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What is a Generic Skill?

A generic skill is a skill which:


• can be applied across a variety of subject domains, and


• takes longer to acquire than domain-dependent (subject-area) skills.

It is what Gagné refers to as "cognitive strategies" and what many cognitive scientists refer to as "domain-independent knowledge."  The major kinds of generic skills include thinking skills (such as problem solving techniques), learning strategies (such as creating mnemonics to help you remember things), and metacognitive skills (such as monitoring and revising your problem solving techniques or mnemonic-creating techniques).


There are at least three major parts of a generic skill.  The most prevalent component is a procedure--a set of steps you use to perform the skill.  But you also usually need to understand and be able to apply certain principles that provide guidance as to how to perform each step, or even guidance as to when to use which procedure (approach).  Thirdly, it is often necessary to memorize the order of the steps--a memorization component.

Principles of Learning for Generic Skills


So how is a generic skill learned?  Since a generic skill is made up of simpler components (primarily procedures and principles), we need to look at how those components are learned.  We have already done this in the previous modules.  You may want to review the appropriate section of the memorization, procedure, and principle modules.  But there is more.


A generic skill differs from a domain-dependent skill in that it is applied across different content domains and it takes longer to learn.  Both of these differences have important influences on how a generic skill is learned.  


The fact that it is applied in different content domains means that it can only be learned through application to domain-dependent knowledge.  Therefore, it must be integrated with domain-dependent knowledge.  In learning a generic skill like problem solving, the problems must be from at least one particular domain.  Therefore, you must decide what domain-dependent content to use for teaching the generic skill at each point in your instructional sequence.  Secondly, if we want the learners to be able to apply it in different  content domains, they need to learn to generalize it to different content domains.  This is a whole new kind of variable characteristic, or equivalence class.  This has very important implications for the way you would want to design instruction on a generic skill.


The fact that it takes longer to learn means that the order of learning becomes an important issue.  Think about how you learned problem solving.  You didn't learn how to deal with the most complex cases all at once, did you?  You probably started by learning problem-solving techniques that enabled you to solve very simple kinds of problems.  You probably didn't start by learning all the discriminations and concepts relevant to the most complex problem-solving techniques, and then gradually work your way up a Gagnéan learning hierarchy to being able to integrate all those simpler component parts into a whole.  Rather, you likely started by learning the few discriminations, concepts, and rules you needed to solve the very simplest kinds of problems, and you mastered that level of problem solving before you proceeded to slightly more complex techniques to deal with a slightly more complex kind of problem.  This also has very important implications for the way you would want to organize instruction on a generic skill.
Principles for Teaching a Generic Skill


Given that a generic skill is made up of simpler skills and knowledge, we can use the principles for teaching each of those components.  You may want to review the appropriate section of the memorization, procedure, and principle modules.  But our instructional designs must also take into account the other aspects of learning a generic skill: that it is applied across different content domains and that it takes longer to learn.


Perhaps the first issue to address is how to sequence the instruction.  Based on the principle of learning presented above, we should use an elaboration sequence rather than a hierarchical sequence.  We should figure out what the simplest kind of case is, and teach it to mastery, complete with all the procedures, principles, and other content needed to learn it.  Then we should figure out what the next simplest kind of case is, and do the same.  A certain kind of task analysis is necessary to do this, and it will result in an outline of the sequence of levels of complexity of the generic skill.


The next activity should be to identify the procedures and principles to be taught for each level of complexity.  This requires a certain form of content analysis, and it will result in an outline of the sequence of content (skills, understandings, and information) to be taught for each level of complexity.


The next activity should be to select tactics for teaching each of the pieces of content in the sequence.  This is a straight-forward application of what you have learned from previous modules.


It's really quite simple, isn't it!


At the end of this module are some readings that may help a bit.  Then I suggest you work on Part 2, the Skill Builder, on HyperCard.  This is a new and ill-defined area, where we are gradually discovering better methods of instruction.  Therefore, although the integrated examples may be of some help, they do not show sequencing well for either levels of complexity or content within levels.  We will focus on this in our class time.  See if you can discover a better way!
Skill Builder


Go to the HyperCard Program for this. 

