Helping Students
Take Gontrol of Their Own
Achievement

A Diligence—-Ability Intervention Model

ave you ever been bewildered by
the mediocre performance of
able students? Have you ever
echoed this teacher’s lament:
“What can I do to get students
to concentrate, to
put more effort into schoolwork,
and to take it more seriously?”
This pertinent question, asked by
teachers daily, has been largely
neglected by the educational re-
form movement.!
A number of variables affect
student performance. Some re-
late directly to teaching and
learning—for example, the cur-
riculum, textbooks, physical facil-
ities, school climate, teaching
style, learning style, and school
administration. Other variables
relate to psychological and per-
sonality factors like self-esteem,
personality type, and identity; still
others are sociological factors like
income level, type of parenting,
educational level of parents, and
so on. Manipulating some of
these variables can have positive
effects on student achievement.
In a recent article titled The
Quality School Curriculum,* Wil-
liam Glasser urged educators to
make the curriculum more rele-
vant and palatable so that stu-
dents would be eager to expend more effort
to learn when encouraged to do so.
Obviously, schools need to make this a prior-
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ity for teaching and learning. Ultimately,
however, students need to be taught to ac-
cept greater responsibility for their own edu-
cation.’

When students learn to organize them-
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selves and set priorities for the items clamor-
ing for their time and attention, there will be
virtually no limit to the success they can

achieve. The controlling factor will be their

commitment to study and academic achieve-

ment.

This article offers a practical approach to

students’ holistic educational development.
We will use the term diligence to
describe the effort expended by
students to achieve. As the article
unfolds, it will provide an opera-
tional definition for diligence and
a simple procedure for predicting
a student’s level of competence
(GPA) based on her or his dili-
gence and ability scores.

The Effort-Ability Paradigm
and Testing
Most educators and students
recognize the direct causal rela-
tionship between effort and
grades earned. According to a
simplified version of Attribution
Theory developed for classroom
practice by Madeline Hunter and
reported in an article titled “If at
First. . .’; Attribution Theory in
the Classroom,™ success and fail-
ure depend on four factors:
1. Native ability
2. Effort
3. Luck
4. Task difficulty
Native ability and effort are
the most dominant factors. Luck
and task difficulty are regarded as not being
under the student’s direct control, so they
will not be discussed in this article.
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Native ability and effort are internal at-
tributes. Unlike native ability, effort is
something that the student can control.

Bernard’ found no correlation between
diligence and ability. Diligence is evenly
distributed among students of all ability lev-
els. There are brilliant students who “goof
off” and average students who work very
diligently.

Many countries’ educational systems re-
gard success as associated more with effort
than ability. For example, in Japan even very
able high school students say that their suc-
cess can be attributed largely to discipline
and hard work, according to Holloway.*
American high school students believe
school success depends mostly on ability,
that one has to be “smart” in order to suc-
ceed. Accordingly, if students do not believe
that they are smart they may not try very
hard in school.
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However, research has shown that stu-
dents can alter their performance by the
quality and quantity of effort they put into
their education. This suggests a sure formula
for success, according to Hunter and Barker.

Of all the causal attributions, the only one
completely under our control is effort: we can
determine how much effort we will expend. . .
[1lf students are to succeed, they must believe
that when they expend effort—something they
completely control—-they will experience suc-
cess.’

Glasser® explained the causes of success
and failure through Control Theory which,
like Attribution Theory, emphasizes the im-
portance of effort in achieving success. He
says that “all our behavior, simple to com-
plex, is our best attempt to control ourselves
to satisfy our needs. . . . It is how well I study
that determines success.”

Glasser adds that it is not enough to sim-

ply try harder in order to achieve
greater success. He emphasizes the
need for quality effort.

The students are the workers of
the schools. And, like workers in
most service industries, the difference
between the success and failure of the
organization depends on the quality
of their work, be it waiting on tables
or learning academic subjects. . . .
All the measures of school failure
that are widely reported—such as
dropout rates, low test scores and
students’ unwillingness to take “bard
subjects” (e.g., math and science) are
the result of students’ failing to ex-
pend the effort to do bigh-quality
work.”

Most report cards have a section
where the teacher can comment on
student effort. Frequently this con-
sists of a scale for rating effort from
low to high. Although subjective,
this teacher-rated score can be re-
garded as an indication of many
elusive aspects of effort.

However, it may be more in-
structive to ask students to rate
their own effort. This is the ra-
tionale behind the development of a
Diligence Inventory (DI)." This
instrument allows students to gain
insights about their efforts in differ-
ent areas of their education.

Traditionally, standardized tests
of ability like the Scholastic Apti-
tude Test (SAT) and the American
College Test (ACT) have been used
to explain and predict high school

students’ scholastic abilities (as measured by
grade-point average [GPA]). The scores on
such tests are usually seen as a student’s per-
formance potential. There is hardly any
point in expecting a student to improve his
or her grades if this potential remains rela-
tively stable.

