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Approaches to Learning: Epistemological Development

It is also important to take into account students’ epistemological develop-
ment, or approaches to learning (Schrader, 2004), when setting up the class-
room climate. In particular, consider how students understand knowledge 
and the roles that they, other students, and the instructor play in their learn-
ing. Beginning with the classic work by William Perry (1970) with university 
students, researchers have explored the ways that students make sense of how 
they develop knowledge as they experience college. Based on his longitudinal 
research with primarily male college students at Harvard, Perry developed a 
framework of intellectual and ethical development that consisted of a series 
of nine different positions that students might take in terms of understand-
ing knowledge. They are often grouped into four smaller categories (Hofer & 
Pintrich, 1997). These positions begin with “dualism” at one end, where stu-
dents see knowledge as being absolute (true or false); they look to their profes-
sors to teach them this knowledge. In the middle positions, students develop 
a sense of “multiplicity”; they realize that there are multiple perspectives rather 

TABLE 2.1 
Worksheet: Supporting Students’ Psychological Needs of Autonomy, 

Competence, and Belonging

Psychological Need Ways to Support Students

Autonomy

What you would like to improve; consider your 
students’ challenges in terms of feeling that they 
can exert control and make meaningful choices.
 

Describe possible ways to support 
your students’ autonomy.
 

Competence

What you would like to improve; consider your 
students’ challenges in terms of feeling able to 
deal with the challenges of your course.
 

Describe possible ways to support 
your students’ competence.
 

Belonging

What you would like to improve; consider your 
students’ challenges in terms of experiencing 
connection with others in the class.
 

Describe possible ways to support 
your students’ feelings of belonging.
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