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Alone in  
the Lab:
Student Self-Reliance and 
the Principles of Accepting 
Responsibility and Acting  
for Oneself
GLEnn DAyLEy

Let me begin with a parable:

THE STAPLER

A certain student approaches the teacher to turn in  

his assignment. 

Student: Do you have a stapler? 

Teacher: not with me. Why would I have a stapler? 

Student: Do you want the essays stapled?  

Teacher: yes, as it says in the instructions. 

Student: But isn’t there a stapler here in the classroom? 

Teacher: I don’t know. 

Student: Is it all right if I turn in the essay unstapled? 

Teacher: I want it stapled. 

Student: But there isn’t a stapler. 

Teacher: nope. 

Dazed and confused, the student wonders how life 

became so complicated.

This article concerns the student represented in this 
parable. I’m not talking about the top-tier student, the 
go-getter, the active, engaged, always prepared student, 
the one who pushes him or herself to learn, who pushes 
the teacher to teach better. I am also not talking about the 
bottom-tier student, the disengaged, the disgruntled even, 
the uncaring, chronically unprepared, the student who 
lacks even a drop of sincere desire to learn and grow. I am 
talking about the middle-of-the-road students, who seem 
to have grown up in a system that rewards mediocrity, 
that frowns at both excellence and failure, that smiles at 

“reasonable” effort, and that nurtures a sense of entitlement 
that equates entertainment with activity and learning. 

I admit, much of the time about issues that matter 
most in education, I find myself uncertain. I appreciate 
the observation of former US Secretary of the Treasury 
Robert Rubin (2004) that “Some people are more certain 
of everything than I am of anything.” I cannot hope to 
speak with the same admirable definitiveness of many 
researchers and observers of issues in higher education 
generally or issues at BYU-Idaho specifically. Nevertheless, 
I will share my research and observations concerning 
the need to encourage our students to accept greater 
responsibility for their learning.

In his inaugural response, BYU-Idaho President Kim 
B. Clark reviewed the three imperatives which were to 
guide this university. The first imperative has to do with 
improving “substantially the quality of every aspect of the 
experience our students have,” and he specifically noted 
the intellectual “dimension” as needing to “increase in 
its quality” (2005). In an address in October 2011, Clark 
again spoke of our need to improve everything we do at 
BYU-Idaho, saying, “…raising substantially the quality of 
what we do must be paramount.” The call to improve the 
quality of our students’ learning has been repeated again 
and again by Clark and other leaders on campus. Faculty 
members can play the major role in helping students 
experience the “deep learning” we want students to have 
while at BYU-Idaho (Clark, 2013).

As faculty, we should continually review our course 
designs, curriculum choices, teaching philosophies, and 
teaching methods, looking for ways to progressively 
realize the quality imperative. However, as an institution, 
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and reducing the relative costs than of discussing the 
imperative regarding quality. Our reluctance to focus on 
quality may be because it is the most personal and thus 
the most difficult of the three to assess and design specific 
steps to address. Enrollments and costs are fairly straight 
forward, but the quality of a student’s learning experience 
is not easily quantifiable in ways that offer specific 
guidance for improvement.

Students’ engagement in their own education is 
inextricably connected to the quality imperative. Efforts 
to improve quality that do not take into account students’ 
self-reliance as learners will ultimately fail. This essay 
introduces some areas for faculty to focus on as we seek to 
raise the quality of “everything” we do on campus. 

Due to space limitations, the print version of this article 
includes only the following sections: 

I-Learn And Teacher Dependency 

Self-Reliance First, Group Work Second

The full, online version of the article includes these 
additional sections:

But I Worked Hard On This Assignment 

Wow, your Students Take notes? 

Grubbing For Points 

Life-Long Learning What? 

Forget About Hard Things 

Conclusion

The online version can be found at http://tinyurl.com/
perspectivemagazine.

