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A COGNITIVE APPROACH TO TEACHING THE
DEVELOPMENTAL STUDENT

There is growing consensus among developmental researchers that a
substantial number, perhaps even a majority, of the freshmen admitted
into colleges and universities in the United States approach the academic
tasks of college-level courses on the concrete operational level of cognitive
functioning.! Kuhn, et al., report that at least sixty percent of the college
age population are unable to operate at the formal level, the highest level
of cognitive development.2 In another study using Piagetian tasks,
Schwebel found similar results, reporting a mean score below the level of
formal operational thinking for a group of randomly selected university
freshmen? Yet nothing less than formal-operational functioning is
required to perform college-level work efficiently and effectively.*

The undereducated, urban community college student lags far behind
the average college or university freshman in the ability to deal with the
intellectually complex operations called for in college courses. These stu-
dents often manage to pass remedial courses through memorization and
drilling, strategies which quickly prove inadequate for college level work.
Our experience and findings suggest that students do not succeed in regu-
lar college courses despite their acquisition of basic reading and writing
skills because instruction at the remedial level has been directed at the sur-
face of what our students need to know to succeed and has, by and large,
ignored the cognitive structures that would allow them to process, assimi-
late, and manipulate the content of college programs. The facade of com-
petence quickly crumbles because the basic skills are not supported by
underlying cognitive structures. Our research suggests that remedial pro-
grams will be more effective if focused more directly on developing these
underlying cognitive competencies.

At Passaic County Community College, an inner city school with a large
enrollment of educationally disadvantaged students, we are now in the
fourth year of developing a remedial curriculum, the “"Cognitive Project,"
that gives educationally underprepared, nontraditional students an
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