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Abstract of Dissertation
“What You Mean Smart?””:
The Implicit Theories of Intelligence
of Urban Adult Learners with Learning Disabilities

This study was designed to examine the implicit theories of intelligence of adult
learners with learning disabilities (LD). It explored how the adult learners thought about
intelligence and how they experienced intelligence in their lives both in and out of
school.

Data for the study were collected by interviewing 15 adult learners with learning
disabilities. Each adult learner participated in a series of three interviews, each with its
own purpose: a focused life history, an examination of recent experiences related to
intelligence in school and out of school, and sense-making of experiences with
intelligence and related to having learning disability. The Theories of Intelligence Scale
— Self Form for Adults (Dweck, 2009) was also administered during the final interview.

The study found that the adult learners with learning disabilities had multifaceted
and contextualized understandings of intelligence. Self-esteem was a particularly
powerful factor when it came to the adult learners’ understanding and experience of their
own intelligence. While most of the learners demonstrated a fixed mindset, there were
indications that their mindsets were transforming, especially as their confidence as
learners grew. The adult learners’ implicit theories of intelligence seemed to have been
largely shaped by outside messages. The often negative messages they received early in
life and the largely positive messages they received in their adult education center were
described as being particularly impactful. Finally, having a learning disability appeared

to complicate the adult learners’ experiences of their own intelligence. They often feared
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and experienced the negative stereotypes held by themselves and others about individuals
with learning disabilities. On the contrary, many experienced a greater sense of their own
intelligence after receiving a diagnosis and understanding what it meant to have a

learning disability.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In the 2011-2012 school year, only about two out of three students with
disabilities graduated from high school with a regular diploma according to data from the
Department of Education (Institute on Disability, 2015). Of those who left high school
without a diploma that year, 42% exited with a certificate and 60% simply dropped out.
While high dropout rates are always troubling, it is especially problematic for individuals
with disabilities, a group that already experiences stubbornly high unemployment rates,
given that individuals with less than a high school diploma experience higher rates of
unemployment than those with at least a high school diploma (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2014).

These statistics are more than alarming numbers to me. They are individuals that
I have met in my time as a special educator for high school students and adult learners
with disabilities. They are young men who, after spending most of their adolescence in
detention centers, see their dreams of a high school diploma fading as they are turned
away from neighborhood schools and special education programs for being “too old” as
twenty-one-year-olds with few credits and a clock nearing its end. They are young
women who promised themselves that they would go back to school after having their
babies, but who found the demands of school and motherhood to be too much to manage.
They are young men and women who, despite having been identified for special
education under labels that indicate they should be capable of earning a high school
diploma, are placed on certificate tracks for reasons known only to the educators who

made the recommendation to families and adolescents who did not understand the



repercussions of such a move until it was too late. In short, they are people who have
found life without a high school diploma to be difficult to say the least.

Fortunately, a number of these students return to schools to continue their
education after dropping out. According to the National Longitudinal Transition Survey-
2 (2005), within two years of exiting school without a diploma, 29% of young adults with
disabilities took classes or tests aimed at earning their high school credential and about
9% of young people with disabilities had earned a high school credential.

While some may return to alternative high school programs, many individuals
with disabilities turn to adult education programs in hopes of obtaining a high school
credential. Unfortunately, the attrition rate in adult basic education programs is
stubbornly high, with some reporting it to be as high as 80% in the first twelve months of
enrolling in classes (Pickard, 2013). Researchers have identified a number of factors that
may contribute to this high dropout rate. Most commonly, these are factors related to
program structure (Gopalakrishnan, 2008; Patterson & Mellard, 2007) and learner
disposition (Brooks et al., 2008; Quigley & Uhland, 2000; Ziegler, Bain, Bell,
McCallum, & Brian, 2006).

From this research, interventions have been developed to target common dropout
factors. The study and application of andragogy is one example of attempts to change
program and classroom structures based on learner dispositions. Andragogy implies that
adult educators cannot simply apply what is known about teaching children to the realm
of adult education (Bass, 2012). Popularized in the United States by Knowles (1980),
andragogy presents six assumptions about adult learners:

e Adult learners are self-directed.



*  Adult learners tend to learn by drawing from their previous experiences.

e Adult learning is problem-centered, task-oriented, and life focused, with an emphasis
on immediate applications for knowledge.

e Adults tend to be internally motivated.

e Adults need to know why they learn.

Since it became popularized during the 1970s, andragogy and its assumptions
have been applied in a number of fields, including adult education (Chan, 2010). In that
time, it has become the most widely cited and applied theory in adult learning, despite the
fact that it continues to be widely criticized (Ross-Gordon, 2011). Common criticisms
include claims that andragogy’s assumptions fail to consider the contextual variables that
may influence the degree to which the assumed characteristics are present in adult
learners. Other criticisms point to a lack of evidence, as it is nearly impossible to test the
effectiveness of the framework as a practice (Taylor & Laros, 2014). It is, however,
possible to examine the effectiveness of interventions based on andragogy that have been
designed to increase adult learner retention. Interventions designed to improve retention
through changes to program structure or student disposition, often through the application
of the assumptions underlying andragogy, have been found to be relatively ineffective
(Pickard, 2013).

I experienced attempts to apply the principles of andragogy to adult education
firsthand when I first moved into the field of adult education after teaching at the
secondary level. In an attempt to help make the shift from secondary to adult education, I
attended a weeklong institute for adult educators hosted by a state education agency and

university. It was during this institute that [ was first introduced to the assumptions



underlying andragogy, as I worked with workshop leaders and other participants to apply
the assumptions while designing math curriculum. We were repeatedly reminded to
make our lessons and activities “relevant” by addressing the immediate “problems” that
adult learners face. The institute leaders, workshop presenters, and other participants
continually reminded each other that money was always a relevant and immediate
problem for our learners. “You want your money to be right, you better learn math!,” felt
like the rallying cry of the institute. Almost every single activity that my colleagues and I
shared during two full days on math instruction was related to money. In the lessons we
designed, students would be balancing checkbooks, comparing prices in grocery store
circulars, calculating tips, and computing the interest paid on payday loans. Of course,
these are all important skills, but I was left asking myself if this was really all that adult
education was. More importantly, I was left to wonder if adult education students were
asking the same question.

Given the lack of evidence that interventions based on andragogy work, a
different approach is needed to improve retention in adult education. Pickard (2013) has
suggested the use of an acknowledgement and accommodation perspective for
understanding high attrition rates in adult education. This perspective

...shifts the discussion away from a focus on programs’ perspectives and abilities

to “solve” the “problem” of low adult learner persistence and moves the

conversation toward a deeper understanding of learners and barriers as situated in

social contexts (p. 122).

This is a perspective that accepts the fact that attrition will happen. While true, this is a

problematic stance in that it seems to accept the issue without questioning what role adult



education programs may play in both causing and improving the issue. However, the call
for developing a deeper understanding of learners is one that should be heeded in order to
improve attrition rates, not through application of a decontextualized set of assumptions,
but through a deep understanding of who our learners are in adult education and how we
can better serve them.
Evolution of Research Idea

I took a roundabout approach to this research interest. It began when I was
teaching disengaged high school students in an alternative diploma program. As I
struggled to understand how my students, who demonstrated resilience and feelings of
efficacy in so many other areas of their lives, lacked those same protective influences
when it came to school. I came across Angela Duckworth’s work on “grit,” which was
everywhere in the popular press at the time. She had just won a genius grant for her work
indicating that grit - or perseverance and passion for long-term goals - accounted for high
levels of achievement (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). However, after
reading Duckworth’s research, I found that her work was not enough to answer my
questions. The fact that my students were still in school showed that they were already
quite “gritty.” Some of them had already been in high school for five years or more.
Despite this, they did not demonstrate the feelings of efficacy that it seemed should come
with such grit.

I continued to search for information about grit, its development, and how to
foster it. It was a search that brought me to a TED talk in which Duckworth mentioned
Carol Dweck’s work on mindset and the role that it could play in developing grit (TED

Conferences, 2013). At its most basic, Dweck’s (1999) theories suggest that our beliefs



about intelligence, specifically if it is malleable or fixed, have an impact on the types of
goals that we set and our response to setbacks. Her work spoke to my observations as a
teacher. On a daily basis, I heard comments like “I’m bad at writing,” “I just can’t learn
math,” and “I’m just not a school person,” from my students. These comments indicated
a belief not only in intelligence that is fixed, but in their own lack of intelligence.
Further, I observed students who would only work independently when assured of their
success. When asked to do things that could be challenging, my students would refuse to
even try or would insist on only doing it if I was right there assuring them of the
correctness of their work. They would then completely fall apart at the first sign of
potential failure, whether it was a small mistake, insecurity around how to proceed, or a
harsh word about their work from a fellow student or instructor. My students appeared to
be the poster children for fixed mindsets.

I was heartened, then, when I read about the effectiveness of mindset
interventions. For example, I read with interest about an intervention done in middle
school math classes by Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007) that showed
longitudinal improvements in the math performance of middle school students who were
taught that intelligence could be grown through hard work. After finding similar studies
demonstrating the effectiveness of such interventions, I set my sights on designing,
implementing, and studying a mindset intervention directed at students with learning
disabilities, a population for whom mindset seemed critically important.

Recognizing that I would need to better understand the current beliefs about
intelligence among students with learning disabilities before developing an intervention, I

interviewed a couple of my own students to hear their perspectives. These interviews



were disappointing, overall, due to the lack of rich data that I was able to obtain. Some
of this was because of my lack of skill as a novice researcher and part could be attributed
to the difficulty of interviewing high school students with language-based learning
disabilities. However, another critical roadblock was the realization that the students and
I had completely different ideas about what intelligence was, where it came from, and
how it changed. At the time, I was unprepared to go back and find out about their more
basic ideas about the nature of intelligence - understandings that were essential if I
wanted to understand their ideas about the changeability of it. I realized that I needed to
go backwards before I moved forwards by gaining a greater understanding of the implicit
theories of intelligence held by these students.