Make no mistake, standardized ability
and achievement tests do have a place in ex-
plaining or predicting student success. But
they have been criticized for bias. Clearly,
students should not be stereotyped as having
limited capabilities based on IQ tests, their
socio-econormic status, family structure,
race, or ethnic background. Therefore, as-
sessing both ability and diligence would pro-
vide a more accurate analysis of student po-
tential.

Teachers and administrators need to make
important decisions regarding individual stu-
dents, classrooms and schools. These decisions



should be made on the best
available information.
Standardized tests provide
information that can be used
along with other facts to aid
in making many of these de-
cisions. . . . Standardized
tests should seldom, if ever,
be used as the sole basis for
an important decision about
a student’s abilities.”
Unlike fixed measures of
ability, diligence offers
some hope for positive
change. Here is a measure
that can be controlled by
the students themselves,
and which can effect dra-
matic changes in their
achievement. In other
words, by knowing more
about themselves, students
gain the power to take re-
sponsibility for much of
their educational success.

Questions About Diligence

Let us first examine some of the ques-
tions that may have surfaced in your mind
before moving on to a definition of dili-
gence.

* What do students do or fail to do that
spells success or failure?

* Should student effort be directed solely
toward studying hard to get good grades?

* Would just studying hard (i.e. increas-
ing time on task) produce maximum benefit,
or do other factors need to be included?

The answers to these questions are
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Holistic education implies the harmonious
development of the mental, spiritual, physi-
cal, and social dimensions as depicted in the
model for educational development por-
trayed in Figure 1.

This type of development was exempli-
fied by Jesus Christ, who personified dili-
gence in all its perfection. Of Him it was
written, “And Jesus increased in wisdom in
years [or in stature] and in divine and human
favor” (Luke 2:52, NRSV).

Each side of the rectangle depicts a di-
mension of growth or development. Ideally,
a balanced individual should possess and

nurture these four attrib-
utes proportionately in
order to produce “normal”
growth (represented by the
expanding symmetrical
squares). In reality, stu-
dents’ development will
probably be represented by
rectangles, since it is un-
likely that anyone will at-
tain the ideal of perfect
balance in all dimensions.

Any departure from the
ideal produces a relative
deficiency in one or more
dimensions. The goal of
education should be for the
student to try to attain and
maintain the ideal through
the process of diligence. A
diligent student may be re-
garded as one who strives
toward balanced develop-
ment in all four dimen-

sions.

Students can do a number of things to
raise their maturity level in these various di-
mensions. The Diligence Inventory was de-
veloped by identifying areas that would re-
flect growth in these four dimensions.
Philosophically, the definition of diligence
was based on the holistic nature of educa-
tion; but conceptually, diligence was seen as
relating to three broad domains: industry,
citizenship and character, and cognitive
skills.”

Definition of Diligence

Diligence in education is defined as

rooted in philosophy. To get students
to accept more responsibility for their
education, we must develop a working
definition of education that suggests
the areas in which they should accept
responsibility.

Ellen G. White has given us a
comprehensive definition of education
to undergird Adventist philosophy.

True education . . . has to do with
the whole being, and with the whole pe-
riod of existence possible to man. It is
the barmonious development of the
physical, the mental and the spiritual
powers. It prepares the student for the

Joy of service in this world and for the
bigher joy of wider service in the world
to come."
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the effort a student expends to achieve
a balanced or holistic development in
the mental, physical, social, and spiri-
tual dimensions. It is measured on the
following scales.

* Motivation—The drive to begin a
certain course of action with an in-
tended result in mind.

¢ Concentration and Assimilation—
The act of focusing attention on a
problem, task, or impending situation
through a process by which all new ex-
perience is modified and combined
with previous knowledge. Also making
sense of a subject and its parts.

* Conformity and Responsibility—
Degree of maturity in relating to one’s
own concerns and those of significant

Implicit in this definition are the
nature and purpose of education, that is,
preparing the whole person for service.

Fig. 1. An ideal model for educational development'*

others.
* Discipline—The training of the will.
* Devotedness and Spivituality—Practices
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that contribute to good morals and self-es-
teem.

The items in each scale are shown at the
right. (The numbers are those that appear in
the actual instrument.) Students are asked to
rate these items on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1
being Never or Rarely, and 5 being Almost
Always.

Using Diligence to Predict Grades

To use the Diligence-Ability model,
schools need both ability and DI scores for
each student. Teachers can use these scores
as part of informal assessment in counseling,
advising, or simply understanding students.

A more precise procedure to predict stu-
dent achievement was used successfully by
Bernard with a group of students in Michi-
gan.' He obtained ability and Diligence
Inventory scores for each student, and pre-
dicted student grades.

Using ability and DI scores, a statistical
program generated an equation that pre-
dicted student competence (grades). As a re-
sult Bernard" found that ability alone pre-
dicted 28 percent of the variance in student
grades, whereas diligence and ability to-
gether predicted 37 percent of grade vari-
ance.

As an example of how this works, the
Bernard study predicted that a high school
student with an ACT score of 20 and below-
average DI score of 100 (the DI scale range
was 55-275) would have a GPA of 2.67. If
the student, with the help of his teachers,
improved his diligence score to 200, the pre-
dicted GPA would be 3.22.

