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Today many states and the federal government are looking at universal preschool as a means of raising achievement levels of children in the K-12 system and increase high school graduate rates. The primary arguments for universal preschool have focused on the research showing that preschool education produces large returns to investment (ROI).

Now research by Nobel prize-winning economist James Heckman suggests that ROI to preschool education results not so much from the improvements the programs make in children’s cognitive skills (language, literacy) but rather from non-cognitive skills. In an interview with Heckman in June of 2005 by the Minneapolis branch of the Federal Reserve Bank. He stated,

Quote " Enriched early intervention programs targeted to disadvantaged children have had their biggest effect on non-cognitive skills: motivation, self-control and time preference…… Non-cognitive skills are powerfully predictive of a number of socioeconomic measures (crime, teenage pregnancy, education and the like).”End quote

This distinction between cognitive and non-cognitive skills has been illustrated with young adults who have wanted to enlist in the military services. Generally, military policy rejects the enlistment of non-high school graduates (NHSG) because, compared to high school graduates (HSG), because they have high rates of failure to complete their full term of service. However, in some cases NHSG have been permitted to enter the military and research has indicated that if they were willing to delay coming into the military for up to seven months after they were qualified, instead of insisting on coming in as soon as possible, then their completion of their term of service was about the same as that for HSG.

Other research indicated that non-cognitive skills could substitute for as much as 50 percentiles in cognitive skills. In this research, NHSG below the 30th percentile on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT-a literacy and numeracy test) who waited for seven or more months to enter into the military after they were qualified had completion rates of around 68 percent compared to 72 percent of HSG who scored above the 80th percentile on the AFQT but wanted to enter as soon as they were qualified.

In these studies then, the non-cognitive skills (motivation, self-control, time preference) identified by Heckman appear to have been almost as important as completing high school and/or having high cognitive skills in influencing the persistence of these young NHSG adults in fulfilling their military obligations satisfactorily.

Numerous studies of adult basic education (ABE) have found that non-cognitive skills are the major outcomes of ABE. Almost universally, studies of ABE outcomes report that adults feel better about themselves, they overcome learned helplessness, they feel more motivated to succeed in life, and, importantly, these positive non-cognitive skills often modify adults’ behaviors with their children.

Research by Wider Opportunities for Women found that mothers enrolled in basic skills programs reported that they spoke more with their children about school, they read to them more, they took them to the library more and so forth (Van Fossen & Sticht, 1991). In one visit to a single mother’s home, the mother’s second grader said, "I do my homework just like Mommy" and thrust his homework into the researcher’s hand. This type of non-cognitive, motivation skill development in the child was obtained for free as a spin-off of an adult basic skills program.

More and more it is being recognized that while cognitive skills (e.g., literacy) are necessary for success in K-12 and higher education and in fields of work, they are not sufficient. Additionally, attention is being focused on the assessment and development of non-cognitive skills with children and adults (e.g., ETS, 2009).

It seems likely that the field of ABE could also benefit from more attention to non-cognitive skill identification, development, and assessment, too. Given the relatively brief periods of time that adults can devote to attendance in programs, and the generally modest gains they make in cognitive skills (literacy, numeracy), a focus on non-cognitive skills might form the basis for a more appropriate determination of the ROI to ABE, for both the adults and their children.
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Colleagues,
 

I echo much of the importance of what Tom says here on the various affective benefits of adult literacy education.  However, I'm less inclined to refer to the distinction through a binary cognitive/non-cognitive paradigm, but to view learning on a non-hierarchical continuum.  Particularly when the role of scaffolding is taken into account there may be a great deal of cognitive development even as it may or may not be difficult to measure.

 

In my own work as a practitioner and as a scholar I draw on the metaphor of "growth" to lay out something of the "edge" of a student's current aptitude wherein a primary pedagogical task is to work all around that edge--a little below for reinforcement, a little beyond with minimal level necessary scaffolding to help learners push beyond current capacity, with as much targeted work as possible directed at the very bulls eye of the learning edge.

 

On this interpretation, the various emotive factors such as self-perception, self-efficacy, motivation, and interest play a pivotal role in establishing the psychological framework where students will feel that it is worth their while and within their capacity to extend their efforts to and beyond their current learning edge.  This self motivation is a sliding scale in which a variety of intrinsic and external forces contribute to its expansion or contraction in a highly fluid and unsettled social learning environment.  Albert Bandura's work on self-efficacy is critical to this discussion.