Around this time, I made a professional shift when I left the high school at which
I had been working and joined the staff at a newly establish adult public charter school.
As I discussed in the previous section, I was somewhat dismayed by what I experienced
after making the shift. I found myself in a field that lacks a rich theoretical and research
base from which to make informed decisions about how best to serve its learners. I found
a field that empirically seems to know very little about its learners, especially those with
learning disabilities, particularly when compared to the research base in K-12 education.
Similar to my experiences around math instruction for adult learners, much of the work
seems to be based on assumptions with very little research basis. This lack of knowledge
and research extends into our understanding about adult learners’ ideas about
intelligence.

Underlying andragogy are assumptions about how adult learners understand

intelligence and about the types of intelligence that they value. It assumes that learners in



adult education programs value everyday intelligence and problem-solving over other
types of intelligence. In other trainings that I have attended since moving into adult
education, I have learned about curricula that shy away from introducing academic
language and terms for fear of scaring adult learners off before they learn the skills.
While there is not anything inherently wrong with this approach (other than the fact that I
have observed that learners do not understand it and assume that the lack of sophisticated
vocabulary indicate that the class is too easy for them), it brings with it an assumption
about the mindset of adult learners. Namely, it assumed that these learners tend to
ascribe to a fixed mindset and to the idea that they were not endowed with a great deal of
intelligence to begin with.

There is very little research one way or another that indicates the correctness of
the assumptions that create the foundation of the work that we do in adult education. It
is, therefore, troubling that the curricula, instructional models, and interventions that we
use are based on these unfounded assumptions. I came to this study interested in
developing the “deeper understanding” that Pickard (2013) called for. Specifically, I
sought a deeper understanding of adult learners with learning disabilities through an
exploration into their implicit theories of intelligence.

Purpose

This qualitative study explored the implicit theories of intelligence developed by
adult learners with learning disabilities. Specifically, the study examined adult learners’
experiences and efforts to make meaning of intelligence in both academic and
nonacademic domains.

Research Questions



The primary research question guiding this study was: How do adult education
students with learning disabilities make meaning of intelligence? To further guide the
study additional research questions included:

*  What are adult education students’ with learning disabilities implicit theories about
intelligence in general?

*  What experiences do these adult education students draw from in developing their
theories of intelligence?

* How do these students draw upon and experience their own intelligence during their
daily school routine?

* How do these students draw upon and experience their own intelligence while they
are not in the school setting, such as when they are in community, family, or
employment domains?

* How do adult students understand their own intelligence when also conscious of their
learning disability?

Statement of Potential Significance

A qualitative study on the implicit theories of intelligence held by adult education
students with learning disabilities is important for a number of reasons. As discussed
earlier, the attrition rates in adult education programs is troublingly high. This is despite
the fact that adult education programs are attempting to meet the needs of their learners
by developing programs that apply the assumptions underlying andragogy. However,
these assumptions are theoretical, at best, and were not developed through the use of
empirical research methods. As a field, we must better understand and know our learners

in order to critically evaluate the assumptions under which we are currently working.



This is necessary to develop more effective curricula, instructional models, and
interventions for our work with adult learners. A qualitative study offers such an
opportunity.

Further, while we know that implicit theories of intelligence are complex and ever
developing, much of the research about these theories is fragmented — focusing on just
one element of an implicit theory of intelligence (Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003).
However, implicit theories of intelligence are best understood as a collection of beliefs.
An interview study examining multiple components of these theories allowed for an
exploration into the interactions that happen between the various components of one’s
theory of intelligence.

This study also fills gaps in a literature base that has primarily focused on the
implicit theories of intelligence of children and individuals who come from white,
middle-class backgrounds and who do not have disabilities. The participants in this study
offer a diverse perspective that is currently missing in this field of inquiry related to
implicit theories of intelligence

Conceptual Framework

Underlying implicit theories of intelligence are the intuitive ideas that individuals
hold about intelligence (Berg & Sternberg, 1985). This is different from the explicit
theories of intelligence that we generally focus upon in attempts to measure and compare
the cognitive performance and information processing of individuals. While implicit
theories cannot be quantified, they are important given the role that they play in the

judgments and decision-making processes of the people who hold them. Implicit theories
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of intelligence direct how people perceive and evaluate their own intelligence, as well as
the intelligence of others (Sternberg, 2000).

These implicit theories of intelligence are a complex collection of beliefs that
interact with each other and that develop throughout a person’s life (Berg & Sternberg,
1985; Jones, Byrd, & Lusk, 2009; Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003). From the current
research base, there appear to be three important factors that inform an individual’s
implicit theory of intelligence: beliefs about the nature of intelligence (i.e. Giraudeau,
Chasseigne, Apter, & Mullet, 2007; Kurtz-Costes, McCall, Kinlaw, Wiesen & Joyner,
2005), beliefs about the malleability of intelligence (i.e. Dweck, 1999; Nicholls, 1978),
and the messages that one receives about intelligence (i.e. Inzlicht & Schmader, 2012;
Zentall & Morris, 2010).

Finally, it is important to consider the fact that implicit theories of intelligence
have no real meaning outside of a particular context. This is because the meaning of
intelligence changes depending on the environmental demands of a situation (Berg &
Sternberg, 1985). Because of this, context must be considered in any attempt to
understand an individual’s implicit theory of intelligence.

Summary of the Methodology

This qualitative study consisted of interviews with a sample of 15 adult learners
with learning disabilities. Participants were selected from a single adult learning center
located in a city in the Mid-Atlantic region. The site of research was a center that offers
programming in basic literacy, GED preparation, the National External Diploma
Program, and pathways to careers and post-secondary education. Data were collected

through a series of three face-to-face interviews using Seidman’s (2013) three-interview
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process. Additionally, at the end of the final interview, the entity-only scale from the
Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form for Adults (Dweck, 1999) was administered.
A three-stage process was used to analyze the data, relying on the inductive process
offered by Seidman (2013) that moves from individual profiles to the identification of
thematic connections.
Limitations and Delimitations

The study had several limitations. First, to make the study more feasible, a
sample of participants was selected from a single site. Therefore, only adult students at
the selected site were able to participate. This led to a sample of adult learners that may
have been representative of the site, but not of adult learners with learning disabilities in
general. More specifically, the site of research is located in an urban setting and serves a
student population that is largely African American and that tends to be older due to a
history of proximity to senior citizen housing. As a result, by drawing participants from
that single site, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to other adult
education settings. However, to the extent that the site of research and other adult
education centers serve similar populations, the findings have a broader educational
relevance. Additionally, the sample of adult learners who did participate in the study
represent a group of learners that is often overlooked in the existing research in adult
education.

Another limitation to this study is that participants were self-selected for
inclusion, which may have led to bias. Adult learners were recruited through fliers,
announcements, and targeted invitations, but in the end only those who expressed an

interest and willingness to participate in the study were considered for inclusion. To
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increase the number of potential adult learners willing to participate, an incentive gift
card incentive was offered to participants. Incentives such as these have been found to
increase participation (Singer, Groves, & Corning, 1999).

Because I was interested in the implicit theories of intelligence of adult learners
who were conscious of their own learning disabilities, I primarily used self-reports of a
disability and the Learning Needs Screening Tool (Payne, 2001) to identify learning
disabilities in the adult learners. As a result, some of the adult learners may not have had
diagnosable learning disabilities, which represents an additional limitation to this study.

Finally, because I work at the site of research, additional potential for bias exists.
However, I included reflexivity practices and steps in the interview protocol to manage
potential issues that may have arisen from this situation. These practices are discussed in
depth in Chapter 3.

Definitions of Key Terms

The following definitions are provided to clarify important terms as they are used
in this particular study.

Adult learner: An individual enrolled at an adult education center and receiving
instruction in one or more of the following areas: (1) adult basic literacy, (2) preparation
for the GED examination; (3) National External Diploma Program; (4) workforce
development; (5) post-secondary education preparation.

Implicit theory of intelligence: “Implicit theories are constructions of
people...that reside in the minds of these individuals™” (Sternberg, Conway, Ketron, &

Bernstein, 1981, p. 37). Implicit theories of intelligence, then, are conceptions of
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intelligence that individuals construct for themselves about intelligence. These are the
ideas that individuals have about what intelligence is and how it is formed.

Learning disability: A learning disability is a type of neurodevelopmental disorder
that impairs the ability to learn or use academic skills such as reading, writing, or
arithmetic which are foundational to other forms of academic learning (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). In this study, learning disabilities were identified in one
of three ways:

1. Previous diagnosis or self-report of a diagnosis of a learning disability as
documented in a report of psychoeducational or similar testing;

2. Previous determination of eligibility or self-report of previous
determination of eligibility for special education services under the IDEA
criteria for the identification of a specific learning disability as
documented in an Individualized Education Program; or

3. A score of twelve or higher on the Learning Needs Screening Tool (Payne,

2001).
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

What does it mean to be smart? The answer to this question is one that everyone
knows, but no one can agree upon. This is because we all have our own conceptions of
intelligence, which are referred to here as implicit theories of intelligence. These implicit
theories are different than the explicit theories that are often the focus of research —
theories that attempt to measure and quantify intelligence such as Spearman’s g, Binet’s
intelligence tests, or Stern’s IQ index. Less attention has been given to implicit theories
despite their importance. These theories represent the ideas that individuals construct for
themselves about what intelligence is, where it comes from, and how it is measured.

