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Primary Principles of Incoherence, Interest, Effort, and Learning as Foundations for Empowering Instruction

Randy L. Hoover, Ph. D.

Youngstown State University

The following items represent a summary of the key principles needed to create instruction that empowers rather than deskills.  Understanding the nature and use of these principles is requisite to having a sustained ability to educate and empower students to be able to use and to think with the knowledge of the subjects, fields, and disciplines we teach.

1.  Incoherence:

Incoherence is our neurological/psychological response to a stimulus that is unclear, unsettled, vague, and/or mysterious.  If the stimulus is not perceived as incoherent, our attention is not directed toward the stimulus and we remain either unaware or only tacitly aware of its existence.  In this sense, our degree of awareness at any given time is a direct function of the degree of conceptual or perceptual incoherence we experience.  Whenever we experience anything causing incoherence, we are facing something that is considered problematic.  To experience incoherence is to experience stress.
Stimulus---> Incoherence---> Awareness

2.  Motive State: 


When we experience perceptual or conceptual incoherence, we seek coherence.  In other words, motive state is a state of mind wherein we seek to resolve, eliminate, or lessen our feelings of incoherence.  Indeed, it can be argued that seeking coherence is the universal motive of all human beings.  The principle here is that we abhor incoherence because any situation that is perceptually or conceptually vague, unsettled, unclear, startling, or confusing (Dewey, 1933) is neurobiologically and neuropsychologically noxious.  Thus, our motivation is to solve or resolve the feeling of incoherence.  

Stimulus---> Incoherence---> Awareness---> Motive State

3.  Interest:

Interest is what we have when we are in a motive state.  Simply put, motive state and interest are the same thing.  When we are interested in something we are in a motive state about that something.  We need to be aware that while interest is technically a motive state toward the resolution or solution of something causing incoherence, it can be either emotionally pleasant or emotionally unpleasant.  We are most often aware of our interest (motive state) when we experience the feelings of anticipation.  For example, we experience the positive feelings of interest when we experience the excitement of anticipating such things as the first hill on a roller coaster, the announcement of a snow day as we watch the storm building outside, or the minutes during the bottom of the ninth inning when our home team is coming to bat with the score tied.  These experiences are exciting (interesting) and by definition we are in a motive state.  By the same token, we experience the negative side of interest when we feel the excitement of having a tooth ache knowing we must go to the dentist,  drive a long distance in a snow storm, or visit the IRS officer.  

Stimulus---> Incoherence---> Awareness---> Motive State = Interest

4.  Focal Situation, Focal Target, or Focal Awareness:

A focal situation represents the object or situation that compels our interest (attention), our psychological focus, at any given time.  In this sense, it is the source of the stimulus.  If we are standing outside on a warm, quiet spring afternoon and suddenly a car backfires, our attention is immediately focused on the stimulus of the backfire.  The focal target is the object at which we aim or which compels our attention.  Neurobiologically, we can not attend to more than one focal target at a time.  Multitasking is fictional except in extremely rare instances.  When two or more stimuli affect us at the same time, we end up with divided interest.  The more our interest is divided among sources of incoherence, the more difficult it is to concentrate on any one of them.  Divided interest can be very annoying. 


A focal awareness is the intellectual engagement of the moment.  Learning activities necessarily need to be focal situations and, therefore, intellectual engagements.

5.  Self Interested:


To be self interested is to have a standing motive state toward something we have previously experienced that put us in a motive state.  This term is not referring to egotism or to selfishness.  It refers to our having a sustained interest such as a hobby, a sport, or vocation.  One of the objectives of schooling is for students to develop a self interest in the subject matter or topic.

6.  Effort: 


Effort is the amount of psychic/psychological energy required to do something.  The amount of effort we feel we put forth is a direct function of the amount of interest we have in what we are doing.  Very simply stated, the greater the interest we have in doing something, the easier it is to put forth the effort required to do it.  Or, as common sense would have it, it is easier to do something we are interested in than it is to do something we are not interested in.