 

George Demetrion

Hello George:

 

Of course you know there is a huge body of (untapped?) research and theoretical work about what Tom S. is speaking about as cognitive and non-cognitive learning.  But what you are saying about working around the "edges" resonates with Lev Vygotsky's notion of a "zone of proximal development."  Jerome Bruner, another well-respected educational theorist, says of Vygotsky's work:  "...his educational theory is a theory of cultural transmission as well as a theory of development, for education implies for Vygotsky not only the development of the individual's potential, but the historical expression and growth of the human culture from which Man springs" (Ornstein & Hunkins, Curriculum Foundations, Principles, and Issues, (2004), p. 112).   

 

Another relevant conceptual distinction comes from Suzanne Langer's work on art and symbol and the difference between discursive and presentational meaning in learning and communications.  

 

And as you know, these two resources just scratch the surface of what is "out there" in educational research and theory development that explores clearly and with great nuance what is hinted at in Tom's note.

 

Regards,

 

Catherine King

Adjunct Instructor

National University

Department of Education

San Diego, CA

Hello Everyone:

My colleagues and I have done considerable work in the area of adult learning, self-efficacy within in the context of autonomous learning (desire, initiative, resourcefulness and persistence in learning).  These factors have subscales and are grounded in the psychological aspects of the learner and intentions to learn.  If anyone is interested in collaboration I am always seeking new ways to explore this construct.  Thanks-Gail

M. Gail Derrick, Ed.D.

Professor

School of Education ADM 216

Regent University

1000 Regent University Drive

Virginia Beach, VA 23464

Greetings all,

 

I wish to add to Tom Sticht's reference to what James Heckman calls "non-cognitive" skills: motivation, self-control, and time preference.  I concur with George about not thinking in terms of a distinction between what is "cognitive" and what is "non-cognitive."  Cognition is defined by the American Heritage Dictionary (Houghton Mifflin) as: 

1. The mental process of knowing, including aspects such as awareness, perception, reasoning, and judgment. 

2. That which comes to be known, as through perception, reasoning, or intuition; knowledge. 

Some individuals might be "innately" motivated or in control of themselves, while others might become so through a systematic application and development of cognition as defined above.  Cognitive psychology and many psychotherapeutic approaches target cognition, or what I prefer to call a process of becoming more "self-aware."

 

In fact, I would venture to say that the binary distinction made by Heckman in the context of Sticht's post is an inaccurate one. 

 

Michael A. Gyori 
www.mauilanguage.com
Assessing Non-cognitive Skills in Adult Basic Education

Tom Sticht

International Consultant in Adult Education

An online higher education site

(http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2008/05/22/ets) reported on May 22, 2008 that the Educational Testing Service (ETS) was adding a non-cognitive component called the Personal Potential Index (PPI) to the Graduate Record Exam (GRE). The web site states, “In the index, three or four professors or supervisors -- generally those who will also be writing letters of recommendation -- will answer a series of questions about candidates’ non-cognitive skills in various areas, as well as a more general set of questions. Applicants will be rated on a scale of 1-5 on questions about their abilities in these six areas: knowledge and creativity, communication skills, team work, resilience, planning and organization, and ethics and integrity. Those filling out the forms would also be able to provide narrative answers on each of those areas.”

While it is clear that about half of these six factors (knowledge and creativity, communication skills, planning and organization) are blends of cognitive and non-cognitive skills, the remaining three factors (team work, resilience, ethics and integrity) are not generally considered as cognitive skills and hence comprise the major non-cognitive components of the PPI.

Following up on the discussion of the PPI, above, in the Winter 2009 Policy Notes newsletter from the Educational Testing Service (www.ets.org) , Dr. Patrick Kyllonen stated that, “…the next frontier in testing may lie in assessing the noncognitive skills that influence success in college and the workplace — such qualities as persistence, integrity, leadership and motivation…” He goes on to say that a variety of non-cognitive skills are subject to change across the lifespan. Additional research at ETS has indicated that assessments of non-cognitive skills significantly improved the prediction of graduation rates, absenteeism, leadership, and engagement in college level education.

In the United Kingdom, a recent literature review critiqued the concept of “non-cognitive” skills and concluded that, “ It is rightly said that ‘many different personality and motivational traits are lumped into the category of non-cognitive skills’ (Heckman and Rubenstein, 2001) – too many, we suggest, for the category as currently understood to be regarded as a worthwhile resource for policy.” The authors also note that the terms “cognitive” and “non-cognitive” often appear to refer to overlapping processes. For these reasons they reject  the term “non-cognitive skills” in favor of the use of the term “self-regulated learning.” (Duckworth, et al, 2009)

Still, they indicate that factors such as motivation, self-efficacy, persistence and others that have been included in the category of “non-cognitive skills” are included in the category of what they call “self-regulated learning.”  They go on to conclude that, “There is a positive overall relationship between self-regulation and academic achievement. Children and young people with more adaptive personal skills and learning resources are more likely to succeed academically…” and “Aspects of self-regulation such as attention, persistence, flexibility, motivation and confidence can all be improved as a result of effective teaching and learning practices.” (Duckworth, et al, 2009).