They are important to consider because of the role that they play in our lives. They direct
how individuals perceive and evaluate their own intelligence as well as the intelligence of
others (Sternberg, 2000). They also provide the basis of our explicit theories — theories
that are constructed to measure the performance of individuals on tasks that are thought
to measure intelligence based on the implicit theories of the experts who develop them
(Sternberg, 1981).

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of what is known about
implicit theories of intelligence, while also developing a rationale for a qualitative
investigation of the implicit theories of intelligence of adult learners with learning
disabilities. The review begins with a brief description of the search process. It is then
broken into three sections based on the study’s conceptual framework (see Figure 1) that
identifies three factors that appear to inform an individual’s implicit theory of
intelligence: “Beliefs about the Nature of Intelligence,” “Beliefs about the Malleability of

Intelligence,” and “Messages about Intelligence.”
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Figure 1. The Development of Implicit Theories of Intelligence. This figure shows the
relationships between the factors that appear to influence the development of an
individual’s implicit theory of intelligence in a particular context.

The first section of this chapter describes beliefs about the nature of intelligence
including basic definitions and the evaluation of intelligence. The second section
describes beliefs about the malleability of intelligence. Finally, the role that messages
about intelligence play in shaping implicit theories are considered with a special

consideration of factors that are particularly salient for individuals with learning
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disabilities. This chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of the literature
review.

Overview of the Literature Search
Search Process

A comprehensive literature review was conducted using two primary search
methods. First, I conducted database searches to find articles related to implicit theories
of intelligence. These searches utilized Academic Search Complete, Education Source,
Articles Plus, ERIC, ScienceDirect, and PsycINFO. Descriptors in these searches
included phrases such as theor* of intelligence, implicit theor* of intelligence, and
mindset. I also used the names of prominent researchers such as Dweck, Sternberg, and
Nicholls in the database search process. These searches led to thousands of articles.
During the initial rounds of searching, articles about emotional intelligence, theories of
mind, and other unrelated topics were immediately discarded. I also examined reviews of
research closely to develop more refined search terms and to develop a conceptual
framework to guide the literature search. This led to the identification of three factors
that seem to inform an individual’s implicit theory of intelligence: beliefs about the
nature of intelligence, beliefs about the malleability of intelligence, and outside messages.
I discarded articles that did not address at least one of these topics.

During the database search, I found review articles and books (i.e., Kinlaw &
Kurtz-Costes, 2003; Sternberg, 2000). For the second step of this search, I analyzed each
of the studies mentioned in these reviews, resulting in additional studies for
consideration. During the second step of the search process, I also conducted a citation

search by identifying dissertations related to the topic through a search in ProQuest
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Dissertations. I then conducted a review of the citations in dissertations identified
through the search. Further, I also considered the citations in each of the articles selected
for this review for inclusion.

Literature Review Criteria

This review includes data from quantitative and qualitative studies, literature
reviews, and theoretical studies. Each of the pieces of literature identified through the
search process was analyzed based on the criteria set for inclusion in the literature
review:

* Articles must address the implicit theories of intelligence of lay people or experts.
Articles on explicit theories of intelligence were not considered.

* Articles must address at least one of the factors that are used in developing an implicit
theory of intelligence: messages about intelligence, beliefs about the nature of
intelligence, and beliefs about the malleability of intelligence.

* Studies that provide empirical evidence must be published in peer-reviewed journals
or edited publications.

Beliefs About the Nature of Intelligence

Researchers have used a variety of approaches to examine beliefs about the nature
of intelligence. This research can be divided into two sets of findings: individuals’
definitions of intelligence and the evaluation of intelligence.

Definitions of Intelligence

Children’s definitions. A small number of studies have directly asked children
and adolescents to simply define words such as “intelligent” and “smart” in order to

determine the ways in which children define intelligence. These studies indicate that
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definitions of intelligence develop as individuals age and move through life. Children
from kindergarten through eighth grade appear to have increasingly advanced definitions
that emphasize knowledge and academic skills as they move through school. In one
study, students in first, third, and fifth grade were asked to explain what it means to be
smart in school (Cain & Dweck, 1995). Perhaps unsurprisingly given the contextualized
nature of the question, references to academic ability as demonstrated through academic
outcomes were most common across all grades (e.g., “you’re good in stuff like math” and
“he get’s mostly A’s and B’s,”). No significant grade differences were found in these
free responses, but first graders were less able to define intelligence and were less likely
to refer to cognitive strengths than children in the older grades, instead referring to
strengths in domains outside of academics such as behavior or athleticism (Cain &
Dweck, 1995).

Less contextualized studies led to similar responses. One of these included first,
third, and sixth graders who were simply asked what it means to be “smart” and
“intelligent” (Yussen & Kane, 1985). The number of concepts included in the students’
responses increased with grade in school. The concepts that children used to define
smartness and intelligence were multifaceted and included knowledge, thinking,
problem-solving, academic skills, social skills, arrogance, ability, and experience. As
students got older, academic skills became increasingly central to children’s definitions
of intelligence, while social skills were deemphasized. Knowledge was also identified as
a central component to a definition of intelligence for all ages of students included in the
study. Similar results were obtained with kindergarten, second, fifth, and eighth graders

in a comparative study of American and German children (Kurtz-Costes et al., 2005). In
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this study, children defined intelligence using the following categories: knowledge and
academic achievement (e.g., “do well in school”), ability (e.g., “doesn’t need to try”’), and
citizenship (e.g., “they follow directions”). As in other studies, the most frequent
responses across all grades referred to knowledge and academic achievement,
increasingly so as students’ grade in school increased (Kurtz-Costes et al., 2005).

As students move into and through adolescence they appear to continue to hold a
multifaceted view of intelligence, while also continuing to emphasize knowledge and
academic skills and abilities in their definitions. In a survey of 143 ninth and eleventh
graders, coded responses to a question about the definition of intelligence were grouped
into five themes: knowledge, skills, and abilities; academic effort; achievement; decision-
making; and personal characteristics (Jones et al., 2009). The most common responses
fell into the first three categories, indicating that, like younger children, adolescents
emphasize knowledge and academic skills in their definitions of intelligence.

Adult definitions. No studies were found that gave non-expert adults the
opportunity to provide free responses to questions about the definition of intelligence.
Groups of experts, however, have been asked to define intelligence on at least two
occasions. In 1921, experts were asked to define intelligence in an issue of Journal of
Educational Psychology. The definitions were wide ranging, but two common themes
emerged: the ability to adapt to the environment and the ability to learn (Sternberg,
2000). Example definitions reflecting these themes included “ability to learn or having
learned to adjust oneself to the environment” and “the capacity to learn or to profit by
experience.” Sixty-five years later, a different collection of experts was again asked to

define intelligence. Once more, the ability to adapt to the environment was a prominent
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theme in the definitions that were provided. Basic mental processes and higher order
thinking, which are related to the ability to learn, were also common themes in the
experts’ definitions (Sternberg & Berg, 1986).

At best, lay adult definitions of intelligence can be inferred from studies in which
adult participants were asked to list characteristics of intelligence. Sternberg et al. (1981)
conducted a series of such studies in which researchers asked individuals entering a
supermarket, commuters at a train station, and students in a college library to list
behaviors that they believed were characteristic of people who are extremely intelligent,
academically intelligent, or everyday intelligent. A master list was created from these
responses and a separate sample was asked to rate the importance of each behavior in
defining intelligence. From these studies, three factors emerged as central to adult
definitions of intelligence: (1) problem-solving ability (e.g., reasons logically, identifies
connections between ideas, identifies all aspects of a problem), (2) verbal ability (e.g.,
speaks articulately, is verbally fluent, converses well), and (3) social competence (e.g.,
accepts others, admits mistakes, displays interest in the world). A similar series of
studies was conducted with teachers in which similar results were obtained. Teachers at
all levels emphasized problem-solving, verbal abilities, and social competence in their
lists of behaviors that characterize intelligence in children (Fry, 1984).

These aspects of intelligence were extended by another study that surveyed 640
participants between the ages of 16 and 90 in France (Giraudeau et al., 2007). In this
study, eight dimension were found to account for lay conceptions of intelligence: verbal
ability, dealing with novelty, everyday competence, intrapersonal intelligence,

intellectual self-promotion, social competence, the ability to be happy, and self-esteem.
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These eight elements held regardless of participants’ age and gender (Giraudeau et al.,
2007).

Summary. Inquiries into the definition of intelligence have indicated that
intelligence is often linked to learning skills across childhood, adolescence, and
adulthood. Children and adolescents also emphasize knowledge, while adult experts
emphasize the ability to adapt to the environment. This difference points to the role that
context may play in definitions of intelligence as the context that students and adults
spend most of their time in is very different. The role of context in the development of
definitions of intelligence will be examined more closely in the third section of this
chapter.

Some of the studies found that as students mature, their definitions of intelligence
become increasingly complex and abstract. Older children are more likely to link
intelligence to cognitive skills than younger children. This was evidenced by their
emphasis on academic skills and achievement over social skills. Kinlaw and Kurtz-
Costes (2003) suggested that the driving force behind these changes is that, as children
and adolescents obtain increasing amounts of information about a phenomenon such as
intelligence, their understanding of that phenomenon becomes increasingly more detailed
and precise. An analysis of the number of categories needed for the definitions offered
by participants in these studies seems to support this argument. Though it could simply
be the result of the coding decisions made by researchers, overall, as the age of the
participants in the studies increased, the number of categories for their responses

generally decreased in many of these studies.
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While no studies have been done asking adults to define intelligence in response
to an open-ended question, this trend continued into adulthood in some studies, but not in
others. However, the study in which a large number of categories were necessary to
encapsulate lay adult theories of intelligence was openly theory driven and sought to use
an eight-category theory of intelligence to describe lay theories of intelligence. This may
help to explain some of the variation between the findings of the studies conducted with
lay adults.