I -LEARN AND TEACHER DEPENDENCY

For learning to take place, regardless of the mode 
of instruction (e.g. face-to-face, hybrid, online), two 
ingredients are essential: engagement and desire. 
Simply having access to curriculum is not enough. If 
it were, public libraries, and now the Internet, would 
be sufficient to educate the world. The proponents of a 
MOOC-style education model make this “content and 

access” argument. My limited experiences with teaching 
and technology make me shake my head at the myopic 
eyesight of these MOOC visionaries. The percentage of 
students who possess the necessary internal desire and the 
self-discipline to stay engaged in learning, independently 
of external circumstance or influence, is very small.

The questions of engagement and desire must be 
answered in any learning situation. The dampening effect 
technology can have on engagement and desire should 
encourage teachers to continually evaluate how they use 
technology and how it influences students’ learning, for 
good or bad. This brings me to I-Learn or any Learning 
Management System (LMS).

For all the potential benefits I-Learn offers, we need 
to be aware of how we may be weakening desire and 
engagement in our students when I-Learn shifts from 
stagehand to one of the lead actors in the educational play. 
A brief table may illustrate what I mean:

 
STUDENT ASKS

Is this on I-Learn?

 

The slides and videos 

are on I-Learn, right?

Why isn’t the 

gradebook updated 

on I-Learn?

 
STUDENT MEANS

I don’t need to take notes 

or pay attention in class.

I can skip class, right?

 

I don’t know how I’m 

doing in the class without 

I-Learn telling me.

Some people are more certain of 
everything than I am of anything.

we collectively seem more 
comfortable discussing the 
other two imperatives of 
accommodating more students 

These types of questions from students signal we 
need to help students take control of their own learning. 
Though it may seem inconsequential when a student asks 
“Do I have to write that down?” it is not. Such a student is 
not yet a “life-long learner.” Such a student is coming from 
life experiences that have taught him or her to expect to 
be told what the minimum effort is required for “success” 
in the class. Such a student quickly learns to use the “what 



if calculator” on I-Learn to plan which assignments he or 
she can skip or perform poorly on and still keep the “B” 
he or she wants in the class. 

Such a student presents the teacher with a moment for 
possible life-changing instruction. If our answer to “Do 
I have to write that down?” is “No, it’s on I-Learn,” we 
may reinforce the student’s dependency on someone 
or something else for his or her learning. We must 
work to make I-Learn what it claims to be: a Learning 
Management System by using it wisely and remembering 
I-Learn is made for teachers, not the other way around.

Students may also become dependent in unproductive 
ways to the teacher. Just as students can learn to look to 
I-Learn for the quickest, easiest way to avoid the hard 
work of initiative and study, they can become overly 
dependent on faculty in similar ways. As teachers, how do 
we answer these types of questions from our students?

•	 When is this due?

•	 Can’t you just tell me?

•	 Would you send out a reminder?

•	 Do I really have to __________?

•	 What are your office hours?

•	 Where is your office?

•	 Is this going to be on a test?

•	 How many points is this worth?

•	 What is the answer?

•	 I can’t figure this out. What should I do?

•	 Do you really want us to bring our textbooks to  

every class?

How we respond to such questions can indicate how well 
we are doing in interacting with our students in ways that 
leave students more self-reliant learners.

In winter 2013, I taught a pilot version of a competency-
based Foundations of English 101 course, which turned 
nearly all responsibility for demonstrating learning over 
to the students, and, frankly, things didn’t go well. The 
students set their own deadlines, none of the scaffolding 
assignments leading to their final essay were awarded 
grades or points, and students were not required to 
participate in teacher-organized activities during class 
time. Lest I leave the impression students were left 
completely adrift, I must say students received the same 
instructions and had access to all the same resources for 
this project as students in my traditional FDENG 101. The 
major difference between the competency-based course 
and the traditional version was the lack of points and lack 
of enforced deadlines in the competency-based course.

I anticipated at least half of the students would complete 
the course by mid-term, and by the end of the semester 
only a few students would remain in the class. I was way 
off. At mid-term, no students had completed the course 
and no students had even submitted a first draft of their 
projects. No papers came in until week nine, and then, 
only two. So picture this: 22 students attending class and 

“working” on their research papers for nine weeks before 
only two students finished. In contrast, all twenty-five 
students in my traditional FDENG 101 course completed 
their projects by week six and had begun the next of two 
more major assignments.

