckworth has stateds
. ' \ .
Thoughts are our viay of connecting things\up for ourselves., If somebody
else tells us about the connections he has made, we can only understand
hin to §he extent that we do the work of malking these connections our-
selves., : ; }

In a feading course.consisting of selections from all disciplines,

e

subject matter can be integrated and this experience, can form a foundation
for further integrétion by the student. ‘ : X

The concept'of_qualitative identity from Piageiian theory underlies
the integration of content material. Aécoi}fng to Piaget; qualitative iden-

tity allows several actions to be performed~on fhe same object without
o , ’ arte . -

changing its identity. Thus, a chapter read in a history book can be applied

to learnihg acquired in Psychology, Sociology, Literature or any other dis-

H

cipline, The task of'COllecting data for research papers becomes considerably

‘less a chore when students reslize that the game cdhntent ean be viewed from ,

different vantage points and thus used for more than oné'class. It is also

-
1 Al

interesting to have students select a topic and explore it fromuthree or more

- vantage points;'for example: "Democracy" as explained by a political scientist,

L 4

[}
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sociologkst an% a psycholO“ist. Or, have students select texts or articles in .

ﬂ N

perdiocals to defend or deny a particular p001t10n on a broad topic; for eAample.
A " :

A

"liberation" as it affects Women, Blacks or homooekuals.
< : . .
Social Interaction L

. ,
h . o o @

Social interaction is an important part of cognitive:ievelbpment at all

levels. The ~nfant resoonds o individuals and objects wit £ own reflex ac-‘ o

. . ' o
VM )\

tions. Later, he igggp ?ﬁ%o imitateAthe actions of others. The young child

J," . <«
conmunicates :5§bafwv. Conceptual growth is dependent on this kind of.interac-

tion. h »~ T ' S . T

[

Reading is also a form of social interaction, for the ideas .of the writer

~

are transmitted to the.reazQ§Fthrough the written'symbols.’ However, the success- -
ful recevption of the message devends on the skill ‘of the writer in che manipula- :

tion of symbolic langua ge and the interpretive skills and experiences of the reader.

‘

Uhen all of these factors are operant to a’ superior devrea, they tend to reinforce

each other and communication is possible., On the other hand, if one or the other
. . o <

is insufficeintly developed, the chain of communicationznag be broken and the

interpretation may be dncomplete. -If-the deficiency'rests with the reader, op-

-

portunities for verbal exchanges should be proVided in an effort to further de-~
velop interpretive ,or logical thouﬁht processes. Group projects involving reL;
search activity in which each *roup%member focuses on a different aspect.. of a sub-
ject and then incorporates his findings with those of others and culminating-in ”

3

debates, panel discusSions or mock courtroom scenes are excellent experiences.

/
These experiences, when based on subject matter of 1nte§z§t to the students, can .
P .
lead to improved comprehension. : I e

- A carefully planned reading projram includes many opportunities for sogiz]

~interaction so that students can develop and test their own interpretations and

conclusions Jlth those of other students. ‘The natural need of this verification
— T ' '

10




~ability to imitate ;nternally as well as externaIly. Flavel

©

of ideas leads to more_logical_thought.
» )

. The ewocentrlclty Whlch is characteristic of early chlldhood and ado—

lescence in. Plavetlan theOny is recoénlzable to ‘a degreé among college students
. a‘ o . &
as Well. Too many college students are unable to "decenter." They cont1nue to

occupy the center of the1r world Wlth 11tt1e concern for expansion, . Readlng
b

1nstructlon can widen horizons for students s0 that they will be able to ex-
/ /
plore areas of llfe §ar removed from personal entanglements, Thls can be made

,

possible by " utilizing the dlverse interests and backgrounds in a typical col-

v

lege- class as sprlngboards,for discussion. In cooperative tasks which are

‘/

broad based and representatlve of the group, a personal ‘problem becones a group v

problem. Thus, 1nterests are expanded in new dlregt*ons. - ) . .

. rw

Lonceptual Representation‘ ’ T,

ept.which has implica-
) ) \
tlons for coliege read1ng instruction, In Piaget's fram ork, chlldren acquire
- \

Conqeptual renresentatlon is another Plagetman co

R (

the"symbollc functien" early in thelr development.- That ey acquire the

2
I

explains that this

“ F.) .. ,“L .
involves a dlfferentlatlon ol "slgniflers from slgnifgiates"Q and using one to
. ; A :
‘establish and refer tslthe‘other.' : . ' - -
» “ - . . {l‘ | .
It would be rare ;ndeed to flnd .a student at the college 1evel who com-

kY

pletely lacked the ab111ty to apply conceptual representatlon, ‘al though the de=-

W

gree to which a student uses this abillty varles with the individual. Some

‘

college students experlence difficulty when readlng textbook materlal 1n fo~-

cusing 5t he past and  the future, Most oT thelr efforts are devoted to ,the " . _

i

. present, . Thus, they are able to read the text and nerform a llteral transla-

‘tion op - 1 y Cau record the lecture as given,. They are unable, however, to -

relate the subject matter to past learnings or form hypotheses for future

learning. Indeed, much of the representing that is CharacteE}stic of college

1 o
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students is'little more than imitation, They are reﬁgesentinv the stlmulus i‘_

symbols, but they are not abstracting from it,

.