Evaluation of Intelligence

Children’s evaluations of intelligence. To gain further insight into beliefs about
the nature of intelligence, one line of research has asked children to rate their classmates’
intelligence and then justify those ratings. These studies have shown that the evaluation
criteria that students use changes as they move through school. Specifically, as students
get older, they increasingly rely on performance on academic tasks to judge the
intelligence of their peers.

These results have been found in studies using a variety of samples. In one study,
64 children from kindergarten through third grade were asked to use stars to indicate how
smart their classmates were and then justify their ratings (Stipeck, 1981). While many of
the kindergarteners and first graders were unable to explain their smartness ratings, those
who did offer suggestions were most likely to cite their peers’ work habits, providing
justifications such as “he does what he is told” and “she doesn’t finish her work.” While
students in second and third grade continued to be concerned with work habits, they more
often used task performance (e.g., “he reads hard books”) in their justifications (Stipeck,

1981). Stipeck and Tannatt (1984) conducted a similar study, but included even younger
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children. Again, students of all ages referenced work habits in the justifications for their
ratings of their peers’ intelligence. However, performance (in this case relative
performance) became increasingly common in the justifications as grade increased using
explanations such as “he reads the fastest.” Further, the preschoolers and kindergarteners
were most likely to use explanations related to social skills (e.g., “I like him” and “she
bites”) to justify their ratings, but by second and third grade, this category was rarely
used (Stipeck & Tannatt, 1984).

Yussen and Kane (1985) asked first-, third-, and sixth-grade students how they
know if a person is intelligent when they meet them and whether intelligent people look,
talk, or act differently than the average person. In general, younger children were more
likely to indicate that intelligence was visible, or something that you could see in a
person. Younger children also used a greater range of indicators in determining
intelligence relying on intellectual, physical, and social behavior, along with appearances.
Older children, on the other hand, used more explicit signs of intelligence, increasingly
relying on evidence from academic behaviors.

Finally, in a slightly different study of students in kindergarten, third, and sixth
grade, children were asked to build a team of their classmates for a competition
consisting of difficult questions about reading, writing, and math and to justify their
choices (Droege & Stipeck, 1993). As in other studies, a number of the justifications
given by kindergarteners could not be coded. In every grade except for kindergarten,
however, students gave academic-related responses such as “she’s always right” and “he

can count to 100” in justifying their selections.
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Taking a different approach to this line of inquiry, one study used a slightly more
open-ended method to learning about how students in kindergarten through fifth grade
judged the intelligence of their peers. In this study, an interviewer simply asked students
to tell them about someone they know who is “smart in school” and why they think he or
she is smart (Bempechat, London, & Dweck, 1991). Kindergartners were often unable to
justify their choices, but when they did provide interpretable explanations, they used a
variety of skill domains from social to physical to behavioral in their explanations. Up
to the fourth grade, the most common responses focused on the academic outcomes of
their peers, and, by fifth grade, justifications were split between being outcome-based
(e.g., “She’s smart because she gets A’s”) and action-based (e.g., “He’s smart because he
does all of his homework”) (Bempechat et al., 1991).

To this point, the literature reviewed in this section has attempted to uncover
children’s evaluations of intelligence by asking them to evaluate people. Two studies
have taken a different approach by asking children and young adults to evaluate items
from intelligence tests in terms of their difficulty and relevance to intelligence. Both of
these studies found that students come to value abstract, non-verbal reasoning over verbal
intelligence as they move through school. Nicholls, Patashnick, and Mettatal (1986)
found through their interviews with 143 students aged six to 18 that younger students
tend to evaluate intellectual skills in terms of their subjective difficulty for the students
themselves. For example, younger students judged tasks that were more difficult for
them personally to be intrinsically more difficult tasks. As students move into the
intermediate grades, they begin to differentiate their ideas about verbal and non-verbal

intelligence, emphasizing the importance of verbal intelligence given their beliefs that
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learning involves the accumulation of information. Finally, by the late secondary grades,
students tend to recognize that verbal intelligence relies on the acquisition of information
that can be memorized, while abstract intelligence is related to problem-solving and
thinking and cannot be memorized (Nicholls et al., 1984). Interestingly, although older
students indicated that they believed that teachers valued verbal intelligence over non-
verbal intelligence, they themselves valued non-verbal intelligence, believing that it was
more difficult and could not be learned (Nicholls et al., 1984).

Similarly, Chen, Holman, Francis-Jones, and Burmester (1988) asked 114
students in grades six, nine, 11, and 12 in Australia to rate a set of 26 intelligence test
items in terms of their relevance to measuring intelligence. They found that students in
primary school valued items related to verbal reasoning; students in high school (grade
nine) equally valued items related to verbal reasoning, non-verbal reasoning, and retrieval
of information; and students in “college” (grades 11 and 12 in the study) valued non-
verbal reasoning. The researchers explained these results by arguing that these are the
skills that are emphasized in each of the levels of school (Chen et al., 1988).

Adult evaluations of intelligence. Considerably less research has been done
investigating how adults evaluate intelligence. Sternberg et al. (1981) applied what they
learned about lay adults definitions of intelligence to find out how those definitions were
used in judging people’s intelligence. They found that while evaluations were firmly
grounded in the adults’ definitions, cognitive elements were given more weight in their
evaluations than non-cognitive elements. Specifically, problem-solving and verbal
abilities were given equal weights in the adults’ evaluations, while social competence

was given less weight than the other two (Sternberg et al., 1981).
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Berg and Sternberg (1985) have conducted research that provides insight into how
evaluations of intelligence change at various ages by asking individuals to identify factors
that differentiate those of average and exceptional intelligence at different ages. They
found that the ability to solve novel problems, general knowledge (particularly related to
the workplace), and competence in performing everyday tasks best characterized
exceptional intelligence at age 30. Solving novel problems, everyday competence and
social competence characterized intelligence at age 50. Finally, exceptional intelligence
at age 70 was characterized by total fluid and crystallized intelligence (e.g., good
vocabulary, being widely read, ability to use information), everyday intelligence, and
cognitive investment (e.g., curiosity, appreciation of people of various ages). While the
elements of intelligence remained relatively stable throughout adulthood, the emphasis of
those elements in evaluating exceptional intelligence seem to change as people age.

Summary. The criteria used to evaluate the intelligence of others shifts as
children and adults age. Young children, particularly those in preschool through first
grade, are often unable to describe how they determine intelligence in others, but, when
they do, they tend to rely on a number of traits including social skills, behavior,
performance, and physical appearance. As children get older, they begin to emphasize
how much knowledge people have when determining intelligence, along with what they
do with that knowledge. This is shown through their reliance on academic performance
and outcomes. The emphasis on knowledge and performance appears to continue into
adulthood given the weight adults give to problem-solving and verbal abilities in their

evaluations of the intelligence of others.
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The relevance of particular components of intelligence seems to be shaped by the
context of whoever is ranking the importance of the components. Primary and
intermediate students tend to emphasize verbal intelligence during a time in school when
the accumulation of knowledge is emphasized. In contrast, students in secondary schools
and college are more likely to emphasize problem-solving abilities, as this is a time when
they are being asked to apply knowledge. Further, students of all ages tend to focus on
academic knowledge and performance in their evaluation of intelligence, reflecting the
values of school. By adulthood, this emphasis on academic performance is replaced with
everyday and social competence, reflecting the values and demands of the contexts in
which adults live their lives.

Beliefs About the Malleability of Intelligence
Constancy of Intelligence

Children’s beliefs about constancy. Research into implicit beliefs about the
constancy of intelligence over time has focused on children in kindergarten through the
eighth grade. In this set of studies, students have been asked to predict levels of
intelligence of other children at various points in time from the past to the future. For
example, in two studies students were shown pictures of children and were told how
smart those children were using a five-point scale. The students were then asked to
predict how smart in school these children were a week and year ago as well as how
smart they would be next week and next year (Pomerantz & Ruble, 1997; Pomerantz &
Saxon, 2002). Each of these studies found that with increasing grade, students were more
likely to think of intelligence as stable across time. Other studies using slightly different

methodologies have similar findings. For example, in another set of studies, researchers
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found that while kindergartners were more likely to rate the current intelligence of
themselves and others lower than their future intelligence, by the fourth grade, students
predicted no such change (Droege & Stipek, 1993; Stipek & Daniels, 1988; Stipek &
Daniels, 1990).

While there appears to be convergence around the idea that older children
increasingly consider intelligence to be stable, another study indicates a more nuanced
understanding. Yussen and Kane (1985) found that children at all grades from first
through sixth tend to believe that intelligence can change, with an increasing percentage
of children expressing that belief across grade levels. One difference in this study that
may account for these different results is the fact that children were asked if changes
could happen between childhood and adulthood — a much longer period of time than the
week or year that was considered in other studies. Additionally, this study found that
while younger children appear to believe that intelligence can only increase with time,
older students’ responses indicate that change in either direction is possible (Yussen &
Kane, 1985).

