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Abstract

Pressures on faculty members at research universities
which detract from conventional classroom teaching and
the need to better prepare siudents for lifelong learning
necessitate some fundamental changes in the way we teach.
Independent study, while currently an optional part of most
college degree programs, is often misunderstood and mis-
applied. This article provides some food for thought for
faculty who may wish to rethink the role of independent
study in college curricula.

Introduction

According to one survey of 35,000 faculty members at
392 colleges, only 27% felt students were well prepared
academically.! College professors say students did not get
the fundamentals in high school.? High school teachers
blame teachers in grades 1-8, elementary and junior high
teachers lament about the lack of parental support for learn-
ing. Employers blame education in general and society suf-
fers the conscquences of a poorly educated workforce in
competing in a global economy.

Explanations for the decline in educational quality are
many and varied. Television, affluence, poor parenting, low
educational standards, fundamental changes in the work
ethic, low teacher salarics, lack of a national purpose, cost
of education, hopelessness, family deterioration, elc.
Clearly each of these contribute to the problem. Some are
manageable. For example, research has repeatedly shown
parental involvement with learning at home and in schools
plays a critical role in the academic success of children.?
Others are more difficult to resolve. Education will perhaps
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never compensate a math teacher at the same level as pri-
vate industry,

An Environment for Change

The time is right to consider some fundamental changes
in how we teach. The model we have been using may not be
appropriate for the current environment except in isolated
circumstances. First, it assumes a highly motivated, knowl-
edge-acquisitive student. Students, particularly at the col-
lege level, often seem to lack this essential prerequisite.
Second, it assumes tcachers are single-mindedly dedicated
to the transfer of knowledge. In today’s university, the pres-
sures to gamer research money, publish in academic jour-
nals, and participate in university governance, significantly
detract from the business of teaching.

The only thing that does exist, and in a much more palat-
able form than 25 years ago, is a body of knowledge. This
body of knowledge has increased several fold. At the same
time, the form in which it is stored has vastly improved. The
university library of today is a computerized storehouse of
books, periodicals, video and audio tapes, film, and arti-
facts. Computers, CD ROM’s, microfiche, and intra and
interlibrary communications networks have made access o
this information casy and efficient. Many would argue that
a highly motivated individual could simply use these vast
resources to learn on their own. Therein lics both the prob-
lem and a potential solution.

Somewhere along the way, we began to think it is pos-
sible to learn without expending any effort. It may have
started with programmed instruction, language tapes you
listened to while asleep, or even innovative children’s TV
programming such as Sesame Street. The old techniques of
memorization and recitation, spelling bees, sentence dia-
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gramming, and manual arithmetic were deemphasized. The
study of popular music lyrics was substituted for
Shakespeare because it was more fun. Students learned to
pick up a copy of condensed noles instead of reading the
entire book. At the same time, resources were reallocated to
an ever broadening range of cxtracurricular activities- often
at the expense of the academic side of campus life. In many
ways we have been successful at removing some of the
drudgery and this has perhaps led us to believe learning
could be made even easier. We have sunk millions into high
tech classrooms, computer laboratories, and audio visual
aids. Textbook publishers use their entire graphics toolkit to
attract and hold attention. Charisma is *‘in’’ and substance
is ‘‘out’’ as students give the highest marks to the most
entertaining faculty. The scarch goes on. Universities are
presently spending hundreds of thousands on ‘‘hyperme-
dia’’ technology which allows a professor to use a PC to
access a videodisc, cassette deck, VCR, scanner, and piano
keyboard to prepare and deliver a lecture with all the enter-
tainment features we have come to expect.

In spite of the glitz and glamour of higher education, the
model is in trouble. The cost of a 4 year degree continues to
escalate while the quality of education continues to deterio-
rate. At large research universities, faculty are primarily
rewarded for bringing in enough grant and contract money
to pay their own salary. Promotion may depend on grant
awards or publishing a specificd number of articles in se-
lected, esoteric journals. In some ficlds, articles describing
research results are read only by other academicians who
are also seeking some way to ‘‘contribute to the body of
literature in the field'’ and, in so doing, contribute to the
prestige of the university. At the same time, top university
administrators are often preoccupied with fund raising, ath-
letics, politics, or adding another monument to the physical
plant. Quality teaching is given a lot of lip service but many
students have little contact with tenured professors. Stu-
dents complain about not being able to obtain faculty help
to plan a course schedule, choose a major, or discuss a diffi-
cult assignment. Many classes are not available when
needed requiring an extra semester or two to earn the degree
and classes may be as large as 1,000 and taught by vide-
otape or by a teaching assistant with poor English speaking
skills.* Some university professors and administrators are
sending their children to small, liberal arts institutions
which still see education as the primary business. Parents,
employers, and, increasingly, students are beginning to
demand a better education. Educators are recognizing the
need to make some fundamental changes in the way we do
business.