 Several techniques-can be used.to~assist studeng{;ln representing 1nfor-

>
1

mation., The construction of time lines, graphs, charts and tabies are examples
v ) . " .
of p1ctor1al represenhéklon which may appedr common, but are seldom used by .

students as study aids, - It is the aim of research units to foster representa-
v ‘ .
tional thought. They will fail ‘to accomplish the des1r d goal 1f students ree

soxt to copying or paraphrasinw the words-of viriters W1th no contrlbutlons of\\\
their own- A substitute for this kind of lengthy asslgnment for the beginnlng

, student is an act1v1ty which requires him to read a spec1f1ed ,number of sources

- @'
on a selected top1c (no more than three) and re%a:e the views of the authors and
. Ve
bis own in an effort to valldate a hypothesls. The culmlnatlon of this llmited~

asslgnmont could be a paper or a "lead in" to a dlscusslon. After comple.tlngc

L}

several\of these mini asslvnments, students may feel more confldent .in tackllng

. . . ]

a term project, ‘ . . - T ’ !

I

- ~

Stricture vS. Content ' N§?>\ h L

One of the most profound aspec’ts ot Plagetlan theory is h1s emphasis on

the structure of learnlng rather than the content. He believes there~are dif—q

-

‘ferences in the structure of thought that are not dependent on 1ncreases in

-

knowledge. It is not only what one knows; but how he knows what he knows. If

a student learns the significance of ten dates in h1story,\he has acquired more ’ ,

knowledge- 1f he learns Jhow . to construct a time lihe whlch represents the suc-

. cessive events, he has learned a techn;que for masterlng sequential development. . .
. . - e |
(He has devised axnew way of thlnklng about the dates. The structure of his: : ‘ ;
“knowledge has Cumﬂbau. - .'% \\, A - : - - o
. : . ®
I thelr bghk Developlnq Ouestlonlng Technigues, Carln and Sund have
. suggested that students be alloued to 1nvest1gate content materlal 4n threef

Al

=]

- B . N -, .
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levels: facts, concepts and yalues.5VExamples: Facts - What are the political"
-systems of Russia and the United Statcs? Concepts - Compare and contrast the
polltlcal systems of Russia and the Unlted States. Values - In what kinds of

™
ways do each of the systems affect the life styles of thelr citizens®

ceptualization of knoWledge on these three levels‘facilitates a manipul {on’jfu

content resulting in a change in its’structure.

Just ap readlng instructors should encourage the formatlon of more: ad=

P

vanced structures on the part of students in mastering "churks" of content,

materhal, there must be an equal amount of emphagis on ass1st1ng them in 1den— A;
tlfylnv the structure of a d1scfillne as 1t is being taught, If students un-

, derstand the orcanlzatlon of a gartlcular course, the content becomes inme-

dlately more relevant and can be organized into manageable units. It is‘

beneficial to have students review a semester's work 1n an academlc course and

«w 4

wrirte their own version of the syllabus two weeks before the final examlnatlon.
This helps them to place all learningxuﬂ perspect1Ve ‘and to determine the struc—

r

‘of the course content as they prepare themselVes for a culmination,

Concluslon
Plaget has prov1ded a basic conceptual system for understanding the ac-

qulsltlon of knowledve. Since reading is the primary medium for acquiring
<knosledme 1n hlvher educatlon, the value and ut;llty of thls theory for college
reading ;nstructlon extend far beyond the references that have been made here,
The chasm;:hlch ewlsts between the 1nst1tuilonal eXpectatlons for college stu- B
/ . ! .

dents and the actual abilities, of the students themselves can be narrowed’ ‘con-

siderably through an appllcatlon of these Plagetlan concepts to readlng ex-
~ ‘ .
periences, Moreover, ‘these implications can help to lead colleve readlng .

- away from the "remedlahﬁband a1d" as 1t often.characterlzed 1nto a _viable

K

mechanism which is 1nd1spensab1e in helpin; students further their cognitive.

Te

capacity., . ~fc R i |
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