Adult beliefs about constancy. Little research has been done to examine adult
beliefs about the constancy of intelligence. In one study to determine adult definitions
and evaluation of intelligence across adulthood, researchers included questions to identify
beliefs about changes to intelligence over time. Berg and Sternberg (1992) asked adult
participants if there were intellectual abilities that could be improved and that declined
with increasing adult age. Most adults in the survey indicated that they believed that
intellectual abilities such as reasoning, problem-solving, understanding others, and

knowledge improved with age. A somewhat smaller percentage of participants believed
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that other abilities such as memory declined with increasing age. Just over half of the
respondents believed that bidirectional changes in intelligence are possible with
increasing age (Berg & Sternberg, 1992).

Summary. Beliefs about the constancy of intelligence appear to go through
multiple shifts as individuals get older. While there are discrepancies in findings that are
potentially due to methodological differences, overall, it appears that young children are
more likely to believe that intelligence can change over both short and long periods of
time. Around the fourth grade this changes as older children become more likely to
express beliefs that intelligence is stable, at least over relatively short periods of time
(one year or less). Even these older children, however, may continue to believe that
change is possible over greater periods of time, such as that between childhood and
adulthood. Another shift appears to happen sometime between late childhood and
adulthood based on limited research into the constancy beliefs of adults. The one study
that looked into these beliefs found that most adults believe that intellectual abilities can
change with increasing age. Unfortunately, little is known about when or how this shift
takes place given the paucity of research examining this topic in individuals older than
the eighth grade.

It appears that beliefs about the direction of these changes go through similar
shifts as individuals get older. While younger children seem to believe that change in
intelligence is only unidirectional, older children and adults appear to have bidirectional
beliefs about the constancy of intelligence, believing that it is possible for intelligence to
both increase and decrease over time.

Controllability of Intelligence
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Controllability and mindsets. A great deal of research has been conducted into
both children’s and adults’ beliefs about the controllability of changes to intelligence.
This is largely due to its potential impact on motivation and performance. Dweck and her
colleagues have shaped much of this research thought their work developing a social-
cognitive model of implicit theories of intelligence as related to motivation and
attribution (e.g. Cain & Dweck, 1995; Dweck 1999; Dweck, 2006; Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Elliott & Dweck, 1988; Henderson & Dweck, 1990; Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, &
Wan, 1999). This model of implicit theories of intelligence posits that, in general,
individuals either think of intelligence as a fixed or malleable trait. Those who ascribe to
a fixed mindset believe that individuals are born with a certain amount of intelligence and
that the amount of intelligence cannot be changed. Others believe that intelligence is
something that can be cultivated and changed over time through experience and effort
(Dweck, 1999). While different names have been used in the research and discussions of
these beliefs, including implicit theories of intelligence, the term mindset will be used to
refer to these beliefs here in order to avoid confusion.

Dweck and Legget (1988) developed a model (see Figure 2) suggesting that
mindset, goal orientation, perception of ability, and responses to failure are all closely
related. While work in this area of research has continued over the years, the model has
remained relatively stable. The model suggests that individuals with a fixed mindset are
often concerned with performance goals in order to prove one’s intelligence and avoid
situations in which a lack of intelligence may be detected. Those with a growth mindset,
in contrast, tend to prefer learning goals due to their interest in increasing their

knowledge or skills.
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Figure 2. Dweck and Legget’s (1988) Model of Mindsets, Goals, and Behavior
Patterns. This figure shows how an individual’s mindset shapes goals and the
response to challenge.

Beliefs about intelligence and their impact on goal preferences can have a

The interest in mindsets may be in large part due to its ability to not only describe

monitoring (Dweck and Legget, 1988).
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significant impact on how individuals respond to setbacks. This mindset model suggests
that there are two primary responses to failure: helpless and mastery-oriented patterns.
Individuals display a helpless response when they view a situation as one that is out of
their control due to their lack of intelligence or the unfairness of a task. A mastery-
oriented response, on the other hand, is one in which individuals remain focused on
getting through the challenge in order to achieve their goals (whether they are attempting

to prove high intelligence or to learn), often through the use of strategies and self-

the relationship between mindsets, goals, ability, and response to failure, but also the




impact that these relationships can have on performance and achievement. For example,
students with a fixed mindset are more likely to see academic challenge as a sign of being
“dumb” and may, therefore, stop trying when faced with challenges to avoid such a label
(Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Conversely, students with a growth mindset may be more
likely to accept academic challenges as opportunities to improve skills, obtain
knowledge, and achieve mastery.

Mindsets and learning disabilities. Mindsets may be particularly important for
individuals with learning disabilities. College students with learning disabilities have
been found to be more likely to endorse a fixed mindset than students without disabilities
(May & Stone, 2010). In addition, students with learning disabilities have also been
found to be more likely to exhibit the maladaptive responses associated with a fixed
mindset when faced with academic challenge. In one study, teachers reported that
students with learning disabilities exhibited more helpless responses in the classroom
than students without disabilities, including low-achieving students who had not been
diagnosed with a learning disability (Valas, 2001).

A small number of studies have found that Dweck and Legget’s (1988) model
may help to explain these maladaptive responses to challenge among individuals with
learning disabilities. In one study of 1,518 secondary students with and without learning
disabilities, responses to measures of academic self-efficacy, mindset, academic goal
preference, and attributions for exerting effort indicated that students with learning
disabilities have a greater belief that intelligence is fixed, a preference for performance
over learning goals, and the belief that the fact that something was hard meant that one is

unable to do it (Baird, Scott, Dearing, & Hamill, 2009). Further, mindset was found to
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mediate the relationships between having a learning disability and goal preference and
beliefs about effort in this particular study.

Beliefs about controllability. While much of the research into mindsets has
focused on developing and applying the model, some studies have examined the
development, strength, and stability of these beliefs. A number of these studies have
used forced-choice surveys, pitting fixed and growth mindsets against each other. In two
such studies conducted with students in kindergarten through the fifth grade, while
individual differences in responses indicated a strong endorsement of one mindset or the
other, there were no differences across grades (Bempechat, London, & Dweck, 1991;
Cain & Dweck, 1995). Cain and Dweck (1995) further followed up with students a week
later and found that these endorsements were very stable among individual students. A
longitudinal study of college students found a similar stability in mindsets (Robins &
Pals, 2002). The lack of differences between grades seems to suggest that as early as
kindergarten children have developed a particular mindset. Further, results seem to
indicate that the two mindsets are evenly distributed among children (Dweck, 1999).

De Castella and Byrne (2014) have recently made a new, important distinction in
this line of research. Based on a survey given to 680 high school students in Australia,
the researchers found that students’ beliefs about their own intelligence and intelligence
in general were different. Their findings indicated that the students believe that their
ability to improve their intelligence is stronger than that same ability in others. This
distinction between beliefs about personal intelligence and intelligence in general is an

important one as the students’ beliefs about their own intelligence were better predictors
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of achievement and motivation in school than their beliefs about intelligence in general
(De Castella & Byrne, 2014).

Other studies have relied less on forced-choice surveys and have slightly different
findings. For example, one study asked first-, third-, and sixth-grade students if they
believed that individuals could get more or less intelligent through effort or experiences
(Yussen & Kane, 1985). Seventy-six percent of first graders, 91% of third graders, and
78% of sixth graders believed that effort and experiences could make an individual
smarter. Smaller percentages, but still a majority, of students at all grade levels similarly
thought that there were things that individuals could do to make them less intelligent. A
study of older students similarly found that most high school students endorsed a growth
mindset when responding to a non-fixed choice survey (Jones et al., 2009). These studies
call into question Dweck’s (1999) assertion that the two mindsets are evenly distributed
as they seem to indicate that when given more open choices, most children endorse a
growth mindset.

Quilhuis, Bempechat, Jimenez, and Boulay (2002) used mixed approaches
following a fixed-choice survey with a qualitative interview in their study of mindsets
among adolescents of Mexican descent. The fixed-choice survey yielded a majority of
students endorsing a growth mindset and only a very small number endorsing a fixed
mindset. Further, the interviews revealed that while students with growth mindsets
unequivocally expressed beliefs that supported that mindset, those with a fixed mindset
expressed less certainty in their claims and would often express growth mindset beliefs

even when talking about what began as fixed mindset beliefs.
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Summary. It appears that children’s mindsets develop as early as kindergarten
and that fixed and growth mindsets may be evenly distributed among individuals.
Whether or not this trend of even distribution continues throughout development is
unclear. Dweck (1999) has suggested that fixed and growth mindsets are evenly
distributed among people of all ages, with about 15% of people not strongly endorsing
one or the other. Research into the mindsets of adolescents and young adults (e.g. Jones
et al., 2009; Quilhuis et al., 2002) indicates, however, that these groups of young people
are more likely to endorse a growth than fixed mindset when allowed to respond to open-
ended questions, calling Dweck’s claim into question.

Others have doubted the even distribution of mindsets, criticizing the use of
forced-choice surveys and strict dichotomies, as people’s beliefs are rarely so clear-cut
(Kristjansson, 2008). Research allowing more open-ended responses seems to support
this criticism as these studies indicate that most people endorse a growth mindset and that
even those who initially endorse a fixed mindset often expressed growth mindset beliefs
when asked to elaborate on their beliefs about the malleability of intelligence (Jones et
al., 2009; Quilhuis et al., 2002). Anderson (1995) has suggested that individuals can hold
both mindsets and apply these mindsets differently based on domain or context. This
idea that individuals can simultaneously hold both mindsets may explain the ease with
which mindsets appear to be manipulated by researchers (e.g. Blackwell et al., 2007,
Curry, Da Fonseca, Zahn, & Elliot, 2007; Dunning, 1995; Hong et al., 1999; Salekin,
Lester, & Sellers, 2012; Thompson & Musket, 2005).