Framework for a Curriculum on
Diligence

Teaching students how to be more dili-
gent can significantly improve their acade-
mic performance as well as their all-around
educational development.

Diligence can be taught by using the
Diligence Inventory items.* Curricula can be
tailored to the needs of different schools and
systems. Here are some themes that might
form the basis of such curricula.

Motivation
* Goal setting
* Persistence

Conformity and Responsibility
* Attending Behavior
¢ Peer Pressure
Concentration and Assimilation
* Memory Techniques
* Being Testwise
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Motivation

1.

5.

7.

8.
16.
17.
19.
23.
25.
32.
33.
38.
40.
42.
43.
46.
48,
49.
55.

| want to do the best | can in school.

| take care to complete my assignments.

I am able to do my assignments without prompting.

I have problems with taking organized class notes.

1 like to participate in extracurricular activities for my school.
I make sure that my assignments are done correctly.

I like to take up academic challenges.

I strive to do my assignments to the best of my ability.

I set high standards for myself in school.

My friends see me as very organized for school.

| find myself not prepared for tests as | would like.

| do my assignments as soon as | get them.

I find it difficult to complete all my assignments.

When a subject is oo difficult, | settle for a passing grade.
I try to tumn in my homework assignments on time.

Even when I'm tired | fry to complete my assignments.
1find it difficult to sustain attention to my school work.

I try o do outstanding work in all my classes.

1 work very hard to get good grades.

Conformity and Responsibility

3.
10.
20.
22.
26.
28.
37.
39.
44,
47.
50.
52.

| listen to everything the teacher says in class.

| take more advice from friends than from my parents/quardians.

| do homework before | spend time with friends.

I don't think it's necessary to inform my parents/guardians as to my whereabouts.
| like my assignments to look neat and tidy.

Some teachers think | give them a hard time.

| don't like my parents to interfere in my school work.

If | return from school later than normal, | would offer an explanation to my parents/guardians.
I like to obey my teachers promptly.

I try to keep within my budget.

| obey my parents/guardians promptly.

I help to support myself through school.

Concentration and Assimilation

9.
1.
14.
15.
21,
27.
29.
34,

| stop periodically while reading and review the information.

| proofread assignments before tumning them in.

| review my notes before the next class.

When | am studying a topic, | try to make all the ideas fit logically.

When preparing for an exam, | create questions that | think might be included and study them.
I try to see the relationships between what 'm studying and what | already know.

I do not turn in an assignment until 'm sure that it is correct.

| seek feedback from my teachers and/or counselors concerning the progress | am making in
school.

Devotedness and Spirituality

2. | make constructive use of my leisure time.
4. |wish1didn't have to do chores at home.
12.  |take time to admire the things of nature.
36.  Personally, | like to take a fittle time out to pray or meditate.
41, | enjoy attending church or religious services.
53.  I'have difficulty in settling down to my studies at home.
54.  |like to have quiet moments to plan my strategies for success in school.
Discipline
6.  Ifeel | am not getting enough rest.
13. I do not find time 1o do extra credit assignments.
18.  Ithink | don't get enough exercise.
24. | have irregular eating habits.
30.  Iforget to drink adequate water.
31.  |getupset over the amount of school work I have to do.
35.  |start projects well, but | have problems with completing them.
45.  |try to keep my weight under control.
51.  ltend to fall asleep when I'm studying.




Devotedness and Spirituality

® Morals, Ethics, Values

* Appreciation of Nature
Discipline

¢ Stress Management

* Physical and Emotional Toning

This article cannot provide all the details.
However, it does highlight the potential im-
pact on student performance of implement-
ing such a curriculum. If students, regardless
of their innate ability, understand that the
main reason why their “smart” friends do so
well is “diligence” as defined in this article,
then they can be encouraged to realize their
potential, too.

Without a formal curriculum for teaching
diligence, teachers may want to use the indi-
vidual items of the DI to sensitize students to
neglected areas in their personal develop-
ment. By simply reading the items of the DI,
the average student may be able to glean
some ideas for self-improvement.

For example, a student’s reaction to the
item in the Motivation scale “I want to do
the best I can in school” can have implica-
tions for his or her overall educational expe-
riences. A positive response can indicate a
student’s level of diligence and potential to
succeed, while a neutral or negative response
should alert teachers to the need to encour-
age the student to do his or her best.

Many of the items of the Diligence
Inventory imply much more than they actu-
ally measure. For example, the item in the
Devotedness and Spirituality scale “I take
time to admire the things of nature” could
suggest qualities of patience, keenness, won-
der, concentration, reflection, analysis, inspi-
ration, and above all, worship of the Creator
of nature. Some activities implied are hiking
in the outdoors (providing proper exercise
and rest), conservation of the environment,
reading to satisfy one’s curiosity, and so on.

Each of the items can be used to develop
activities that will help to mold students
holistically. These activities can be made
culture and situation specific. Teachers can
choose the approach that will work best for
them and their students.

By using the Diligence Inventory, educa-
tors can help young people to fully realize
their potential. &
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