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Buterbaugh and Fuller dIscuss the 
Personalized System of l nstmction­
what it is, how it can (o r cannot) be 
evaluated, and some probLems which 
may be encountered with its use. 

I r the leClure-taught course has in­
structors meeting the students as ad­

versaries, contin ually answering re­
dundant questions , haggling over ha lf­
credit for ha lf-correct a nswers, a nd 
genera ll y finding most students being 
inhibited by the lock-step timing of a 
lecture course, then PS I is an altern a­
tive . 

Extensive accep ta nce and employ­
ment of th is alternative mode of in­
struct ion shou ld cause instructional 
developers to take another look at the 
essential features of the system. PS I 
has been w idely employed by instruc­
tional developers in the physics field. 
Other discipl ines where PS I has been 
adapted and classroom tested include 
art, history, astronomy, anthropology, 
med ici ne , nu rses tra ining, geology, re­
ligion , and phi losophy. PSI (also 
known as the Keller Plan) is self­
paced , mastery-oriented , student-tu­
tored for jun ior college or univers ity 
instruction , w ith classes of all sizes. 
This rel at ivel y low cost system has 
a lso been tested at the h igh school 
level. 

\Vhile the element s of PS I va ry from 
list to l ist , most authors will agree that 
severa l points const itute the essent ial 
aspects of PS I. Even w ider variat ion 
exists among lists of learning prin­
cip les prepa red by vario us psycholo­
gists. ~'\(h.~le some arbitra r iness is inev­
itaDle, the princ iples offered in support 
of each element of the PS I approach 
were c~osen in an attempt to represent 
at least a modicum of consensus among 
psychologists concerning the way hu­
mans learn. These principles are of­
fered here primar il y as a means of 
showing how the Keller Plan (PSI ) in­
corporates some of the basic concepts 
of learning. 

First , PS I is a self-paced program. 
Sharing with the student responsibi lity 
for lea rning increases his involvement 
in the learning process. The student 
has a large part of the responsibility 
for learning in PS I; if he docs not com­
plete a un it , the course does not move 
ahead a utomat icall y as is the case in 
the trad itional approach. 

The more similar the learning situ­
at ion resembles the si tuation in which 
the learning is to be used, the more 
likel y the st udent is to transfer his 
learning. The self-paced , individually­
initiated PSI course resembles more 
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closely the situations an adult will lYP­
ically encounter than does the tradi­
tional lecture course. 

Learning progresses more rapidly 
when up to 80 percent of the learner's 
time is spent reciting what he has read 
or heard. The self-paced features, as 
well as others in PS I, place emphas is 
on the learner's demonstrating his 
skill / knowledge rather than on his 
passively ass imilating information. 

The student is expected to master 
700 percent of the content on the ex­
am ination signalling completion of 
each unit. To facilitate maximal learn­
ing, rewards should be presented in a 
variet.y of forms. One of the most im­
portant of those forms seems to be the 
sense of satisfaction achieved by mas­
tering a test or problem. 

Next , lectures and other techniques 
are used as vehicles of motivation 
rather than as sources of critical infor­
mation. Rewards are most effective 
when they follow directly the actions 
they are meant LO reinforce. Group dis­
cussions and other program experi­
ences recognizing student achievement 
are employed after the student has 
completed one or more units. 

The next major element involves 
p roctors, usually students who have 
recen tly mastered the course units in 
an exemplary manner. Proctors ad­
minister tests, provide tutoring assis­
tance, and are ava ilable for personal 
sessions with the students. Feedback, 
or the knowledge of results of one's 
performance, is an essential ingredient 
in the learning process. T he proctor 
makes frequent feedback feasible. 

The final basic element in PSI 
stresses the written word. Estab­
lishment with the individual of objec­
tives for his learning can facilitate his 
lea rning. Each written unit begins 
with an explicit stateme[\t of the objec­
tives for that unit. Both recall of learn­
ing and insight into new ideas are fa­
cilitated by organization of facts and 
concepts within the larger framework. 
The explicit presentation in writing of 
the material LO be learned in unit form 
proJides a coherent organizationa l 
scheme in wh ich to place the learning. 

Again ' in this feature, as well as in 
the first one, the simila rity to the most 
typical ad ult learn ing situation in­
creases the likelihood that the learning 
habit will be continued in adult life. 
Since a large percentage of adult learn­
ing centers on the written word, PSI 
should enhance the transfer. 

A Break with Tradition 
Since PSI involves a break with a 
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tradition , some means should be devel­
oped to explain it 10 colleagues. One 
approach is to combine two tech­
niques: suppl y information about the 
colleges that already use PS I, and be 
a ble to discuss the eval uation of PS I. 