Intelligence as Capacity
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A final research area related to beliefs about the malleability of intelligence is the
area of capacity. This area of research focuses on intelligence as ability in the cognitive
domains. This area of inquiry is based on the work of Nicholls and colleagues (e.g.
Nicholls, 1978; Nicholls & Miller, 1984; Nicholls et al., 1986). Nicholls (1990) has
argued that effort can increase performance but only to the limit of a person’s capacity.
Understanding a person’s capacity requires a differentiation between effort and ability - a
differentiation that appears to take a developmental course.

Nicholls and his colleagues have charted this developmental course in a series of
studies in which children and adults watch videos of children working on a task. While
some children in the videos demonstrate focused and sustained effort, others demonstrate
off-task behaviors. Both types of children are said to have received the same score on
their work. Participants involved in the study are asked to discuss the intelligence of each
of the children in the video to learn about their thinking about the relationship between
effort and ability.

From this research, Nicholls (1978) identified four levels of differentiation
between ability and effort based on the responses of the studies’ participants. At the first
level, effort, ability, and outcomes are not clearly differentiated and the cause and effect
relationships are not understood. Children aged five to six are likely to fall in this
category, believing that people who try harder are smarter and that people who get a
higher score try harder, even when they haven’t. Seven- to nine-year-olds are often at
level two, believing that effort is the cause of outcomes. At this level, equal effort is
expected to lead to equal outcomes and compensatory or misapplied efforts are used to

explain instances when effort is unequal but outcomes are the same. At level three, nine-
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to eleven-year-olds begin to partially differentiate between effort, ability, and outcomes.
At this level, children begin to understand that effort is not the only cause of outcomes,
but this understanding is not systematically applied to all situations. By the age of 12,
most children clearly differentiate between ability and effort. Here at level four, children
understand ability as capacity and recognize that the amount of ability may limit or
increase the effect of effort on performance. At this level of understanding, children can
infer that the child exhibiting off-task behaviors can obtain the same score as a focused
student due to higher abilities. They further understand that with greater effort, the off-
task student could obtain a higher score than the focused student in the video. Other
studies have replicated this developmental trajectory using similar methodologies (Butler,
1999; Nicholls & Miller, 1984; Nicholls et al., 1986; Pomerantz & Ruble, 1997).
Another study simply asking students if smart children work harder in school, showed a
similar developmental sequence with younger children (kindergarten and second grade)
almost universally stating that they do, while less than half of eighth graders responded
that they definitely do (Kurtz-Costes et al., 2005).
Messages About Intelligence

The two previous sections have examined the implicit theories of intelligence of
children and adults along with the developmental trajectories of some of those theories.
These theories do not develop magically; instead they are the result of both direct and
indirect experiences related to intelligence (Anderson, 1995). Specifically, these beliefs
can be shaped, among other things, by the feedback that individuals receive on their
intelligence-related performance, stereotypes, and context.

The Role of Feedback
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Despite the fact that it has been widely accepted as common sense that praise is
essential to enhancing self-esteem and performance, Alfie Kohn (1999) has long been
questioning its use. Distinguishing between forms of positive feedback — from
information about successful performance to encouragement to verbal rewards — Kohn
has argued that there is little empirical evidence linking praise and high achievement. He
has gone on to argue that, in fact, praise can be detrimental as it undermines intrinsic
motivation and fosters dependence on outside approval. In making his arguments, Kohn
cited studies conducted with elementary and college students, which found that students
who received frequent praise demonstrated less task persistence than their peers who
receive less frequent praise. Kohn reasoned that this may be because praise sets up
expectations for success that are unrealistic, resulting in avoidance of tasks in which one
might fail. Without using the language of mindsets, Kohn’s argument seems to be that
praise — especially praise that is used as a social reward - can lead to the behaviors that
are indicative of a fixed mindset.

Dweck (2007) and colleagues have echoed Kohn’s warnings about the “perils and
promises of praise” (p. 34). These warnings are largely based on research examining the
impact that feedback can have on individuals’ theories of intelligence, specifically on
their beliefs about the controllability of the growth of intelligence. This research has
primarily been conducted with children 12-years-old and younger and any impact that the
feedback has on implicit theories of intelligence is largely inferred from behaviors.

Some studies into the role that feedback may have on shaping implicit theories of
intelligence have focused on the impact of generic versus specific praise. In one study,

four-year-olds received generic praise (e.g., “you’re a good drawer”) or specific praise
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(e.g., “you did a good job drawing”) during role-plays with puppets, followed by
criticism about a drawing (Cimpian, Aree, Markman, & Dweck, 2007). Children who
received generic praise were less likely to indicate a desire to work on fixing the pictures
for which they had received criticism than students who had received specific praise. The
researchers suggested this happens because generic praise implies that a stable ability
underlies the performance. As a result, mistakes become demoralizing and fewer
strategies are available to fix the performance (Cimpian et al., 2007). These mastery-
versus helpless-oriented responses to criticism may indicate the development of growth
and fixed mindsets as a result of the type of praise being received.

Realizing that children receive a mixture of generic and specific praise, Zentall
and Morris (2010) built on the previous study by offering inconsistent praise to a group
of kindergartners after completing successful drawings. In this study, the more specific
praise that children heard, the more likely they were to display mastery-oriented
behavior. Further, persistence remained relatively low unless children got a majority of
specific praise (Zentall & Morris, 2010).

In a related set of studies, researchers examined the effect that feedback
attributing success or failure to intelligence or ability had on goal and persistence
orientations. Two studies with fifth-grade students demonstrated that both negative and
positive feedback attributing intelligence to performance could lead to orientations
related to a fixed mindset. In one of these studies, students were given intellectual- or
nonintellectual-based feedback after failure during a puzzle-solving task (Mueller &
Dweck, 1998). Students who received negative feedback that was attributed to

intellectual shortcomings demonstrated more helpless responses and were more likely to
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regard subsequent failures and feedback as indicative of their abilities. In the other study,
some students were praised for their intelligence after success (Mueller & Dweck, 1998).
These students were more likely to use ability — over effort — to explain their
performance. They were also more likely to become performance-oriented. As one of
the few studies that actually measured participants’ mindsets as a part of the research,
students who received praise for their intelligence were found to be more likely to
endorse a fixed mindset (Mueller & Dweck, 1998). A final study found that the use of
ability-related labels (e. g., “math whiz”) to describe the performance of eight- to 12-
year-olds led to a belief that abilities are innate and unchangeable (Heyman, 2008).

Person- versus process-feedback was the focus of a final set of studies. In two
studies conducted by Kamins and Dweck (1999), kindergarten students who received
person-centered criticism (e.g., “You’re not very good at this”) rated the abilities of
themselves and others as lower and demonstrated less persistence than students who
received outcome-centered feedback (e.g., “That’s not the right way to do it”) or process-
related feedback (e.g., “The blocks are all crooked and are in a big mess”). A study with
younger children discovered a correlational relationship between parental use of process-
oriented praise and the development of a growth mindset five years later. There was no
support in this study, however, for a relationship between person-oriented praise and the
development of a fixed mindset (Gunderson, et al. 2013). These studies provide further
insight into the potential role that feedback plays in the development of ideas about
intelligence, especially ideas related to mindset.

From these studies, we see that feedback is one way through which children

become aware of the implicit intelligence beliefs of their parents and teachers (Gunderson
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et al., 2013). These messages and beliefs seem to be internalized by the children,
becoming a part of their own implicit theories about intelligence. Children who receive
feedback oriented toward the process of their work seem to be more likely to believe that
their successes and failures are the result of their efforts. Children who receive feedback
oriented toward their intelligence and abilities often come to believe that the source of
their successes and failures are fixed traits. While few of the studies directly measured it,
inferences from behaviors after receiving feedback indicate that this feedback plays an
important role in shaping the development of growth and fixed mindsets.
The Role of Stereotypes

Stereotype threat is a situation in which individuals feel at risk of confirming
negative stereotypes of a group to which they belong as a result of their actions or
behaviors (Inzlicht & Schmader, 2012). For example, because women may be aware of
negative stereotypes related to their math ability, they might be afraid of confirming that
stereotype when asked to perform during a math class. Individuals with learning
disabilities live under this threat on a daily basis, particularly in the academic domain.

Stereotypes of individuals with disabilities have been documented by a number of
researchers (e.g. Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 2002; Houck, Asselin,
Troutman, & Arrington, 1992; May & Stone, 2010; Osterholm, Nash, & Kristonis, 2007).
These stereotypes are overwhelmingly negative. Commonly held stereotypes are that
learning disabilities are associated with low intelligence and low academic abilities.
These can lead to low expectations, particularly in the academic domain (Houck et al.,
1992; Osterholm et al., 2007). These stereotypes that equate learning disabilities with

lowered and limited intellectual potential could potentially lead to a fixed view of
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intelligence among individuals with learning disabilities. Such a relationship was
discovered in a survey of 1,518 sixth- to twelfth-grade students with and without learning
disabilities. In this survey, students with learning disabilities were likely to have less of a
growth mindset and less adaptive beliefs about the role of effort in learning tasks than
their peers without learning disabilities (Baird et al., 2009).

The real danger of stereotype threat comes from its ability to impede the cognitive
processes that are required for performance (Schmader & Beilock, 2011). This threat
may be especially great for individuals with disabilities. As has been discussed,
individuals with learning disabilities have been found to be more likely to hold a fixed
mindset (Baird et al., 2009; May & Stone, 2010). In addition, a number of studies have
found that individuals holding a fixed mindset exhibit higher levels of stereotyping
(Dweck, 1999). For example, in a study of undergraduate students, those with fixed
mindsets more strongly endorsed both positive and negative ethnic stereotypes than those
with growth mindsets; they were also more likely to believe that the traits underlying
those stereotypes are fixed from birth (Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 1998). Taken
together, these findings could mean that individuals with learning disabilities are more
likely to believe the stereotypes about their group, deepening their beliefs that
intelligence is fixed.

