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The purpose of the paper is to explore the major gssumptions underlyiing
thé cénception, of mastery learning. Mastery learning is defined and assump- .
tions concerning the nature of ¢lassroom instruction, the nature of the school
learner and the nature of schooling are clarified. ¢ ‘
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‘a ‘- '
Major Assumptions of Mastery Learning

Lorin W. Anderson - . . 4

&*

. s -
i -University of,South Carolina »

-
i

. The purpose of this paper is to briefly explore the major assumptions v
. X , ’ . v,

— which underly the conception of mastery learning as’resurrected by Bloom| in

. 1968 and“made %ncreasingly more p}aEtical in/}971 byigldtk.and 1975 by

. -

Block and Anderson. Let it be clear from the,outset that while many "
3" 7 .
- of the assumptlons put forward are based . solelxycn a phllosophy of
3 ' {a &
’ 1earn1ng, a few, eXpec1&11y those concerning the nature of the learner, are
. 5

¢ o ’ ) &
\ supported by emp1r1ca1 evidence. . . .
. - 3 . . ‘ ki . s )

R Mastery learning can be described as a set of group -based, - .

Y.

1nd1v1dua11zed. teachlng-learnlng strategies wﬁlch 1s based 6n the premlseh..

e —— -

0 that virtually all students can and will learn what the schoal\have to

teach. Inherent.in thlS descr1pt10n are assumpt1ons concernlng the nature

of classroom instégetlon, in general, and 1earners, in particular, The
g . ‘ 4

- first two .sections of,this paper will focus .on these two sets of ' ; ﬁ{/

~ . - ' , N

-

assumptions. The final section of the paper will discuss baéic!aSEumpsions
4 - . -

\ -

R

concerning the nature-of §chooling. ) - . woJ s

-

Assumptions concerning classroom instruction L. ‘ .

Mastery Learning is a "group-based, yet individualiied; instructional
1 . 4 : " .
system., It. takes place in a classroom which,conta{ns ome teacher and .25 to
- . 0 ' < . L4 ’ ._‘-
35 students., M1n1ma1 1earn1ng goals, or obJectlves, are set for all R

students in the classroom and attempts are made to 1nd1v1dda11ze .

3 ;
+ instruction w1th1n the - group context and w1th1n Marlous t1me constraints.
o

The class as a whole moves from unit tJ un1t w1th the 1nd1V1duallzat10n of

. . -

' (J instnpction emphasized within’each unit and not among units. .This emphasis ”
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. S~

_on a group-based approach to school learning is based on a be iéf in N

} . . .
AP L R . . )
certain "facts" dﬁoutﬂschoollng. First, schools-.are organized around grade-

levéls. Second, schdols are organized around relatively fixed curricula: at

RN - <

. \ . .
each grade 1eve1. fThitd, schools are organized -around relatively fixed
: t1me perlods w1th1n which the teacher must "deliver" the curr1cu1um at each «
4

grade level.. Finally, school are classroom based; the fact is that most

school 1earn1ng takes place 1n[groups, usua11y 25 to 30 stuﬂents'per group

\ ot -

/ .
Mastery 1earn1ng is a teachlng learming strategy. Both the teacher

.
€ (3

sand the ledrner are respons1b1e for the desired learning. Too: often there

is a/tendency t6 blame eltder t:7 student (e’g. "he s too dumb to learn")

/ .4

© oor the teachet ("he's a poorite cher”) for students’ fa11ure to 1earn‘ The
. [ .

phmlosophy underlylng master* learning 1mp11es that school 1earn1ng takes -

place in a social context. ‘Within this’ context there ex1sts the teacher,
v

. . X
a group of potential learners, and something to be learned. Both teachers

-
~

and leéarners are,responsible for the leerning that occurs or fails.to occur
< . -~ . ' N . "' ’ -
within that social context. Both groups must understand specifically what
. - ( _ -

theirqresponsibility is and how, the responsibilities are related. Some

edycators believe that the total responsibility for leafning-in the #

Icléssroom falisron‘the shoulders: of the teacherl‘ These indiriduals are

those who want to-make teachers uaccountehled for Jearning (as if teachers‘
are‘the‘sole determin@nt of learning in. the clessroonﬂ. This is a )
sdmplistié/v1ew of giéésroom 1earn1ng Perhaps in example willshelp to .

.

clarify the 11m1tatlons&§nherent in the teachersorespon51b111ty
%upoose é group of expert surgeons'came together ;nd dec1ded uPon the
"u1t1mate_ procedure to perform operatlon Q ‘In add1t10n, suppose that the
procedure is performed a numger of times by various surgeons, each time
with thé same successful result. Ho&,.suppose that a particu}ar surgeon
. performs operétion Q on-an rndiridual_in need of. such an operatdon.
. . ) . ] v

* o ~ * . °
- ‘ . 9 - - ‘
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. ' Several other surgeons, equlpped with a behavioral cheokllst obServe the

entire operatlon. At the end of the operatlon they ‘are in complete

\ agreemeht that the operation was performed,successfully. The‘patlent dies.’
. A oo . )
Is the physic¥an responsible for the death of the ‘patient? I think not.

v -There are ‘t8o many uncontrolled variables which are preSent in the
situation. 1In a similar manner, teachers are but one factor (albeit a very
important one) in school learning. For learning to take place in the

1Y . - - 4 -\

classroom, both the teacher and the learner must assume responsibility.