PS I courses typica lly have been 
evaluated in several ways: 
I. T he distr ibution of course grades is 

compa red with the dist ribution in 
the sa me course that is ta ught tra­
ditionally. The typ ica l PSI grade 
distribution incl udes a bout 50 per­
cent As, a large number of in­
completes, and small numbers of 
Fs, Ds, and Cs. 

2. The performance of students in the 
PS I courses is compared wit h the 
students in the tradit ionally taugh t 
course on a common examination. 

3. The st udents ' own evaluat ions of 
the course are obta ined. 

4. The performa nce of PS I versus tra­
ditional students is examined in 
furth er course work in the same 
field. 

The best eval uation , of course, would 
entail all of the above points, plus oth ­
ers. One of the obv ious difficulties in 
obtain ing methodologically sound data 
on which to base an evaluation of PS I 
has to do with the odds against gett ing 
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two cl asses in which the students and 
the conditions are comparable enough 
to permi t a sound com par ison. This 
difficulty has not SlOpped instructOrs 
from trying 10 get whatever in forma­
tion is ava il able concern ing the per­
formance of PS I student s and to com­
pare th e informat ion w ith data 
ga the red from more tradit ional 
co urses. Nor should the difficu h ies 
prevent the effort , in our view, 10 ap­
proximate as nea rl y as possible in rea l 
life the ideal sort of eva luat ion one 
might li ke to see done with PS I. 

Because the instructional tasks in­
vo lved in PS I are quite di fferent from 
those of the lecture method, a person 
will need to be resourceful to make it 
succeed on the firs t attempt. Wh ile PS I 
has produced sufficien tl y consistent re­
sults to assure man y observers that it 
can be superior to more typical lecture 
courses, severa l factors which are di ffi ­
cult to control may contribute 10 the 
fa ilure of any particu lar PS I effort. 
They incl ude : the instructor's lack of 
fami li ar it y wi th the method ; in­
adeq uate advance plann ing so that a 
student does no t know what to expect; 
unclear instructions to st udents ; in­
suflicient or faulty examin ation ques­
tions; inordin ately large and difficult 
units. It is probably, unusua l if at least 
one of these facto rs is not operat ing the 
first time one does use PS I. However, 
by understanding the essent ia l features 
of PSI, and by appropr iate use of stu­
dent feedback in managing a PS I 
course, one can turn earl y ind icat ions 
of potential Ja ilure into success. 

' Altl\.ough PSI has met with a num­
ber of successes, it is not heralded as 
the answer to a ll of education 's ill s, 
no r even as a panacea for any teaching 
problems. Those who have tried it and 
like it may not be rel iable witnesses. 

Professor B. A. G reen Jr. . a PS I ad· 
vocate, has written with IOngue-in ­
cheek a list of object ions to PSI: 

You should not use the Keller Plan 
if: 

1. M astery is not the object of your 
course. 

2. T here is no t adequate text for 
your co urse. 

3. Your subject changes toO fast. 
4. You have 500 st uden ts with no 

help and no t ime off to prepare 
ma te ria l. 

5. Your students can ' t read, at least 
not well enough to do wi thout the 
lectures. 

6. You are legislatively requ ired 10 

lecture for a la rge number of 
hours. 

7. You don ' t have the energy to try 
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Test scores* as a function of instructional method and retention interval 
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something new at the time. 
8. Good teaching isn't rewarded at 

your school. 
9. You can't get undergraduate tu­

tors for love, credit, or any money. 
10. One undergraduate cannot judge 

proficiency in your subject on the 
part of another undergraduate. 

11 . Your administration will not tol­
erate the larger fraction of As. 

12. You object, in principle, to speci­
fying detailed objectives in your 
course. 

13. You cannot specify object ives in 
your specific course. 

14. You are too soft-hearted to with ­
hold privileges from a student 
who has not earned them. 

15. You are sa tisfied with your 
present methods. 

General References and Informa­
tion Sources 
Center for Personalized Instruction , 

Georgetown University, Washing­
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Learning and Teaching, Univers ity 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor 48104. 
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Workshop Conference, Rice Uni­
versity, Houston, Texas. 

" Personalized System of Instruction : 
An Alternat ive. " A 14-minute, 
black-and-white, 16mm fi lm in­
t roducing the co ncepts of PS I. 
Available for purchase or rental 
from : University of Nebraska, In­
struct ional Media Center, Univer­
sity Extension Divis ion, Lincoln, 
Nebraska 68508. 

James G. Buterbaug h is director, In­
structional M edia Center, and Robe'rt 
C. Fuller is associate professor of 
p hyslcs, University of Nebraska-Lin­
coln. 
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