Stereotypes play a role in shaping an individual’s implicit theory of intelligence,
particularly as it is applied to specific groups. Common stereotypes of individuals with
learning disabilities as being of low intelligence can have a negative impact on the
implicit theories that these individuals develop about their own intelligence and may also

put them at risk of developing a fixed mindset. This can then become a vicious cycle, as
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those with fixed mindsets are more likely to endorse the truth of stereotypes, including
those about their own group. These beliefs can further put individuals with learning
disabilities at risk of performing poorly during activities in which their intelligence may
be measured due to stereotype threat — performance that further supports the stereotype
that individuals with learning disabilities are less intelligent.

The Role of Context

Berg and Sternberg (1985) have argued that intelligence has no meaning outside
of a particular sociocultural context. Specifically, the meaning of intelligence changes
from one group of individuals to another depending on the environmental demands of the
context in which they find themselves. As a result, context must be considered in any
attempt to understand one’s implicit theory of intelligence. This is because these beliefs
do not develop in a vacuum; they are influenced by the beliefs of others in the community
and by the social and cultural environment in which they are being developed (Quilhuis
et al., 2002). We, therefore, cannot think of these theories as universal because they are
developing in a particular time, context, and culture.

The impact of these factors has been charted by a number of researchers.
Sternberg (2000; 2007) has reviewed some of the research into the varying definitions of
intelligence across cultures. For instance, while Western conceptions of intelligence tend
to emphasize verbal ability, speed, and creative thinking, these values are often not
shared by other cultures. For example, some Eastern definitions of intelligence instead
emphasize nonverbal reasoning, memory, and self-knowledge (Sternberg, 2007). In
Africa, implicit theories of intelligence often center on skills that help to maintain

harmony in a community (Sternberg, 2000). Even within a country, there are differences
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in definitions of intelligence. For example, Latino families in the United States tend to
emphasize social competence in their implicit theories of intelligence, while Asian and
White families emphasize cognitive skills (Quilhuis et al., 2002; Sternberg, 2000).
Further differences have been found in investigations into implicit theories of intelligence
in the developed and developing world (Sternberg, 2007). Taken together, this research
indicates that there are multiple models for intelligence and that culture and context play
an important role in shaping those archetypes (Sternberg, 1990).

Further evidence supporting the importance of context in the development of
implicit theories of intelligence comes from studies of the effect of domain on implicit
theories of intelligence. Research into implicit beliefs about the nature of intelligence
provides one set of examples of the role that domain plays in shaping implicit theories.
Survey studies designed to collect lists of characteristics that demonstrate intelligence
constructed somewhat different lists depending on where the survey took place. While
individuals surveyed in train stations and supermarkets emphasized everyday
intelligence, those surveyed in a university library emphasized academic intelligence
(Sternberg et al., 1981). Differences have also been found in similar surveys conducted
with professors of art, business, philosophy, and physics. While many professors agreed
on core understandings of the nature of intelligence, there were nuances to their
understandings based on the fields in which they worked (Sternberg, 1990).

Similarly, there is a body of evidence supporting the impact of domain on beliefs
about the malleability of intelligence, particularly beliefs about controllability (mindsets).
Studies have shown that individuals might have different mindsets in different domains

(e.g. Bempechat et al., 1991; Henderson & Dweck, 1990; Quilhuis et al., 2002). For
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example, in a study of kindergarten to fifth graders, by third grade, students began to
distinguish between attributes such as athleticism, appearance, intelligence, and
sociability and apply different mindsets to the different domains (Bempechat et al.,
1991). In another study, secondary students endorsed a combination of mindsets across
the domains of general intelligence, math, science, and English (Quilhuis et al., 2002).

Implicit theories of intelligence are a result of direct and indirect experience and
grow out of a particular context (Anderson, 1995). As a result, to understand an implicit
theory of intelligence, we must consider the context from which the theory has
developed. In considering the role that context plays in the development of implicit
theories of intelligence, it is important to consider factors such as culture,
socioeconomics, and domain.

Implications and Potential Contributions of the Study

A review of literature related to implicit theories of intelligence shows that these
theories are multifaceted, complex, and constantly developing. Despite this, few studies
have considered these theories in their entirety. Instead, much of the research has been
done in a fragmented fashion focusing on only one element of an implicit theory of
intelligence at a time (Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003). The strongest example of this
approach is the large body of research dedicated to mindsets. While widespread, this
component-isolating approach may not be the most useful given the fact that an
individual’s theory of intelligence is best understood as a collection of beliefs. Therefore,
examinations of multiple components of theories of intelligence may be more useful.
Such an examination allows for the integration of theories and an exploration into the

interactions that happen between components (Kinlaw & Kurtz-Costes, 2003).
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This literature review also reveals gaps in our knowledge about implicit theories
of intelligence. Much of the existing research has focused on revealing the development
of these theories. As a result, most of the studies have focused on very young children
through children in elementary school. Much less is known about the implicit theories of
intelligence that are held by adolescents, and even less is known about the implicit
theories of adults. Further, most of the knowledge about implicit theories of intelligence
across all ages has been developed with white middle-class participants without
disabilities. This is problematic given the role that context plays in shaping the
development of these theories, as a number of contexts have yet to have been explored.

This study and related findings have begun to address these gaps in the literature.
It explored the entirety of the implicit theories of intelligence of its participants through a
qualitative approach that allowed adult learners with learning disabilities to express their
own views without the constraint of some of the predetermined categories that have been
used in other studies. By examining multiple components of adult learners’ theories of
intelligence, a greater overall understanding of an individual’s implicit theory of
intelligence was possible. Finally, as a first step in addressing the issue of diversity in
this line of research, all of the adult learners who participated in the study had a
diagnosed or potential learning disability, were low-income, and came from a racial

minority group.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

This study utilized a qualitative research approach to answer the following
question: How do adult education students with learning disabilities make meaning of
intelligence? The chapter begins with a discussion of the research paradigm that guided
the research. This section is followed by a description of the methodology including
information about the qualitative research design process, the context of the study, data
collection methods, data analysis methods, and issues of trustworthiness. The chapter
closes with a subjectivity statement.

Research Paradigm: Critical Realism

Researchers naturally bring to a study a set of beliefs about the world and how
individuals come to know and understand the world — sets of beliefs known as paradigms
(Creswell, 2013). Examples of research paradigms include positivism, constructivism,
and critical theory. While these paradigms and others have often been used to prescribe
research methodologies, some researchers have instead argued that research paradigms
are better thought of as ways of thinking that can be applied flexibly in order to solve
specific problems (e.g., Abbott, 2004; Maxwell, 2013). Maxwell (2013) has gone further
by arguing that aspects of paradigms and methodological traditions can even be
combined.

This study assumed that what individuals perceive and believe about intelligence
is shaped by their assumptions, prior experiences, and the reality of intelligence with
which they interact. Therefore, the research paradigm utilized in this study was informed
by critical realism, a paradigm that combines the ontological stance of realism with the

epistemological stance of constructivism (Archer, 1998). By accepting ontological
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realism, critical realism recognizes and accepts that there is a real world that exists
independently of our perceptions and interpretations. Within that real world are real
phenomena both concrete and abstract — phenomena such as intelligence. Yet, this
paradigm also recognizes that the world is only understood through our construction of
ideas about it - ideas that are based on our individual perspective. This is particularly
true for an abstract phenomenon such as intelligence. In this way, critical realism accepts
a form of epistemological constructivism (Manicas, 2015). Put more simply, critical
realism posits that, while there is a real world out there, there is no way of coming to a
single correct understanding of that world absent of our personal perspectives of it.

Based on this stance, this study design rejected the notion that multiple realities
exist. In contrast, it assumed that intelligence is a real thing. In other words, people’s
implicit understandings of intelligence - while they may be different - are all describing
actual properties that exist in the real world (Maxwell, 2012). However, the study design
also accepted that there are different, valid perspectives on intelligence. Further, it was
understood that these perspectives are a part of the real world and are an important part of
the process that the study sought to understand. This distinction is important considering
our current use of accepted theories of intelligence such as 1Q. Underlying our use of
these explicit theories of intelligence (i.e., theories that seek to objectively measure
intelligence) is an assumption that intelligence is real. However, as yet, there is no way
of coming to one complete and correct understanding of what intelligence is or how best
to measure it, so even our expert, explicit theories are based on the perspectives of the

experts who create them (Sternberg, 2000).
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Two further, important assumptions underlie the critical realist paradigm
employed by this study. The first is that meaning is real; in other words, there are mental
ways of making sense of the world. Further, these meanings have consequences, as they
influence how individuals think about and make sense of what is going on in the world
and, as a result, act based on that sense-making (Blumer, 1969). Said differently, while
our knowledge of the world is a construction from our individual perspective, there is a
real world that can be understood in both physical and mental terms. Related to this
assumption is the belief that the physical contexts in which individuals experience the
world influence their beliefs and perspectives of intelligence (Maxwell, 2012).

Further influencing this study is a second assumption that a diversity of beliefs
and constructions of reality is real and that it is important (Maxwell, 2012). Because
there is no one complete and correct understanding of intelligence, a diversity of
perspectives about intelligence is to be expected. As such, it is important to understand
not only how individuals and their perspectives are similar, but also how they interact
with and complement each other.

