Components of a General
Instructional Theory

To free themselves from faddism and the lure
of panaceas, school people must turn to the
difficult task of designing the ingredients of
meaningful instruction. We must synthesize a
vast amount of research an xperience into

a general theory of instruction. This staten:ent
represents the major components of such

a theory

MAN‘(' persons today seem to
feel that changes needed in American edu-
cation are coming much too slowly. Although
this feeling is much stronger (and relates to
different issues) among scholars and intel-
lectuals than ordinary citizens, the public in
general has become alert to the needs of
schools both because of the persistent criti-
cism and through their own personal experi-
ence with schooling.

I am less persuaded by the popular
critics urging change than I am by the find-
ings of a seasoned observer such as John I.
Goodlad (1) whose visits to classrooms across
the country revealed that unimaginative
teaching most typified the schools he saw.
My own studies (2) of innovative vs. tradi-
tional high schools in the late sixties re-
vealed that the efficacy of innovation was not
great. Except for some favorable differences
in terms of reducing a feeling of regimenta-
tion among students, hoped-for improve-
ments in student attitudes, achievement, and
curricular programs had not been forthcom-
ing. In both kinds of schools, very often
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two-thirds or more of the students were in-
different or negative in their general attitudes
toward high school.

Evidence shows that many schools
ignore much of what is known about teaching
and learning. Students are often taught via
group-paced instruction using a common set
of materials by teachers scheduled into
classes, which are usually the same size
regardless of the teaching activity.

School people have, 1 believe, been
vulnerable to faddism and have themselves
encouraged the pendulum swing by avoiding
the difficult task of becoming much more
proficient in designing the ingredients of
meaningful instruction. We spend a great
deal of time discussing new scheduling tech-
niques. uses of technology. teacher evaluation
techniques, or modern management concepts
—as if each new device that comes along
may provide a breakthrough in instruction.
I do not believe any breakthroughs are im-
minent until the education profession is able
to identify the conditions essential for an
environment in which more effective learning
is likely to take place.

We are overdue in synthesizing a vast
amount of educational research and experi-
ence into a general theory of instruction for
introduction and testing in the classroom.
This article attempts to present the major
components of such a theory, which 1 hope

* Gordon Cawelti, Executive Secretary, Associa-
tion for Supervision and Curriculum Develop-

ment, Washington, D.C.
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will be provocative, although I realize the
limitation inherent in attempting to explicate
theory in such a brief space. The term In-
structional Theory (IT) is preferred over
“theory of teaching”' only because the term
IT implies to me a broader provision for the
classroom environment than does teaching.

By instructional theory I do not mean
learning theory—this distinction has often
been made elsewhere. IT does not refer to
the curriculum-making process except for the
important program design element. That is
to say, I do not refer to curriculum building
processes such as needs assessment, goal
setting based on society and learner needs,
nor to evaluation issues. The concept of
theory set forth by the ASCD Commission on
Instructional Theory in recent years is useful:

In this document the term theory is used
as it is used in the natural sciences to represent
a set of interrelated generalizations derived from
data. which permit some degree of prediction or
control over the phenomena to which they per-
tain. Thus a theory of instruction would be
represented by a set of statements, based on
sound replicable research, which would permit
one to predict how particular changes in the
educational environment (classroom setting)
would affect learning (3).

It should be noted that this group de-
cided early not to commission people to
construct instructional theory nor to do so
themselves as a committee.

What Is Theory?

Considerable work has been done by
way of conceptualizing what instructional
theory ought to be or might be. Bruner (4)
has formulated four components he believes
are essential to a badly needed instructional
theory: (a) factors which predispose a child
to learn; (b) the structure of knowledge—
its economy, productiveness, and power; (c)
the optimal sequencing required for learning;
and (d) formulations dealing with reward
and punishment.