Taken together, these recent reports suggest that more attention is being given to the assessment of factors other than academically oriented cognitive tests of oracy, literacy, and numeracy in education for children and adults. Whether they are called “non-cognitive” or “self-regulated” or some other name, these aspects of people’s mental lives, appear to have relationships to success in both academic settings and workplaces.

According to the research reviewed above, at least some of these non-cognitive (or semi-cognitive?) factors that are related to academic and work success are  also modifiable by educational interventions. This suggests that adult basic education programs might benefit from research to develop tools for assessing learner’s non-cognitive skills and their growth in such skills as a result of their participation in adult basic education programs.

Various studies of ABE outcomes have indicated that based on self-reports, adults frequently report improvements in self-efficacy (confidence) and other non-cognitive, affective outcomes of participating in programs. This provides a baseline literature for new research to find substantive and validated measures of change in non-cognitive skills to go along with tests that measure change in the cognitive skills of reading and mathematics that are presently widely used to evaluate the effectiveness of programs.
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Tom Sticht

tsticht@aznet.net

This is an important trend.  I've spent considerable time and effort reviewing and organizing the non-cognitive (aka,. conative) variables related to learning in a project I call "Beyond IQ."  This project includes a literature and conceptual based model taxonomy of constructs (Model of Academic Competence and Motivation).  Information regarding this project can be found at the following URL.  I hope this trend continues.

Kevin McGrew, PhD.

Director

Institute for Applied Psychometrics (IAP)

www.iapsych.com
Hi, all

Been out for a while and just catching up. The discussion of non cognitive skills is great. I was a vocational rehab. counselor for years and used a combination of "additional test" administered by the psychologist and tests in a COMPLETE work evaluation to determine "non-cognitive" skills. They turned out to be the best , (along with a good interview) most accurate predictor of success with my clients. Particularly, if the client was going to long term vocational training or college. Frankly, it rarely failed as a predictor.

Robin Matusow

Rehabilitation Instructional Specialist

Miami-Dade County Public Schools

1450 Northeast Second Avenue, Ste. 837

Miami, FL 33132

Office: 305 995-1842

Fax: 305 523-0738

rmatusow@dadeschools.net
I am most curious to know what kind of 'additional tests' you used to measure non-cognitive skills. I am looking for such measurements/tests to use in a program with adults who are preparing for vocational training and might need extra support with reading skills. The program director is interested in assessment of skills, other than basic measures of reading, which might prove to be predictors of future success in the program.

Julie H. Ennis, M.ED
Education Consultant
Fairfax VA

Hello Tom and all:

While I think Tom's workshop that includes the works of Leo Lionni is 
probably a wonderful idea, I'm still having some problems with the whole 
idea of "Cognitive and Non-Cognitive Skills."

To his credit, at the bottom of Tom's note (8-25) he gives another term for 
non-cognitive drawn from Duckworth (et al, 2009), i.e., "Aspects of 
self-regulation such as attention, persistence, flexibility, motivation and 
confidence can all be improved as a result of effective teaching and 
learning practices."

Though Duckworth's change of meaning may suggest a problem with the 
distinction between cognitive and non-cognitive skills, Tom still places the 
cognitive/non-cognitive terminology squarely in the name of his program: 
"Adult Literacy: A Focus On Cognitive and Non-Cognitive Skills and Behavior 
With Children's Picture Books By Leo Lionni."

To cut to the chase, the cognitive/non-cognitive distinction signals a basis 
in cognitional theory in a way that Duckworth's "self-regulation" etc., do 
not; and the distinction is fraught with problems--(Tom:  perhaps Duckworth, 
et al, were trying to avoid those problems by avoiding bad philosophical 
"baggage," or at least controversial philosophical issues?)

More substantially to the name of your workshop, rather than cognitive or 
non-cognitive, shouldn't the distinction be clarified as (1) 
subject-oriented learning, like math, or science, or being able to read, and 
(2) a person's personal or human developmental concerns, e.g., 
"values-behavioral," or moral, social, leadership skills, or creativity, 
etc.  How one affects the other, of course (as you suggest in your later 
paragraphs in that 8-25 note), is another question--certainly we easily can 
say with Duckworth, et al, that they are, to varying degrees, mutually 
informing?