The competency-based course, obviously, was intended 
to allow students to demonstrate a minimum level of 
competency in research and writing, and then they could 
be finished with the course. As it turned out, only eight 
students completed the course before the end of the 
semester. Two students, amazingly, attended class all 
semester but didn’t turn in anything. The other twelve 
students submitted their final drafts in the last week  
of the semester.

What was the problem? The graph below shows the 
students’ responses to this question. We asked the same 
question of the traditional class for comparison.

As the results indicate, the competency-based students’ 
biggest challenges related to the two areas the course 
was specifically designed not to overtly help them with: 
67% of the students reported they either didn’t have the 

Raising substantially the 
quality of what we do 
must be paramount.
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self-discipline necessary to complete the task, or, when 
left on their own, they couldn’t or wouldn’t work through 
the writing process without graded checkpoints along the 
way. The students in the traditional course struggled in 
these areas at a much lower rate. Remember, both courses 
received the same instruction and access to resources, 
but without a teacher assigning points to the scaffolding 
assignments, none of students in the competency-based 
course successfully completed the assignment in a 
reasonable timeframe. What does this tell us? For this 
course, the results seemed to indicate the following:

no points = no work 

no deadlines = no work 

no regularly occurring assessments = no work

After week seven, I panicked because no students had 
submitted papers yet. In an effort to salvage the course, I 
set a two-week deadline by which students had to turn in 
at least a rough draft. I threatened the students with a 10% 
grade reduction if they failed to turn anything in. Two 
weeks later a majority of the students submitted drafts.

Does this experience argue for hard deadlines and 
punishments to hold students externally accountable 
because they aren’t capable of holding themselves 
accountable? Does it argue for the opposite, that 
students actually need more opportunities to “choose for 
themselves” their learning and their success or failure 
in the classroom? How do we strike the correct balance 
between encouraging internal motivation and learning 
independence, hoping our students will become self-driven, 
life-long learners, and “forcing” students to compete tasks 

necessary for them to be “good” students, but perhaps 
failing to help them develop the internal tools necessary to 
sustain genuine learning now and in their futures?

Similar questions to these arose in another class I 
recently taught, ENG 321. Unlike in 101, students in this 
course are usually juniors or seniors, half are English 
majors and half are Web Design and Development majors. 
Many of them take the course expecting to develop 
additional skills necessary to help them get a job as soon 
as they graduate. They seem motivated by more than just 
grades. The projects that semester were challenging for the 
students, but certainly not outside the course’s outcomes 
or the students’ potential abilities. Adding to the technical 
challenge of the projects were some “real life” elements 
students had to contend with such as shifting deadlines, 
unexpected demands from clients, team dynamics, 
working with student teams from other classes, etc. All 
of the elements combined made me consider this one of 
the best courses I had ever taught. Many of the students, 
however, thought differently.

The real world nature of the course upset those students 
who just wanted a checklist (integrated into I-Learn, if 
possible) that they could complete, with specific points 
attached to each item that would update immediately in 
the gradebook upon completion. Also, some students 
were very uncomfortable when they would look to me 
for the answer to a technical or non-technical problem, 
and I would encourage them to do some research and 
brainstorm possible solutions on their own first.

Below are three line graphs that clearly show the blip 
downward in my course and instructor student evaluations 
from the course. We have to be careful how we interpret 
student evaluations; making drastic changes to courses 
and teaching approaches in reaction to specific student 
evaluation data may not always be warranted, as it is not 
always clear what the data mean. For example, the result 
from the course satisfaction question is extremely difficult 
to interpret. The data indicate that students at BYU-Idaho 
rate each course they take on average as “a little more” 
satisfactory than all the other courses they take!

Still, I do believe student evaluations can reveal how 
students perceived or experienced the course, which can 
be useful to teachers and institutions.  
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In my ENG321 course, it is obvious that  
a significant percentage of the students 
found the course less satisfactory to them 
than other students in my courses have 
in other semesters. Here are the graphs.