Assumptions concerning the learner
7 <

30

b

oo . {nherent in thé’basic definition of mastery learning previously noted
£t is an'aygumption concerning the nature of the learner that virtually all’
students can and will learn what the schools have to teach.. This

e assumptlon is’ %ased on the belief that 1nd1v1dua1 1earners do nog differ a_

P

great deaJ “in gelr capac1ty to learn what the school have to teach them

\l A3 M

< The term dapac1ty is used Were in the sense that students’ who Tack the

¥

capac1ty to learn to read, for example, can rievér learn to read. This is' -

not to imply that mastery learning advocates do not recognize individual

] A}
y . . . -

differenees. Rather, this is to say that the differences which exist among
. . . . * ? -

- individuals are not differences in learning capagity. The differences

\-,

- ’

. .
.

among ihdiyiduals in learning are, in’fact, differences in the amount of
time that it takes them to-learn.. Virtually‘all students have the capdcity

+- to learn how to read,-it"simply takes some students longer than it does

) / . N - B ¢ ’ -
, v others. Research evidence exists which supports this belief (Zeaman and
T A ’ - ’
A " . s : -~ M . -
House,  1963; ‘Andersomn,. 1975). . " ]
- = : . . - . T ]

o -~ N ' s

ab111ty }s be11eved to depend aImost tota11y on three factors: (1) his

MY P - %3« -

prev1ous learning whlph is related to, .and requlred for, the présent Iearnlng,

(2) his interest in ?%axnlng'the-sklll or ab111ty and confldence

\‘l“%‘\ L 6. . - L .
c . .r . " , o

. - - - - .
. .
. . . .
. < .. - ° )
- P . .
.
.

The amount of/time it takes a student to learn a particular skill or , .




’ .

in his ability to 1e£§% it; and (3) the quality of the instrudtion. In

other words, if we 1nsure that the student possesses a high degree of the

o

T
relevant prior learning, pique hlS interest 'in thJ learning, prov1de him’
with confidence %pjhis learning ability through successfdl'prior

experlences, and give him opt1ma1 quality of_1nstruct10n it is p0551b1e to

reduce the amount of tige he Tequires to 1earn a g1ven‘1earn1ng tas<: N -

’Whlle capacity seems to be a very stable characteristlc of the learner;

«

}1me to learn seems to be a hlghly a1terab1e and changeable chayacterlstlc.

“This is the v;ew of the 1earn£f which is central to mas tery 1earn1ng * The

I3
i

move from notions of-capacity to those of t1me-to learn places.the

-
.

potential effect of schooling in a far more optimist 1ight.than has béen

<
- -

previously the case (Coleman, 1966).

I d

Assumptions concerning schooling

i, . »,
_First, schooling is a purposeful activity. Students are.'in schod¥s
for some reason or set of rgasons. One of our maJor prob{ems in education

.

today seems to stem from our 1nab111ty to agree on what that reason (or

those reason§) are. Given the view of the learner prev1ously descrzbed,
. . 13 . N

.

thesereasons for schooling become essential before we proceed any further
! n ! . .

-
A -

in educatioh. We must maKe decisions concerning what schools actually
® ‘ ' .

> . .

snguld.teaeh'to all students.

According to advocates of mastery learning, the majox:pgrpoée of -

-
[y

schooling is to Help the learner tq'interact effecti&ely with his

environment and to attain and pe?fofm_effectivelyjin thrée sets of socio-
3 . . -

¢ultural roles”.{.those which one's society will normally assign, one,

/" : . rd 0 ’.' 2 - -
those in the Tepetoire of one's social system one may appropriately aspire
to, and those which one might ‘reasonably eleaborate for oneself" (Ink%les,

‘ ‘.

Al ’ . ¥
' A N

- 1066) . ~~Blgc‘k (1974) has stated that therp?eparation of the learner for

[
oy -

*

~

e
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L efféctivél?’in assi

\

L.

L]

. must be provided with a broad base of skills and abilities.

broader thlS Uase, the more opportun1t1es the 1nd1v1dua1 will haye to move

\

L 2

rd

\
“in the varlous\dlrectlons that ‘he mlght choose.

-

-

both Selfiehosen‘and soeially-imposed roles implies that the. individual
. )

»In_fact, the

RN
!
L4

.
1
-

4

Further‘

the preparation of individuals for present as well .as future
S co < - ‘

LY

set will enable the ihd}viaual to function
r . ke *

ed or selfLélabbrated roles.

W >

and abilities. On

- ]
A secoﬁd set will

.

future .

These skills any'abilities must be sampled from of the various o

domains of 1earning:/ cogniitive, affective, péychomotor,‘and jnterpersenal.
- &~

[

A—géeond assumption copcerning~schooling in general is that sqhoollng

- - "

-shouid develop talent rather than, gelect it, School1ng, today as 1n the

past, functlons mainly as a se ect1 e 1nst1tut1on. Thé academig "sheep" are

separated from the "goats" at-a\very early age. First grade classes are

dumber'. We are-qu1te busy in,

]

schools today labeling individuals for the, purpose 6f selection. In
S
contrast/to this practice, -mastery learning advogates assume that the -~ | -

.

.,‘k

"
T
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.

'

. - +
current educational practice.

-

' advocetes are not ready to “de-scheol"

Despite these differences, mastery Jlearning

eciety (as has been sqggeeted by

cr1€1cs suéﬁ as Illlch 1971, and’Holt 64) . Rather, mastery learniﬁg

Because of thlS attempted union mastery le rnlng waryants casfful

a model whlch w111 help

.
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