Group Activities: Practice with Feedback

Section 1

Synthesis: Sample Blueprint

"Prioritizing"

by  Kushigian, Lin, & Matsubara
Please do this activity prior to class.  


The following is a sample blueprint that shows the use of the strategies and tactics you have just studied.  It is for a fairly difficult lesson, so it includes rich instruction (the use of many enrichment tactics).  You will find the following activities very beneficial to your understanding!  Please do them.
1.
With your team, study the dimensions of divergence (simplifying conditions) carefully and see if you can think of any that should be added or deleted.  Also try to identify which ones you think will contribute most to the difficulty of the task.

2.
Look at the sequence outline.  Discuss how would you change the order in which the simplifying conditions are relaxed, and why.

3.
Look at the components of the generic skill for the epitome.  Is the procedure indeed a set of steps?  Is it a good procedure?  Are the principles really principles?  Are they important ones?  Are the recall components truly things that should be memorized?

4.
How could you improve on the tactics that were selected?  Would you implement each tactic the way the designers did?

5.
What strengths and weaknesses do you see with the selection of domain-dependent content?

Section 2

Critique a Sample Lesson "Creativity"

by  In-ae Kang & Lou Edmondson
Please do this activity prior to class.  

Working with your team, critique the attached understanding lesson, identifying both its major strengths and weaknesses, and recommend ways to improve it.  Your critique should include the following: 

a.
Rank-order the dimensions of divergence (simplifying conditions) according to which ones have the greatest effect on the complexity of the task.  Are there any you would add or delete?  Why?

b.
What are the one or two major strengths and weaknesses of the sequence?  How would you improve it?

c.
Have any important components of the task been left out?  Would you change any of the components listed?  If so, how?

d.
Identify the three greatest strengths of the tactics and/or their implementation.

e.
Identify the three greatest weaknesses of the tactics and/or their implementation, and briefly describe what should have been done.

f.
Identify any other creative changes you think would improve the lesson.

Section 3

Design a New Lesson

This activity is to be done in class.

1.
Working with your team, pick one of the following two generic skills on which to design a lesson:

A.
How to memorize things.

B. 
How to synthesize what you have learned.

2.
Design the lesson.  Ask for feedback from your professor if you wish, and revise accordingly.

Sixth Graded Project: Generic Skills Lesson Critique

Your team is working for the Vanguard School Corporation to help them improve their thinking skills curriculum.  They want you to improve (rewrite) the lesson specs that I will hand out to you.  Your revised lesson specs should include the following: 

a.
A description of the simplest kind of case for the skill.

b.
A list of the dimensions of divergence for the thinking skill.

b.
The sequence for introducing each new dimension of divergence.

c.
The components of the thinking skill (procedures, principles, etc.) for the simplest level of complexity.

d.
A chronological lesson plan for the simplest level of complexity in your sequence.  It should show what components should be taught in what order, what tactics should be used to teach each component, how the tactics should be implemented, how the instruction should be integrated with the school corporation's existing courses (at whatever grade level is appropriate for this level of complexity), and how you can maintain as holistic as possible an approach to teaching the thinking skill at this level of complexity, without overloading the students with too much new stuff.

Be sure you do not get any help from anyone other than your partners in doing this assignment.  You are under honor to say absolutely nothing about your graded project to other students in the course until October 15.

Use a word processor if possible, with 8 1/2 by 11 inch paper, put the lesson specs (one for the team) in a large envelope, along with the original lesson specs, the feedback sheet (one for the team--p. 164), the sealed Teammate Participation Rating Forms (one for each member--p. 165), the Module Evaluation Sheets (one for each member--p. 166), and be sure to include an audio cassette.

