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To reduce the impersonalization of large lecture
classes and to enhance the opportunity for active
participation by each student, individualized in-
structional methods were incorporated in a course
on The National Executive at American University.
The basis for this method was developed by
Charles B. Ferster, Professor of Psychology at
Georgetown University.1

Description
The course in designed to give the student a
thorough exposure to the functions, powers,
theories and social impact of the American presi-
dency, but the methods would be applicable to
any course of a similar nature. Materials included
a reader and several collateral works2. In the usual
lecture course, these are supplemented by two
examinations and either a term paper or book
reviews. For the experimental course, however,
significant departures were made from these
routine procedures as lectures, mid-term and final
examinations were eliminated. Instead, coverage of
the textual materials was incorporated into 21 inter-
view sessions which replaced conventional classes.
Written exercises were periodically assigned, but
the central activity of the course was a series of
student interviews with each other and the in-
structor.

This procedure was prompted by both experience
and experiment. A basic principle of learning is
that one learns by acting and by reflecting on what
has been done or said. It is common to hear a first-
year teacher remark that he has learned more in
one year of teaching than in several years of
schooling. If both conventional and scientific
wisdom are correct, then the usual method with the
professor as the sole active participant is ineffi-
cient. By reducing the role of the lecturer and
increasing the active participation of students, the
learning process begins to correspond to reality.

Students were given a set of study questions for
every 30 pages of material. An interview would be
arranged when two students, working at their own
pace, finished the designated study. One student,
the speaker, would then present a detailed exposi-
tion of the material, within a time limit of 15

1 Charles B. Ferster and M. C. Perrott, Behavior Prin-
ciples (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1968).
Ferster also has described his work in an unpub-
lished manuscript, "Individualized Instruction in a
Large Introductory Psychology Course" (1968).

2 Donald B. Johnson and Jack L. Walker, The Dy-
namics of (he American Presidency; Richard
Neustadt, Presidential Power; Theodore Sorenson,
Decision-making in the White House; Erwin C.
Hargrove, Presidential Leadership; and Nelson
Polsby and Aaron Wildavsky, Presidential Elections.

minutes. When the speaker finished, the listener,
who had taken notes, would comment on the
speaker's grasp of the material, on any inaccura'-
cies, and on related aspects of the topic. If both
students agreed that the speaker had a sufficient
understanding of the material, he, after completing
two or three interviews, would request a written
exercise from the instructor. To ensure equal effort,
each speaker had to listen for each time he spoke
but, other than this requirement, could proceed as
rapidly as he wished through the course.

The students were told that successful completion
of the first seven interviews and the exercises would
entitle them to a D even if they progressed no
further during the semester. A C was guaranteed
at the end of thirteen interviews, a B upon com-
pletion of twenty interviews and an A upon com-
pletion of twenty-one interviews and an exercise
covering the entire amount of material. In addition,
one desiring an A or B was required to turn in a
satisfactory term paper.

The instructor continually exhorted the students
to strive for a high degree of quality. To obtain a
satisfactory mark which would allow a student to
proceed to the next section, the exercise had to be
the equivalent of a S or better (the same was true
of the term paper). To enforce this requirement
without instilling a defeatist or resentful attitude in
the students, they could repeat an exercise as
many times as desired without penalty except for
losing the time necessary to retake the exercise.
Emphasis was placed upon a thorough grasp of the
material rather than on covering a wide range
of reading matter. The A or 6 student, of course,
would have done both.

During the class meeting the students occupied
themselves with studying course materials, engag-
ing in interviews, and taking exercises. Daily
attendance (which was not required) ranged from
about fifteen to forty-four of a group of forty-four
students, and the median was about twenty.
Either the instructor or an assistant would engage
in the interviews if a student could not find a
partner.