A thorough discussion of the value 
of course evaluations is beyond the 
scope of this article. My point here is 
to recognize how the ENG321 course 
design and methodology caused a 
noticeable drop in student satisfaction, 
including in the case of the “instructor 
feedback” ratings, in how positively 
students perceived specific actions by me.

The only significant difference from 
previous semesters of the course was the 
amount of freedom and responsibility 
the students had regarding their 
learning. The freedom students had to 
complete the projects, as well as the 
level of self-discipline demanded by 
such freedom seemed difficult for some 
students to manage. Also, my refusal 
to immediately respond to students’ 
requests for “help” when I thought they 
should struggle a bit and try to figure 
out the answers on their own, seemed 
to cause some students real heartburn. 
Here are several statements from the 
evaluations that semester:

It could’ve been really neat had it 

been implemented in the beginning 

with a clear, structured, and 

organized syllabus/schedule. 

He expected us to figure out 

everything on our own... 

It was just so frustrating and 

upsetting to have a teacher that 

didn’t know anything about what 

we were learning. 
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We need to be 
consciously aware 
of what group work 
is and isn’t doing for 
our students.

It would also help if the teacher set deadlines for us to 

complete the work. I know it would be best if we were 

grown up enough to set our own deadlines, but…

Ouch. The comments clearly indicate dissatisfaction 
with what I considered a great semester of challenging 
learning, growth, and accomplishment for the students. 
(And here I add that most of the students earned A’s or 

high B’s for their final course grades. Low grades were not 
the issue here—the students just didn’t like dealing with 
the “uncertainties” of the real world type of projects. The 
demands of self-discipline and responsibility for their own 
progress seemed to be too much for many of them).

As I pondered over these results, I wondered if perhaps 
there are things I could do to encourage students to be less 
dependent on me in ways that handicap their  
progress toward becoming self-reliant, life-long learners. 
Rather than claiming these as “Best Practices,” I’ll call 
them simply “Possible Practices,” representative of the 
types of steps we might take in our classes to reduce 
students’ academically unhealthy dependence on teachers 
and technology.

PoSSIbLE PRACTICES

•	 Offer answers to students’ questions that teach, not 

just supply information

•	 Resist demands to provide significant “help” to 

students the day before due dates, especially to 

students who have been disengaged up to that point

•	 Limit the number and duration of office visits for 

students who are becoming “addicted” to teacher 

assistance in order to perform well

•	 Hold students accountable for faulty or lazy thinking

•	 Hold students accountable for poor self-management

•	 Remember: I-Learn is made for teachers, not teachers 

for I-Learn

SELF-RELAINCE FIRST, GRoUP  
WoRK SECoND
Let me begin this section with its conclusion: the basic 
principle here is each student deserves personal, accurate 
feedback from his or her teacher on the student’s 
individual mastery of the knowledge and skills the course 
is created to teach. If group work can be incorporated into 
a course and still allow for the following of this principle, 
then all is well. If group work is an obstacle to the  
pursuit of this principle, it’s probably not worth  
including in the course.

Much has been written about group work, and the 
conclusions from the research are not definitive. For 
example, recently, Thomas J. Tomcho of Salisbury 
University and Rob Foels from the University of 
Connecticut (2012), conducted a meta-analysis of thirty-
seven previous studies on group activities, with all but 
four of the studies conducted since 2000.

Tomcho and Foels admitted that some of their findings 
were “counterintuitive” and even “contrary to the majority 
of literature” regarding group work. For example, they 
found that students in groups actually learn more when 
there is not a “group accountability component (as 
measured by a group presentation)” than when there is. 
They theorized group presentations increase the prevalence 
of team “loafers,” as well as often require students to be 
responsible for only one component of the overall project, 
leading to students failing to learn all of the course’s 
material (see also Bacon, 2005 and Slavin, 1990).