The requirements for rigorous research
are well known to those who have been forced

1 As referred to by Getzels, Gage, and others.
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to abuse them due to resource limitations,
Such requirements also apply to instructional
theory. Terms must be carefully defined. A
reliable classification system is needed. A
series of declarative sentences must be formu-
lated which may be generalizations, laws, or
tentative positions ( postulates). These state-
ments are sometimes referred to as the
“explanans” or “. . . the class of those sen-
tences which are adduced to account fully for
the phenomenon” (5). In addition to the
explanans, a series of “if-then” propositions
is required i} the theory is to have predictive
value. The theory must also be capable of
generating hypotheses about instruction.

Gage (6) has suggested that paradigms *
are necessary and prerequisite to theory for-
mulation and that they * . derive their
usefulness from their generality.” Because of
the paucity of work done in actually formu-
lating a general instructional theory, this
concept may he more appropriate in describ-
ing the early work in such a theory. Obvi-
ously some of the components of instructional
theory are going to be more powerful deter-
minants than others, and we must be able
early to sort out those which seem to make
the most difference.

Coleman and others have already at-
tempted to isolate the factors ( which fall in
the presage criteria class ) that have the most
effect on achievement in cognitive skills, and
we must now move toward formulation and
testing of classroom teaching-learning pro-
cesses over which the teacher has control.

\Vhile there are differences between the
sciences and the field of education, we should
note the value of theory to investigation as
described by Toulmin:

The heart of all major discoveries in the
physical sciences is in the discovery of novel
methods of representation, and so of fresh tech-
niques by which inferences can be drawn—and
drawn in ways which fit the phenomenon under
investigation (7).

My impression is that the current ac-
countability stress will not produce any fresh
insights into instruction unless we get on
with the task of theory building. However,

2 Models, patterns, or schemata.
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if we are able to formulate a model of the
learning process from the IT ingredients I
shall suggest, we must still look at the fiscal
implications of such a theory. Atkinson (8)
has already conceptualized from “optimal
control theory” work a method of assigning
costs to alternative instructional strategies.
I anticipate that interest will and should con-
tinue in the cost/benefit analysis area when
formulations have been made within the com-
ponent areas of a general instructional theory
and when provision has been made for them
in the classroom setting and school policy.

Theory building in curriculum and in-
struction has been no less deficient than in
school administration. This has been due to
the low priority that theory building has been
given by the federal government and the lack
of any sustaining effort or unifying direction
among university scholars. The problem was
well stated by Halpin:

We have directed a disproportionate
amount of research energy to isolated problems

and peripheral studies rather than to central
investigations which yield conclusions of broad
generalizability (9).

Component Areas

The components in Figure 1 represent
a suggested classification of research areas
which comprise the ingredients of a general
instructional theory. A classification system
is not intended as a theory itself, but rather as
a starting point from which hypotheses can
be generated by manipulation of variables
within the component areas. 1 believe that
instructional research which does not make
provision for important findings within these
fields will be unable to discern repeatedly
which elements are most powerful. There is
an obvious interrelatedness among the com-
ponent areas—for example, well formulated
learning strategies have relied on findings in
other component areas.

Figure 1 is clearly not intended to be
inclusive insofar as representative scholars

Componan! Areas

Representative Researchers

ications for
Practices or Policy

10 HUMAN GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT
1.1 Individual differences
1.2 Rate of learning
1.3 Stage of development

20 MOTIVATION
2.1 Readiness to learn
2.2 Sell-concept
2.3 Nead, drive, anxiely, incentive

30 ORGANIZATION
3.1 Teachability grouping

Bloom, Piaget. Erickson,
Kagan, Gordon, Kahlberg,
Cronbach, White and Watts

Frymier, Spence, Weiner,
Atkinson, McClelland,
Chapman and Hill

Thelen, Anderson, Trump,
Ryan, Oliver and Shaver,

Selection of learning strategies,
starting age for schooling, basic
approaches to learning