Effort is inversely proportionate to  interest—as interest increases, the amount of effort required to do something decreases.  
That we learn those things and only those things that increase our sense of coherence means we must perceive what we are learning as meaningful and relevant to the focal situation, the incoherence at hand.  If we do not perceive what we are being taught as immediately meaningful and relevant, we cannot and will not learn it.  Likewise, when there is little interest in doing something, there is little possibility of learning that something.  

When students are put in the position of having to perform tasks and do assignments that do not interest them, the motive state is directed toward using any pragmatic way of resolving the task.  This is why students learn the conceptual complexities of the hidden curriculum so well.  The concepts, principles, and ideas that comprise the hidden curriculum are learned because they lessen the incoherence of school itself—they make school more coherent and doable. 

When the successful completion of an assignment does not require using (applying) authentic subject-area concepts, nothing other than the hidden curriculum is used.  This is why we can get an “A” in algebra without learning any algebra. In this case, we are intellectually engaged not with algebra but with the hoop-jumping of the assignment.  The incoherence of the assignment is resolved by using the concepts and principles of the hidden curriculum, not those of algebra.  It is the same case in nearly all other core academic classes. 

7.  Learning: 


In the schema of emancipatory pedagogy, teaching for empowerment, the notion of learning has a very specific meaning that differs significantly from both traditional and behaviorist definitions.  Specifically, learning means experiencing something such that we are able to use and to think with that knowledge of the experience subsequent to the initial learning experience. For example, once we experience learning how to ride a bicycle,  we can apply that knowledge the rest of our life.


Authentic Assessment = Proof of learning:


The proof of learning is found in the students ability to be disposed to apply the knowledge that was to be learned, not simply regurgitating or reproducing it.  For example, in the traditional or behaviorist algebra class the student is judged to have learned y = mx + b if the student can plug and jerk the values.  In our scheme, the student is judged to have learned the concept of line slope and its associated algorithm (y = mx + b) if the student can demonstrate (perform) that they know how, where, and when to use it.  It is extremely important to remember that intellectual emancipation and empowerment are determined by one's ability to have and to be able to use conceptual and referent knowledge. I.e., "Knowledge is power "(F. Bacon).


Conditions of learning:

The conditions of learning are a function of incoherence, motive state, and interest.  The key principle here is: Personal Effort is a function of Personal Interest.



 We learn those things and only those things that increase our sense of perceptual or conceptual coherence.

 However, it is extremely important to understand that those things we learn are learned without regard to future consequences.  In other words, the validity, or warrantability of what we learn may be spurious, fictional, or just plain wrong.  It is only through critical reflection that we are able to determine warrantability and validity of what we think is 'true.'

7.
The Instrumental Value of Knowledge:


Knowledge is our instrument for acquiring coherence.  In other words, knowledge is a tool that is used to make the incoherent coherent.  In this sense, we mentally construct (see Constructivism) a repertoire of knowledge that has served us as a means of making our experiences perceptually and conceptually coherent.  This repertoire is what we know, our 'truth' so to speak.

8.
Repertoire of Latent (Tacit ) Knowledge (Polanyi):


The knowledge we contain in our intellect is that knowledge which has served to transform an incoherent experience into coherence.  This used knowledge exists as tacit or latent in the sense that it is asleep until we need to use it.  This means that we do not know what we know until we need to use it.  The corollary to this is our idea of proof of learning as mentioned previously in that we cannot claim to know anything unless we can demonstrate we can apply what we claim to know in appropriate situations. The purpose of education can be seen as working to increase the student's repertoire of latent knowledge.

9.
Empowerment and Emancipation: Education is emancipating when we learn something that makes us free from constraints that would exist without having learned that something.  Emancipatory pedagogy works to free people intellectually from something constraining.

-----> Example: When we initially learn how to read, we are freed from a reliance on others for information, knowledge, and truth.  Technically speaking, emancipatory pedagogy is teaching something such that the learners are freed from dependence.


Education is empowering when we learn something that makes free to go beyond what we already know or believe.  Empowering pedagogy works to free people intellectually to move toward something new and creative in their personal and professional lives.

-----> Example: When we learn to read beyond the literal, when we engaging associating and interpreting based upon what we read we are more than emancipated, we are empowered to be generative and creative in our thought and action.

