Joan M. Elifson and Katharine R. Stone

INTEGRATING SOCIAL, MORAL, AND COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY: IMPLICATIONS OF JAMES

FOWLER’S EPISTEMOLOGICAL PARADIGM FOR BASIC
WRITERS

Into every act of knowing there enters
a passionate contribution of the person
knowing what is being known....This
coefficient is no mere imperfection but
a vital component of his knowledge.
—Michael Polanyi

Too little is known about the psychology of composition, especially as it
applies to basic writers. Writing researchers have been concerned with
error analysis, syntactic maturity, linguistic and semantic ability, and the
nature of the writing process. Few, however, have looked at writing from a
cognitive-developmental perspective to assess whether writing ability
changes structurally over a lifetime and particularly during a person’s edu-
cational experience.

The theory that people develop in stages intellectually, morally, and
socially is not new. Jean Piaget, the Swiss psychologist, posited the theory
that people developing logical abilities move in describable, sequential
stages from infancy into early adulthood. Lawrence Kohlberg researched
the logic of moral decision-making in an attempt to make educators aware
of the implications of moral development for classroom materials and
teaching methods. Like Piaget and Kohlberg, William Perry also developed
a theory of intellectual growth based on identifiable stages. Working at
Harvard, Perry studied the growth of students’ understanding of
"knowledge” and of themselves as a part of the knowledgeable community.
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