Student participation in goal selec-
tion, marking system

Organizing teachers and students to-
gether for greater efficiency, pro-

3.2 Abilily grouping
3.3 Staft utilization Hunt
3.4 Student learning styles

3.5 Classroom observation systems

40 CONCEPT CHOICE AND SEQUENCE
4.1 Concept alignment
4.2 Structure of disciplines
4.3 Sequencing

Medley, Fi

Bruner, Divesta, Jackson,
Atkins, Gage, Gagné

Y. and rappor

Determining of most  productive
concepts and optimizing their se-
quence

50

60

T0

a0

MATERIAL SELECTION
51 Grade placement
52 Technology value
53 Materi 4

ver
to specific goals

LEARNING STRATEGIES

6.1 Inductive reasoning

6.2 Inguiry approach

6.3 Individualization approaches
6.4 Informal education

6.5 Reflective thought

6.6 Creativity

LEARNING THEORY
7.1 Reward-punishmant
7.2 Problem solving
7.3 5-R and field

ENVIRONMENT

8.1 Climate-humanistic
8.2 '"Hidden Curriculum™
83 Institutional press

ion with ref e

Lumsdaine, Kiare,
Michaelis, McGuire,
Travars, Edling, Hoban,
Chu, Torkelson, Baker,
Dick

Joyce, Smith, Taba,
Carroll, Suchman, Snow,
Torrance, Barth, Skinner,
Rogers, Ausubel, Schwab,
Bruner, Thelen, Nuthall
and Snook

Determining material designed for
achieving identified goals and plac-
ing the mataerial intoc optimal sequence

Selact of & I g *
designed to be most appropriate for
cerfain kinds of geals or students

appropriate elements of

Hilgard, Maier,
Glaser, Getzels, Mowrer,
Krumholtz, Schrank,
Skinner

Maslow, Fox, Heath,
Caoleman, Pace,
Amidon

D g
learning strategies

Consideration for overall impact of
school policies and curriculum on
students
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" Figure 1. Suggested Classification of Research Areas Comprising Ingredients of a General
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are concerned but rather is meant as sug-
gestive for selected important researchers in
these areas. A few significant efforts have
already been made at synthesizing the re-
search base in these component areas, but
such projects usually stop short of the next
and most important step: formulating at
least some tentative positions on the impli-
cations of these areas for classroom teaching
or school policy which can be tested in the
field.

Citation of only contemporary research-
ers does not ignore earlier works but rather
implies that current or recent research is
building on prior knowledge.

In summary, we must begin now, I
believe, to work toward a synthesis * of the
substantive research efforts that have been
done in the eight areas described. Possibly
we can then proceed to design educational
programs based on knowledge, and to con-
ceptualize theories of instruction (or teach-
ing). Perhaps we can also hypothesize about
the relative strength of certain components.
while holding others constant.

Quite obviously. certain components will
be more appropriate than others depending
on student age or the subject matter under
consideration. The learning strategies com-
ponent, for example, will be more inter-
changeable, while provision in the learning
environment for other components will be
more constant,

This paper does not argue for a return
to Herbartian steps in strengthening learning
experiences, but rather for provision to be
made in the teaching situation for each of
the components. While such an effort may
well be crude initially, a start must be made.
I believe that scholarly work in these areas,
which results in the formulation of postu-
lates in terms of classroom practice or school
policy, should be of value to:

1. The efforts now being made to iden-
tify competencies essential to effective
teacher education programs

* A process of reasoning in which the conclu-
sion is reached directly from given propositions and
established or assumed principles.
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2. Supervisors and curriculum workers
responsible for program design and evalua-
tion

3. Those responsible for in-service edu-
cation or staff development activities

4. Persons conducting research for
more effective “methods” or analyzing the
cost-effectiveness relationship among alterna-
tive programs.

I believe it is possible to deal with the
problems of definition and classification
which are inherent in theory building. A sus-
tained effort in this direction is essential lest
we witness another decade of the kind of
research which has failed to yield information
on the relative strength of the component
area variables described,
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