Tomcho and Foels also found the absence of peer 
assessment elements in group activities actually led 
to more “robust learning outcomes” than in group 
activities that incorporated peer assessment. They readily 
acknowledged such a finding counters studies that 
support the idea that peer assessment is associated with 
greater learning outcomes, but, they said, the data they 
analyzed from the thirty-seven studies “did not support 
this view.” They recommended, “teachers should carefully 



weigh the educational benefits [of peer assessment 
components] because the current data indicates a 
diminished learning effect is possible” when they are used. 
Another interesting finding from this study is group 
projects or activities seem to lead to better learning when 
they are brief—one to three class periods in length—
rather than long—one half a semester or longer—and 
when the teams or groups are regularly reconstituted.

My main point in citing this study is to suggest we take 
action carefully when it comes to how we use group work, 

Our reluctance to focus on quality may be 
because it is the most personal and thus the 
most difficult of the three to assess and design 
specific steps to address.
as the research on the subject is more mixed than we 
might realize.

Teachers need to teach students how to tell the 
difference between quality and junk, clear thinking 
and confused, deep learning and shallow. Group work 
needs to be designed with that responsibility in mind. 
As Wayne C. Booth (1988) observed, when “groups 
are examined they usually reveal the presence of only 
one or two scholars, who do a great deal of private 
thinking.” In my limited experience, no matter how 
group work is managed, there is a percentage of students 
who “skate” and a percentage who “do all the work.” It 
seems practically impossible for all students in a group to 
prepare thoroughly and participate “equally” or “fairly.” 
And why should this surprise us? In our courses, some 
students earn A’s, some B’s, and some C’s. Why would we 
expect students in groups to not perform according to  
a similar distribution?

Some learning outcomes may be best achieved through 
group work. My claim, which is nothing new, is we need 
to be consciously aware of what group work is and isn’t 
doing for our students. For example, some researchers 
claim long-term team activities are good for developing 

“students’ higher level cognitive skills in large classes, 
providing social support for ‘at-risk’ students, promoting 

the development of interpersonal and group skills, and 
building and maintaining faculty members’ enthusiasm 
for their teaching role” (Michaelsen & Black, 1994; see also 
Michaelsen, Jones, & Watson, 1993; Watson, Michaelsen 
& Sharp, 1991). These are worthy outcomes; however, in 
addition to these outcomes, will the students also learn 
the material the course is designed to teach, individually 
and thoroughly?

Many of our graduates will work as members of teams. 
Wouldn’t we expect the most productive team members to 

come to the project meetings and brain storming sessions 
as competent, independent thinkers and doers, well-
versed in their fields of endeavor? To put it crudely,  
a committee of dunces surely can’t be more valuable than 
a knowledgeable individual. In the business world, fifty 
years of research suggests knowledgeable individuals are 
more valuable and productive than teams or groups (for 
examples, see Dunnette’s 1963 3M experiments; DeMarco 
& Lister’s 1980s “Coding War Games;” Girotra, Terwiesch 
& Ulrich’s 2010 research on “group dynamics”). In any 
case, research on group work in higher education, as 
can be said of most research in higher education, is too 
contradictory for me to comfortably ride the group work 
pendulum as it swings back and forth.

Again, each student deserves from the teacher personal, 
accurate feedback on the student’s individual mastery of 
the knowledge and skills the course is created to teach. If 
group work allows students, individually, to learn and 
practice all of this knowledge and these skills, then all is 
well. If group work becomes an obstacle in following this 
principle, it may not be wise to include it in the course.

PoSSIbLE PRACTICES

•	 Assess each student individually for all learning 

outcomes
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•	 Use groups as sounding boards for individuals

•	 Require students to brainstorm or prepare individually 

first before allowing them to work in pairs or groups

•	 Design incentives that encourage individual 

performance that then leads to superior group 

outcomes

•	 Understand that group work is good for certain learning 

outcomes, but generally not for evaluation of individual 

knowledge or skill, especially if it takes the place of 

teacher feedback

For the rest of the article, including references, go to 
http://tinyurl.com/perspectivemagazine.