But the problem is that all of the (2) above and more are also, at the very 
least, "cognitive."  That is, thinking is a holistic affair--and we are 
thinking beings.  And though what we become morally or socially, etc., can 
become ingrained in our beings--so much so as to become reactive or 
spontaneous to our being, or to our "behaviors" --we arrive at that 
developmental state of affairs through a long journey of experiencing others 
around us and through questioning, and thinking about that 
experience--cognitive activities.  And in adult education classes, no one is 
going to change their "behaviors" or learn anything without engaging their 
cognitive functions.

Again, Duckworth says:  "Aspects of self-regulation such as attention, 
persistence, flexibility, motivation and confidence can all be improved ...

...as a result of effective teaching and learning practices."

In other literature, the (b) distinction above is referred to as "the hidden 
curriculum."  But that we often teach it remotely ("behind" our 
subject-oriented curricula), it's not considered non-cognitive.

I have to ask Tom, and more or less concretely: What would **learning** 
something look like--without using our cognitive functions, for instance, 
how to "behave" in a social setting?  And about the programming:  Do you 
think it might be a good thing to look further into it?  And, in making such 
distinctions, are you (not to mention the Educational Testing Service [ETS]) 
not risking passing down flawed philosophical distinctions to your workshop 
participants?

Regards,

Catherine King
Adjunct Instructor
National University
Department of Education
San Diego, CA
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Hello to all,

 

As I have mentioned elsewhere, the "components" of non-cognitive skills (e.g. motivation) can and often do very much tap into cognition. This is very much supported by at least my own instructional practices and cognitive psychology.  I consider the cognitive/non-cognitive distinction to be inaccurate and misleading; it is not based in "fact," at least in the context of the workshop referenced below.

 

Michael
 

Michael A. Gyori 

Maui International Language School 

www.mauilanguage.com
Colleagues: George Demetrion, Michael Gyori, and Catherine King have all argued against the use of the term “non-cognitive” in a general way and specifically in the free workshop that I am presenting this coming academic year.

I am, of course, aware that the term “non-cognitive” is imprecise, vague, and in the category of “fuzzy” concepts that cognitive scientists explore. But the term is nonetheless being used by important education advisors  to the President, such as James Heckman and the Council of Economic Advisors, it is being used by the largest standardized test development company in the nation, Educational Testing Service (ETS), and it is being used in discussions of factors useful in the prediction of success in graduate and professional education (Sedlacek, 2004).

Given the policy and practice implications of this growing focus on what are called “non-cognitive” factors, I am using the term to indicate that it will be discussed in the workshop I am developing using reviews of empirical research and Leo Lionni’s books as a vehicle for bridging the importance of the so-called “non-cognitive” factors from early childhood (Heckman’s focus) to college studies and workforce development (ETS focus) and graduate/professional education (Sedlacek’s focus).

In my workshop the vagaries of the terms “cognitive” and “non-cognitive” will be discussed by the participants. I have found in past workshops that adult literacy educators are very competent and able to deal with the vagaries of educational terms (What is Knowledge? What is literacy? What is learning? Etc.) while still being able to take up the pragmatics of teaching to help students improve their lives and the lives of their families.

I’m looking forward to some stimulating discussions in the workshops!
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tsticht@aznet.net

Hello Michael:  

 

Yes, the distinction is valid, just not in terms of cognitive and non-cognitive skills.  Another way to refer to the distinction is Proximate and Remote.  Remote refers to personal-development skills that commonly we carry from class to class (from more proximate subject-matter to subject-matter) like creativity, or social skills, or leadership, or just being open to new learning, etc.  

 

I was surprised to see a testing service using such a controversial philosophical concept.  One wonders about the test-writers' own theoretical and remote development--philosophical development being one of those remote fields of meaning that always informs more subject-oriented meaning; though of course it can also be subject-matter oriented.  

 

Regards,

 

Catherine King

Hello Catherine,

 

I fail to discern disagreement with my contention that the cognitive/noncognitive distinction is invalid.  I am not proposing the absence of distinctions, but the one at hand remains an inaccurate one in my opinion.  That was all I was referring to.  Renaming the distinction doesn't negate my claim, but rather result in circular reasoning and an exercise in semantics.

 

Am I missing something?

 

Michael
 

Michael A. Gyori 

Maui International Language School 

www.mauilanguage.com
Hello Michael:

 

No--I don't think we disagree--unless I missed something.   I am only developing the nuances and offering different concepts to better express valid distinctions.  

 

We disagree, however, if you think what I am saying is circular, or that semantics in such cases are not important to passing on, to those who read our work, aspects of the same "remote" meaning or hidden curriculum we are referring to.  

 

Also, my questioning originally was aimed at Tom Sticht's use of the terms cognitional and non-cognitional in his program development--which carries with it a huge venue of presupposed meaning--that apparently neither you nor I nor many others consider valid.

 

Regards,

 

Catherine King