The rationale for this method, as developed by
Ferster, is based on the principle that spaced
learning is much more efficient than massed
(crammed) learning relative to retention of mate-
rials. To increase the degree of efficiency, three
opportunities for reinforcement are provided: the
student reads the materials, discusses them with a
classmate, and takes an exercise on brief sections
of material at a time. Other skills and values are
also developed. Active participation in a coopera-

600 P.S. Fall 1969

https://doi.org/10.2307/417986 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/417986


tive effort with fellow students is encouraged and
this tends to develop a spirit of inquiry as well as
habits of self-discipline. Participation is fostered
by requiring the student to do his own information-
gathering within a structured process and by
establishing a schedule of interpersonal exchanges
among the students. Habits of self-discipline are
developed by reducing the coercive aspects of the
learning process to a practical minimum. Class
attendance is made optional, fear of failing an
examination is avoided by providing for re-takes,
the requirement that a student take an entire
semester to complete a course is dropped, and the
assumption that the instructor must assign the
course grade is avoided. Thus the student supplies
his own motivation, sets his own pace, and deter-
mines for himself what grade he desires.

Course Evaluation
A surprise final examination was given to the
class, whether the student had finished the mate-
rials necessary for an A or not. The examination
consisted of two general questions which required
the student to draw upon a considerable amount of
material. The questions were the same as those
given to another section of the same course,
taught in a more traditional manner by Dr.
Cornelius Vahle. He also corrected the examina-
tions in order to provide a comparative and inde-
pendent judgement of their quality. Since it was
a surprise examination, no special preparation by
the students occurred, while it may be assumed
that considerable cramming had taken place in
the companion section. The writer felt that if the
student did substantially worse on these examina-
tions then this would be an argument in favor of
the lecture method.

The results were mildly encouraging. Of the forty-
four students, course final grades included
twenty-one A's, one S, twenty C's and two D's.
(The reason for a single 6 was due to the small
margin of additional effort needed to attain an A
compared to the attractiveness of the grade.)
Of the twenty-two A's and B's, none were rated
more poorly than a C on the final examination,
three received C's, seventeen received B's, and
two received A's. In Vahle's opinion, the two
sections performed comparably on the examina-
tion even though the experimental class received
no lectures. This would indicate that students
are able to obtain, roughly, the same material
through their own efforts and, at the same time,
probably ensure greater retention.

Moreover, the writer was convinced that the stu-
dents' performances on the written exercises dur-
ing the semester were far superior to equivalent

essay examinations given during the preceding
semester. This is attributed to the fact that the
student took the exercise immediately upon read-
ing the material, as well as to the virtually un-
limited time available. This aspect of the course
should prove to be of value to the student and
encouragement to the instructor. For he can
demand excellence not only in terms of content but
in terms of style, grammer, and organization.
Whether there was improvement in analytical
ability could not be ascertained.

To check further the writer's impressions, a twelve
item free-answer questionnaire was distributed to
the students at the end of the final examination.
All were more favorably inclined toward this method
than toward the lecture method. 90 percent would
take a simliar course if conducted in the same
manner; 60 percent found that they developed new
friendships which they thought they would not
have developed in a lecture course; 90 percent
thought they had to use their analytical abilities to
a greater degree than in a lecture course; 89 per-
cent found a higher degree of motivation present
than would be expected in a lecture course; and,
89 percent thought that the interview session was
of positive benefit to the speaker. A few additional
advantages were suggested by the students, in-
cluding the opportunity to do high quality work;
self-scheduling by the student; the existence of a
relaxed atmosphere pervading the classroom; no
penalties for making mistakes; and the encourage-
ment of self-expression. As a last observation,
90 percent of the students found they had to spend
2-4 times as much time on the course as on com-
parable lecture courses.

The students identified as major defects the lack
of lectures (23 percent) and too much student
responsibility (16 percent). Other disadvantages
suggested were too much detail required and insuf-
ficient supervision of the interviews.

Possibilities
There is no question but that the students enjoyed
the course more than a comparable lecture class.
Being an experimental class may have had some-
thing to do with this feeling. However, the tension
created by the uncertainty of traditional grading
procedures was almost completely absent. This, by
itself would tend to improve learning conditions
since psychologists' findings indicate that a con-
dition of tension inhibits the learning process.
Also, the often noticed reluctance of the student
to speak with the instructor was completely absent
(with most of the communication taking place
in the classroom). Finally, the writer is convinced
that the caliber of work he can demand is higher
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than he could expect in the more traditional class-
room situation.

