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The value of education does not lie in acquired knowledge of facts and formulae, but 
rather in acquired higher thinking abilities. 
 
Remember the Scarecrow who received his cherished brain from The Wizard of Oz? 
Suppose the Wizard offered to build a brain for you, custom-built to your specifications. 
What would you ask for? A “Brain-Specs Manual” might be useful! 
 
Studies of adult learners through college and beyond furnish the information needed for 
such a manual. The studies reveal the characteristics of brains during varied stages of 
assembly as well as the sequence in which certain abilities develop, the time needed to 
develop them, and some side effects that occur. Because we build and stabilize synaptic 
connections through learning, each of us is our own Wizard. 
 
Let’s enter the Wizard's shop and see what the “Specs Manual” can tell us. 
 

1. In the early stages of assembly, a properly functioning brain displays beliefs that 
all problems have correct answers, and that authorities (teachers, elders, 
scholars) can furnish these answers. Listening carefully to authority constitutes 
education. The brain can remain at this functional level for life. That life can be 
happy and contented, so long as it remains satisfied with authority. If we want 
this, assembly can stop here. 

 
2. With further assembly, the brain learns that authority is fallible. A side effect is 

discomfort. Brains in this stage tend to withdraw from authority and seek 
comfort in the company of peers. Without authority to serve as arbiter, 
arguments appear to be only opinions, and all appear equally valid. Ambiguity 
causes discomfort and is not appreciated. Becoming educated is mainly about 
learning factual content and skills. The brain must do such learning for a while 
before it can assemble further. 

 
3. Brains at the third stage recognize that important challenges have reasonable and 

unreasonable solutions rather than single correct answers. Yet, it is not yet adept 
in resolving the argument that is most reasonable among competing arguments 
when all sound plausible. This stage brings feelings of insecurity, self-doubt and 
occasional anger. Desire exists on one hand to learn and on the other to escape 
from struggle. Struggle with ambiguous challenges for a time seems necessary 
before further assembly is possible.  Most college students stop brain assembly at 
about this stage. 

 
4. Change into stage four occurs after feeling “stuck” at stage three. The entry into 

this stage is abrupt and punctuated. The brain realizes that the key to determining 



the best among competing arguments is reasoning that employs evidence. 
Education is now an opportunity to develop skills in such reasoning, and the 
brain realizes self as a very capable authority. This stage brings relief, renewed 
confidence and security. 

 
5. The brain now appreciates ambiguity as a quality of the most interesting 

challenges. It enjoys discovering and using evidence. Brains at this stage 
recognize that reasonable answers often depend upon the settings and value 
systems in which the problems occur. Education is perceived as the opportunity 
to develop abilities to understand when evidence is incomplete and practice the 
research skills required to fill in the gaps. Associated feelings are focus and 
commitment. 

 
6. Brain assembly in this uppermost stage usually occurs years after college and 

never before all prior stages have been achieved. These brains perceive how 
feelings and personal values influence their own decisions and actions. 
Acquisition of wisdom and emotional intelligence allow better access to others’ 
expertise. With practice, one may even acquire through perception and empathy 
the capacity for vicariously experiencing another’s feelings and thereby deeply 
understanding another through the other's felt experiences. 

 
 

The quality that separates those 
who do high level thinking from 
those who cannot is effective use of 
evidence. 

 
The distinctive quality that separates those who do high level thinking from those who 
cannot is effective use of evidence. Evaluative thinking is not the only kind of thinking 
that has value, but ability to make evidence-based decisions is one of the most important 
skills to modern life. That is a benefit that can come by taking an informed approach 
when obtaining a college education. 
 
Developing high-level thinking takes years and requires practice in making evidence-
based decisions. We should expect to feel insecure, frustrated, doubt ourselves, and, at 
times, even want to quit. While discomfort accompanies this development, persistence 
will bring success. There are no known shortcuts to higher stages that don’t require time 
spent in the lower ones. Unless we are very attuned to how we think, we will not 
recognize when we pass into a higher stage or even realize that we once thought in more 
restricted ways. 
 
College is not the only place where we can develop such capabilities, but the inevitable 
mistakes made in this particular kind of learning are less costly when made there than 
when made in the high-stakes situations that typify careers and important relationships. 
  



Reflective Exercises. 
1. Find your current stage of development from the descriptions above. Then 

complete the following statement: 
The activities I most need to engage with in order to build my brain to reach the next 
stage of development are ________________________________________________ 
 

2. You are frustrated with responding to a written take-home essay assignment 
and literally screaming “What does the professor WANT?”  What 
developmental stage does this typify? 

 
3. A professor who teaches college juniors reads the responses for suggested 

improvements on her student ratings form. Five students wrote: “Please, 
just give us the facts.” What does this reveal? 

 
4. Read the statement below and try to diagnose the level of reasoning behind 

it. 

STATEMENT PROBABLE 
STAGE 

“I saw the evidence, but it did not change my mind.”  
“I believe this because someone I trust told me so.”  
“I carefully considered the arguments, but I favor this 
one because it has the most support from the 
evidence.” 

 

“For a long time I really opposed this argument. Now, 
I realize just how compelling the evidence for it is. I 
realize that I opposed it largely because I did not want 
to believe it.” 

 

“I observed that people in California readily accepted 
the evidence, but there are reasons that Midwesterners 
will not be inclined to do so.” 

 

“Yes, there is evidence, but  everyone has a right to 
their opinions. In order to respect others rights we 
must accept that all opinions are equally valid.” 

 

“There are good arguments on all sides, so I am going 
to just do what I feel is best.” 

 

 
5. Gather some friends from a class and watch the Swedish movie, “The Girl 

With the Dragon Tattoo.” What levels of thinking do the characters Mikael 
Blomkvist & Lisbeth Salander exhibit? 

 
6. View the Prezi constructed by Dr Devan Barker at 

http://prezi.com/1cmm76suwcb1/perrys-stages-of-cognitive-
development/?auth_key=ed6ade93f994a43d19f2573250df59c54b7868e8  
Why might intellectual growth possibly be accompanied by feelings of 
grieving? 
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Notes: The six items in this chapter that describe stages and their sequence relate to the 
Perry model and King and Kitchener’s Reflective Judgment (RJ) model as follows: Item 
1 = Perry Stages 1 &2 and RJ 1&2; Item 2 = Perry 3 and RJ3, Item 3 = Perry 4 and RJ4; 
Item 4 = Perry 5 and RJ5; Item 5 = Perry 6 and RJ 6; Item 6 = Perry RJ 7 and Perry 7,8 
&9. The RJ model dismissed the relationship between affective and cognitive 
development in the upper stages and thus has no equivalent for Perry stages 8 & 9. 
 
The emotions that accompany the developmental stages derive from mapping the 
development of the affective domain as established by Krathwohl, Bloom, and Masia to 
Perry’s model of intellectual development, and Barbara Carper's esthetic pattern of 
knowing, which is similar to "connected knowing" later described by Belenky and others. 
 