F500 Instructional Strategies

Feedback on Redesign of Generic Skills Lesson Specs

Note: 20 points is mastery level
Names 
Points: 

a. Dimensions of divergence
    2   

Deductions or additions
_______

b. Sequence
    3   

Deductions or additions
_______

c. Components
    3   

Deductions or additions
_______

d. Lesson plan Organization/Sequence/Holism
    4   

Deductions or additions
_______

Tactics/Implementation
    4   

Deductions or additions
_______

Integration
    4   

Deductions or additions
_______

Total
______

F500 Instructional  Strategies

Confidential Teammate Participation Rating

Myself:   _______________________________________________________

What percent of the work did you do? (33% is expected with a team of 3.) 


• In terms of conceptual input (application of skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of creative input (going beyond skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of routine input (e.g. typing and logistics)?  _______

How do you think you could improve as a teammate?

Name of Teammate:  ______________________________________________

What percent of the work did this teammate do? (33% is expected with a team of 3.) 


• In terms of conceptual input (application of skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of creative input (going beyond skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of routine input (e.g. typing and logistics)?  _______

How easy was it to get along with this teammate? 
1
2
3
4
5


(Circle one number.)
Hard
Easy

How much would you like to work with this person again?


(Circle one number.)
1
2
3
4
5


Please no!
Fantastic!

How could this person improve as a teammate?

Name of Teammate:  ______________________________________________

What percent of the work did this teammate do? (33% is expected with a team of 3.) 


• In terms of conceptual input (application of skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of creative input (going beyond skills learned in the module)?  _______


• In terms of routine input (e.g. typing and logistics)?  _______

How easy was it to get along with this teammate? 
1
2
3
4
5


(Circle one number.)
Hard
Easy

How much would you like to work with this person again?


(Circle one number.)
1
2
3
4
5


Please no!
Fantastic!

How could this person improve as a teammate?

Module 4.  Generic Skill Module

Evaluation Sheet

What did you like most about the printed portion of this module?

What would you like changed about the printed portion of this module?

What did you like most about the HyperCard portion of this module?

What would you like changed in the HyperCard portion of this module?

What did you like most about the use of class time for this module?

What would you like changed about the use of class time for this module?

What did you like about Section 1 of Group Activities?

What would you like changed about Section 1 of Group Activities?

What did you like about Section 2 of Group Activities?

What would you like changed about Section 2 of Group Activities?

What did you like about Section 3 of Group Activities?

What would you like changed about Section 3 of Group Activities?

Can you think of any way of improving the graded assignment ?

Sixth Graded Project

Working in groups of three, create a blueprint for teaching a generic skill of your choice.

a. Pick a generic skill which is fairly small (manageable) in scope.  Of course, it must not be anything we have discussed in this course.

b. Select your target population of learners so that the content is of moderate difficulty (3 on a scale of 1-5).  Assume that none of your learners has already learned your task, and that all of your learners have already mastered all prerequisites for it.

c. Your blueprint should have the usual header information: 



• your name,



• the kind of lesson (generic skill),



• the label for your generic skill, 



• the target audience,



• the richness level for the lesson (1-5)



• the dimensions of divergence for the examples and practice.


Then it should have an outline of the sequence of levels of complexity for the generic skill (shoot for 4-6 levels for this exercise), with a listing of all content to be taught within two of those levels.  The listing of content should include the steps (procedures), principles, and any other content you find useful.  Assume that all prerequisite concepts have already been mastered.


Then for one of the levels of complexity, the blueprint should have a separate section with prescriptions in the form of a chronological listing of the tactics you would use to teach each piece of content (in a left-hand column) and an indication of how you would implement them (in a right-hand column).  


Finally, in still another section of the blueprint, list some domain-dependent content from a variety of courses your students would be taking (say, two pieces of content from each course).  This content should be appropriate to serve as examples and practice for the chosen level of complexity.  


You do not need to develop instruction for this assignment--the blueprint is all that is required, and I expect it to be about 3-5 pages.

d. Please put your blueprint in a large envelope or a folder with a pocket, and include an audio cassette for feedback from your professor.
Note that the examples you have seen do not use this same format.  Please use this new format. 