A few caveats are in order, however. This method
need not be used in classes smaller than 20-25
since there is ample opportunity for class par-
ticipation. Rather, this technique can best be used
in dealing with large classes, which every school
now experiences. It can provide an opportunity for
a greater degree of personal involvement and per-
sonal contact with the instructor or his assistants
than can be done by relying solely on the lecture
method or closed-circuit television.

To deal with large groups, an instructor should
have about one assistant for every 25-30 students.
It is not necessary that these assistants be highly
qualified, only that they have taken the course
themselves and have time to devote to the enter-
prise, for the time factor is an obvious problem for
the busy faculty member.

Lectures should not be completely dispensed with.
Probably seven or eight lectures during the semes-
ter would allow one to communicate his original
research and thinking and assist the student in
formulating a perspective of the overall system
which he is studying. This allows the instructor to
take special pains with his lectures to make them
worthwhile, although the student probably will not
be exposed to as many different perspectives as he
might be via a large number of lectures.

By use of this method, the impersonalization of the
present system can be alleviated as can be the
inevitable tendency to "spoonfeed" the student. If a
student wishes to get by with as little work as pos-
sible he can opt for a C, but in having to do
superior work to obtain it he may become enthused
with the academic enterprise. The student who is
capable of doing high quality work but has a bad
day on an examination is not penalized; he simply
re-takes the exercise. And a student who finds
himself able to complete the normal course re-
quirements in half the time is able to do so and to
spend the remainder of the semester on other
pursuits. He is not bound to the speed of the
average student. Finally, an important benefit
accrues to the instructor: he can try to assist the
poorer student as well as communicate easily with
all of them for his role as "grade assigner" is no
longer a barrier between himself and his students.

The author wishes to thank his graduate assistants,
Brian Anderson and Marie McNertney, for assistance in
this project.
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just published
ALLIANCES IN INTERNATIONAL POLITICS
By Julian Friedman, Maxwell Graduate School, Syracuse University;
Christopher Bladen, American Society of Public Administration, Syra-
cuse University and Steven Rosen, University of Pittsburgh. Employing
a broad range of methodologies and perspectives, the authors develop
a patterned understanding of the role and dynamics of alliances in
international politics through the study of such variables as the forma-
tion and dissolution of alliances, neutralism and non-alignment, and
the relationship between alliances, war, and international law. Through
the careful selection of published articles, introductory notes, and orig-

^ inal papers, the authors give an overview of research done in coalition
"• theory and politics and suggests worthwhile lines of research for the

future. Paperbound 400 pp. 1969.
PERSPECTIVES ON URBAN POLITICS
By Jay S. Goodman, Wheaton College. This book of readings is de-
signed for courses on urban government, urban sociology, urban eco-
nomics, and urban planning. The twenty-five articles selected were
written by leading scholars in political science, sociology, and eco-
nomics. The reader takes the micro-macro approach to urban politics,
combining for the undergraduate good theory, choice comparative
studies, and lively and relevant case materials. Est 576 pp. 1969.
recently published
STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN AMERICA, SECOND EDITION
By Daniel R. Grant, Vanderbilt University; and H. C. Nixon.
Retaining a balance of traditional and behavioral approaches to the
study of state and local government, the Second Edition increases
emphasis on metro-politics and the problems of governing a metro-

, politan area. Now, selected "case summaries" illustrate briefly the
j application of abstract concepts to real political situations in the state

and local field. The text includes a thorough and up-to-date analysis of
the impact of Baker v. Carr and Reynolds v. Sims, not only on state
legislatures, but also on many of our basic assumptions about the
politics of state and local government. The revision reflects significant
developments in civil rights, voting qualifications, church-state rela-
tions, welfare and anti-poverty programs, judicial organization, and
trends in state and local expenditures and revenue. 596 pp. 1968.
THE JUDICIARY: THE SUPREME COURT IN THE GOVERNMENTAL
PROCESS, SECOND EDITION
By Henry J. Abraham, University of Pennsylvania. Pertinent work of the
Supreme Court through the 1967-1968 term is included in this con-
cise overview of the judiciary in general and the Supreme Court in
particular. Both an explanatory and evaluative work, this text presents

^ a brief analysis of the Supreme Court's role in the dual system of
courts, the Court's role in the delineation and preservation of individ-
ual freedoms, and its problems of judicial review and of public policy-
maker. Paperbound 128 pp. 1969.
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