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in giving a unified perspective on the vari-
ables, and their relationships, that affect a
student’s degree of achievement in school
subjects, this paper pointed out that degree
of learning is a function of the ratio of the
time the student actually spends on learning
to the time the student needs, both being in
turn a function of aptitude and other vari-
ables. [The Social Sciences Citation Index®
(SSC/®) indicates that this paper has been
cited over 180 times since 1966.]
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“This paper was a spin-off—a ‘think
piece’ rather than a real research report—
from a project on the measurement of
foreign language aptitude. A more technical
account was given elsewhere. | had noticed
that different people could achieve the
same level of success, but took different
amounts of time. | therefore concluded that
aptitude could be defined in terms of the
amount of time needed to learn—low apti-
tude people requiring more time than those
of high aptitude. But | needed other vari-
ables to explain all my results satisfactorily.

“Probably the article would never have
been written had not E.J. Shoben, Jr., then
editor of the Teachers College Record, en-
couraged me to present my ideas in a form
that might generalize to many types of
school learning. It seems to have received
little attention until Benjamin Bloom used
its ideas in formulating what he called ‘mas-
tery learning.’2 While my paper provided a
basic theory, Bloom did much more than |
to put my notions into research and devel-
opment.

“Whether as a result of the original publi-
cation, or of Bloom’s use of it, it seems to
have had a large impact on the conduct of
education and of educational research in
America and abroad: The ‘model’ is regular-
ly treated in standard texts on educational
psychology, and thousands of teachers and
teacher trainees must have become ac-
quainted with it. It stimulated a number of
major projects designed to improve instruc-
tion at various levels, for exampte, the Be-
ginning Teacher Evaluation Study.3 The arti-
cle may have been one basis for my receiv-
ing several awards, such as the Edward Lee
Thorndike Award for Distinguished Psycho-
logica! Contribution to Education given to
me by the American Psychological Associa-
tion in 1970.

“I have often wondered why my article
has had such appeal. | considered this ques-
tion— along with a review of most of the ci-
tations that | found in the Social Sciences
Citation Index® (SSCI®)—in a paper now in
press.4 As | stated there: ‘The idea that
learning takes time is so obvious as to be
almost trivial...” Of only slightly more
novelty is the proposition that variations in
aptitude can be correlated with variations in
the amount of time a student needs to mas-
ter a task: teachers have always recognized
differences between ‘fast’ and ‘slow’
learners. Yet, the implication of this proposi-
tion, that students should be allowed to pro-
ceed at their own rate in order to take the
amount of time they need, has been the
linchpin for all sorts of applications and in-
terpretations of the model. Perhaps the
model’s appeal to educators in general lies
in its suggestion that a radical revision of
customary school practices in this regard
was needed. Bloom’s mastery learning con-
cept added the suggestion that if all the
elements of the model were properly orches-
trated, all or nearly all students could
master almost any task demanded in the
school curriculum.”
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