Progress toward a Solution

It is unrealistic to suggest that many of these trends be
reversed. However, it is possible to help individuals prepare
for an environment in which the quality of education de-
pends more on independent learning skills than the classical
teacher-student relationship. This is not a novel idea. A
1984 British report recommended courses be designed and
taught so that students can become progressively independ-

34

ent as learners.’ In other words, we must teach pcople how
to leamn independent of teachers, educational institutions,
and the formal classroom. The *‘student’” could then apply
these learning skills in a variety of situations throughout
their lifetime. This is not a recommendation to abandon
traditional teaching methods such as the lecture/discussion.
In many situations, a well-written and delivered lecture is
very effective.® '

Most university curricula alrcady contain a number of
independent study courses. These courses are valued for
their role in fostering thinking independent of the strictures
of a formal course or the day-lo-day guidance of a faculty
member. Dressel & Thompson’ went so far as to say, *“...no
student should receive a baccalaureate degree until he has
demonstrated the ability to plan and carry out at least one
modest independent study project.”’

The intuitive appeal of this statement is still strong today
but educators often view independent study as an altema-
tive way to teach instead of as a process to be learned.
Educators must recognize that the ability to learn independ-
ent of the traditional classroom is a skill that will facilitate
learning to take place throughout one’s professional life.

Independent Study Defined

But what should be the exact nature of independent study
in the university setting? Simply defined it is a self-directed
learning activity.® (Alexander, et. al., 1967). Howard® ob-
serves that it includes ‘‘lcamning activities planned jointly
by teachers and students and carried out by students with a
minimum of faculty direction.’’ Baskin and Keeton'® state it

*‘refers to study which, with teacher’s assistance, in-
creasing responsibilily and freedom are accorded the
students to define and choose learning objectives; to
select their own learning methods, and to obtain
competent evaluation of their achievements,”’

Implications for Teaching

(1) Much of what is labeled in the literature as independ-
ent study is not independent in the sense that the student has
some degree of control over what is studied. The amount of
individual control over learning and the extent of assistance
from teachers constitute important variables in the defini-
tion of independent study. The extreme view is that inde-
pendent study is ‘‘a process in which individuals take the
initiative without the help of others in diagnosing their
learning needs, formulating goals, identifying human and
material resources, and evaluating outcomes.’’!! The more
common view is that independent study consists of the indi-
vidualized, self-directed investigation of a topic chosen by
the student in as autonomous a manner as the student is able
to employ at a particular time.'?

If the only change from conventional, lecture style in-
struction is that the student is relieved from attending class
and left to pursue the course outline on their own, we have
merely introduced a requircment for personal discipline.
The student is not choosing a topic of study nor setting goals
for learning.

(2) Little evidence exists that independent lecarners de-
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sire complete isolation from others or complete absence of
direction. In fact, adults usually say they prefer more, rather
than less, help in their independent learning efforts.!* The
National Confercnce on Independent Scholarship recom-
mends that independent scholars should  ‘aggressively ex-
plore the many resources and organizations that could fa-
cilitate and strengthen their work.”’!*

Independent study then is not simply one person working
alone and without direction in order to solve a problem or
produce a solution to which they can claim 100% owner-
ship. In fact, sclf-sufficiency is not characteristic among
successful independent adult leamers, Research has shown
successful independent learners to rely heavily on a net-
work of peers, experts, fellow learners, and organizations.'s

(3) We have long adhered to the notion that knowledge
should be segmented into courses and these courses offered
in a relatively autonomous way. Doing so has made it diffi-
cult for students to connect theories and concepts in onc
discipline with those in another.!® Teachers are disap-
pointed when students fail to make interconnections be-
tween courses taken in different departments, colleges, orin
different years. We have likely failed to give them the op-
portunity to make interconnections or we have failed to
teach them the process whereby they can make these inter-
connections on their own. Independent study strategies
which encourage students to brings concepts and theory
from several related fields to bear on a problem provide an
opportunity to ameliorate this situation.

(4) One goal of independent study is to transform the
student from a passive to an active learner. To be successful
in achieving this goal, education must play an active role in
promoting individual responsibility for leaming.!” An ex-
periment at George Washington University in which a class
is taught by 2 undergraduates with limited faculty supervi-
sion places the students in firm control of their leaming,'*
There are no lectures and students take an active role in
each class. The experiment appears to be a success and will
be a part of the offering again next year. The University of
North Carolina at Greensboro has had similar results.'

Independent study is not a substitute for organized, di-
rected instruction. (See for example Trump and Baynham,
1961) Unlike the apprenticeship system, which is a substi-
tute for learning a trade or profession in a school, totally
independent study cannot substitute for the group interac-
tion, peer review, and teacher supervision necessary to
achieve competence.

(5) Independent study should be individualized. That
learning should be tailored to individual differences is a
commonly held belief among educators at all levels. Inde-
pendent study is no exception. The student should be taught
to direct their leamning activity and to rely on the teacher,
peers, knowledgeable outside resources, etc. as needed.
(Alexander, et. al., 1967)

(6) In addition to these conceptual clarifications of inde-
pendent study, there are some problems in implementation
worthy of mention. Independent study should not be seen
solely as a capstone activity to be accomplished as a final
requirement for graduation. Early education may be better
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at promoting independent learning than universities. During
free time at kindergarten, children are free to pursue what-
ever activity they desire. Some may read, others play with
t0ys, still others draw or engage in some other creative ac-
tivity. As students move upward in the education process,
their day becomes much more regimented, they are taught
as equals, and conformity is the rule. (Brown, 1968) By
junior high, all semblance of independent learning has been
supplanted by lockstep movement through the slate of pre-
determined learning activides.

While a master’s thesis, special research project, or inde-
pendently derived solution may demonstrate scholarship,
each fails to recognize that education for independent learn-
ing should occur at all levels. There is no rcason to expect
the near-graduate to demonstrate independent learning
without prior experience. Lehman and Dressel® provide
evidence that the greatest change in attitudes actually takes
place during the first year in college. Gruber and Whitman®
conclude * ‘self-directed study may be best introduced in the
freshman year, not because it leads at once to better per-
formance but because it leads to the most rapid change in
educational values.”’

(7) Independent study should not be thought of as appro-
priate only for superior students. Hatch & Richards (1967)
observe the ‘‘widespread faculty belicf that only intellectu-
ally superior students can profit from self-directed leamn-
ing’’ is a part of ‘‘prevailing faculty mythology’’ not sup-
ported by research. Heist?2, MacKinnon?, and Gruber and
Whitman* also produced evidence independent study
should not be limited to the superior student, Baskin® added
the insight that

*‘although independent study has been thought of
most often as a release of the swift and able learner
from bondage 10 a plodding pace, permitting him to
leap ahead with joy, it may equaily well be thought of
as an emancipation of the slower but still respectable
learner from a dizzying pace that leaves him baffled
and defeated.”’

(8) Independent study is not synonymous with corre-
spondence courses or programmed instruction. both are
*“‘independent’’ of classrooms, group interaction, and pro-
fessorial guidance but they leave little opportunity for the
independent leamer 10 explore areas of their own choosing
or to display individual creativity.

(9) Independent study can provide an excellent vehicle
for exposing the student to practitioners and thinking out-
side the institution. The opportunity for exchange of ideas
and methods between universitics and practitioners is an
added advantage of independent study.

(10) Independent study is an excellent way of avoiding
some of the anxiety resulting from day-to-day classroom
competition. The competition is with the students goals
which are developed in close consultation with their super-
vising professor.

(11) Independent study has the potential of being much
more holistic than traditional lecture/discussion formats.
The student acquires knowledge while developing attitudes
and personality as it relates to independent leamning. In
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other words, through independent study the educator is at-
tempting to stimulate affective as well as cognitive devel-
opment. Learning not only becomes more interesting but
also becomes a way of life.

Conclusions

Life-long lcarning is a necessity in all walks of life.
Much of this learning is characterized by independent
study. The reading and assimilation of information in pro-
fessional journals, attendance of short courses, seminars,
and company sponsored training programs and lectures, and
the acquisition of new equipment and computer skills all
require a degree of independence in approach. Instruction in
the skill and discipline required to independently engage in
these learning activities is appropriately the responsibility
of higher education. Many believe the capacity to continue
learning throughout life is the single most important contri-
bution a university can make to its students. (see for ex-
ample, Brown, 1968) Della-Dora and Blanchard ( 1979)
cite research suggesting that ‘‘self directed leamners have
discovered deep personal meaning in the process of Icarn-
ing. When an individual’s perceptual field includes a view
of self in the process of learning, and that view has meaning,
the learner recognizes why (s)he is ... and what s(he) is
capable of becoming.”’

Independent study offers an excellent way to depart from
an educational system which educators of late have accused
of promoting mediocrity. Actually this criticism is not
novel. The following statement is attributed to Frank Ayde-
lotte, President of Swathmore:

Perhaps the most fundamentally wasteful feature of
our educational institutions is the lack of a higher
standard of intellectual attainment. We are educating
more students up to a fair average than any country in
the world, but we are wastefully allowing the capacity
of the average to prevent us from bringing the best up
to the standard they could reach. Our most important
task at present is to check this waste.

We could give these more brilliant students greater
independence in their work, avoiding the spoon-feed-
ing which makes much of our college instruction of
the present day of secondary-school character. Our
examinations should be less frequent and more com-
prehensive, and the task of the student should be to
prepare himself for these tests through his own read-
ing and through the instruction offered by the Col-
lege: he should not be subjected to the petty, detailed,
day-by-day restrictions and assignments necessary for
his less able fellows,

It would be remiss not to make the point that independent
study is not an easy route to learning. Indeed, many would
consider it harder to master a subject independent of day-to-
day guidance. All leaming requires work - a fact that far too
many educators have forgotten as we have striven to make
learning more fun or more entertaining. To quote the great
teacher of medicine, Dr. William Osler, *“... The stupid man
among you it will make bright, the bright man brilliant, and
the brilliant student steady ... Not only has it been the touch-
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stone of progress, but it is the measure of success in every-
day life ... and the master-word is work. (Cushing, 1940).
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