Qualitative Research Design

This study sought to develop an understanding of the ways in which individuals
with learning disabilities in an adult education program make meaning of intelligence in
general and their experiences of their own intelligence in particular. The conceptual
framework of the study further emphasized the role that domain plays in developing
one’s understanding of intelligence. Given the goals and framework of the study, a
qualitative approach was indicated. Qualitative research methods are designed to

understand a phenomenon from the perspective of those experiencing it. Further,
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qualitative research allows us to contextualize the phenomenon and meaning-making
process in a particular social and physical environment (Glesne, 2006).

This particular study was a basic qualitative study that used an interactive
approach in the research design process (Maxwell, 2013). This approach allowed for an
ongoing process of construction and reconstruction throughout the course of the study.
While the interactive approach was guided by a structure, it was a flexible structure that
allowed me to make adjustments to design components such as interview protocols and
data analysis tools based on what I learned about the phenomenon of interest throughout
the course of the study. This helped to ensure consistency in the study design.

Research Questions

Research questions represent the facets of the problem the researcher is most
interested in exploring (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014). In this particular study, the
primary research question was: How do adult education students with learning disabilities
make meaning of intelligence? To further guide the study a number of additional
research questions were developed:

*  What are adult education students’ with learning disabilities implicit theories about
intelligence in general?

*  What experiences do these adult education students draw from in developing their
theories of intelligence?

* How do these students draw upon and experience their own intelligence during their

daily school routine?
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* How do these students draw upon and experience their own intelligence while they
are not in the school setting, such as when they are in community, family, or
employment domains?

* How do adult students understand their own intelligence when also conscious of their
learning disability?

Each of these questions was directly informed by both the goals of the study and
the conceptual framework. For example, one of the intellectual goals of this study was to
examine the beliefs of a previously understudied population — a goal that is evidenced in
the questions’ emphasis on adult education students with learning disabilities. The
conceptual framework further emphasizes an interest in implicit theories of intelligence
and their relationship with particular domains, leading to questions about the meaning of
experience in a variety of contexts. What should be clear from this short discussion on
the relationship between the goals, the conceptual framework, and the research questions
is the purposeful nature of the research design process. The remaining components of the
design — methods and trustworthiness — were similarly influenced and built logically
upon other components in the design. These particular components will be discussed at
greater length in subsequent sections of the chapter.

Research Context

Process of Interest

Little is known about how adults understand intelligence as most studies have
focused on elementary-aged students (e.g., Bempechat et al., 1991; Cain & Dweck, 1995;
Droege & Stipek, 1993; Kurtz-Costes et al., 2005; Nicholls & Miller, 1984; Pomerantz &

Ruble, 1997). The existing research documents the ways in which definitions of
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intelligence tend to change as children age and mature. Unfortunately, the documentation
of changing definitions largely extends only to the age of twelve. Only a handful of
studies examine these definitions among adolescents and adults (e.g., Berg & Sternberg,
1985; Jones et al., 2009; Giraudeau et al., 2007; Sternberg et al., 1981).

The research that has been done on adult implicit theories of intelligence has
focused on the theories of experts (e.g., Sternberg, 1990) or adults involved in post-
secondary education or who are likely employed (e.g., Sternberg et al., 1981). Further,
particularly at the adult level, few studies have been conducted to develop an emic
understanding of implicit theories of intelligence that does not impose an existing
framework or theory about intelligence upon the participants.

Across all levels, the research into the process of understanding and experiencing
intelligence has primarily been conducted with individuals without disabilities. As a
result, very little is known about how individuals with learning disabilities understand
and experience intelligence. Some research indicates that college students with learning
disabilities are more likely to believe that intelligence is fixed (e.g., May & Stone, 2010)
and that elementary-aged students with learning disabilities are more likely to exhibit
learned helplessness than their peers without disabilities (e.g., Valas, 2001). Knowing,
however, that individuals with learning disabilities may be more likely to display
maladaptive responses to challenge potentially due, in part, to their beliefs about the
changeability of intelligence is not enough. What was needed was a deeper
understanding of the complexity of these individuals’ understanding and experiences of
intelligence.

Site of Research
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This study unveiled information about the implicit theories of intelligence of adult
education students with learning disabilities. As it sought to understand these theories, in
part, as they are related to an academic context, an adult education center was a natural
site from which to identify participants. These centers provide academic classes to adult
learners, thus providing a domain of interest for this particular study. In addition,
students enrolled at such centers were best positioned to discuss the ways in which they
draw upon their theories of intelligence during a daily school routine.

The research site selected for this study was a well-established adult education
center located in a mid-sized, Mid-Atlantic city that served 390 learners in the school
year during which data were collected. The center provides adult education to
individuals aged 18 and above through four types of programming. Students who are still
in need of beginning literacy skills can enroll in basic literacy services. Students who
have basic literacy skills, but who lack a high school credential can enroll in a GED
preparation program or in a program that leads to a National External Diploma. Finally,
students who have earned a high school credential but who wish to further develop their
skills for post-secondary education or career advancement can enroll in a pathways-to-
colleges-and-careers program. Beyond their academic programming, the center also has
a Student Support Services department, of which [ am a member. This department
provides support services to the adult learners, including case management and special
education. For this reason, the center actively seeks to identify any specialized needs of
their learners, including learning needs due to a disability. This center is quite unique in
this regard. Center personnel actively seek to identify and support students’ specialized

learning needs due to learner characteristics such as learning disabilities.
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Despite its size, students and staff referred to the center as “a family” when
describing it to new and perspective students and staff perhaps due to the center’s
emphasis on “community” in developing a school culture. When spending time in any of
the center’s classrooms, one is likely to observe students supporting each other and
speaking openly about their academic and personal struggles. When students shared
information about academic difficulties, this disclosure was met with encouragement,
empathic responses, and a often a chorus of “Me too!.” Open discussion of diagnosed
and suspected learning disabilities was also common during these conversations around
academic struggles. This sense of community and disclosure made this adult education
center an ideal setting for a qualitative study that primarily collected data through
interviews. Adult learners at this site were likely to feel more comfortable talking about
their experiences and learning disabilities than students at other sites that do not have this
same culture.

Study Participants

Sampling. The most important criteria in selecting participants for this study
included an experience of the phenomenon of interest, specifically a sense of one’s
intelligence as an adult education student with a learning disability. Additionally,
participants needed the ability to articulate an understanding and experiences of
intelligence in one’s everyday life through conversation. Therefore, criterion sampling
was used to identify research participants for the interview study. Based on the goals of
the study and the research questions, study participants all met the following criteria:

1. Participants were enrolled as students at the adult education center during the

2014-2015 school year.
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2. Participants were willing and able to discuss their ideas about intelligence and
their experiences related to intelligence.

3. Participants were either formally diagnosed with a learning disability or they were
found to have a potential learning disability as determined by the Learning Needs
Screening Tool. This is a tool the adult learning center has adapted and uses to
identify students who potentially need enhanced academic supports (see footnote
I

4. Participants were aware of having a diagnosed or potential learning disability and
were willing to discuss their experiences related to having a learning disability
both in and out of school.

Table 1 provides an overview of the demographics of the adult learners who
participated in this study. Each learner selected a pseudonym to use throughout the
course of his or her participation. As a whole, the adult learners who participated in this
study represent a very contextualized sample. Each of the adult learners was African

American and all live in urban areas. The majority of the learners were female, and the

1 This tool is not considered a diagnostic tool; however, the brief, oral survey is
the product of an intensive research project for the Washington Division of
Employment and Social Services Learning Disabilities Initiative (Payne, 2001).
The tool was developed and validated based on research conducted with
individuals receiving welfare benefits, a population that shares similar
characteristics of the adult learners enrolled at the adult education center. The tool
is comprised of thirteen “yes” or “no” questions related to school and life
experiences. Example statements include, “Did you have any problems learning
in middle and junior high school?”” and “Do you have difficulty remembering how
to spell simple words that you know?” The entire screening tool can be found in
Appendix E. Individuals who receive a score of 12 or higher on the tool are
considered to potentially have a learning disability. For this study, individuals
who had not been formally diagnosed with a learning disability, but who obtained
a score of 12 or higher on the screening tool were considered for inclusion.
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average age of the learners was 52. Academically, all had academic skills at the adult

basic education level, meaning their math or reading skills were below the ninth-grade

level. A small number of learners had math or reading skills — never both — that were

above the ninth grade. This is largely representative of the adult learners at the urban

adult education center at which the participants studied. Overall, learners at the site of

research were 94% African American and 70% female during the 2014-2015 school year.

The average age of students at the center was 39, which is slightly younger than the

average age of the study’s participants. A vast majority of learners at the center have

academic skills below the ninth-grade level.

Table 1

Study Participant Demographic Information

Participant Gender Age Race Academic Yearsin Primary
Level(s) Program Tool(s) Used
for Learning
Disability
Identification
Carolanne F 39  African Math: ABE — 2 Diagnostic
American Beginning Basic Report
Education
Reading: ABE —
Intermediate
High
Marcus M 46  African Math: ABE — 1 Self-Report of
American Intermediate Low Diagnosis;
Reading: ASE - Learning
Low Needs
Screening
Tool
Summer F 54  African Math: ABE — 5 Learning
American Intermediate Needs
High Screening
Reading: ABE — Tool
Intermediate Low
Tiannah F 48  African ~ Math: ABE — 1 Self-Report of
American Intermediate Diagnosis;
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High Self-Report of
Reading: ABE — Special
Intermediate Low Education
Services
Rosemary 55  African = Math: ABE — Self-Report of
American Intermediate Low Diagnosis;
Reading: ABE — Learning
Intermediate Needs
High Screening
Tool
Tina 46  African ~ Math: ABE — Diagnostic
American Basic Beginning Report
Education
Reading: ABE —
Intermediate
High
Soyica 66  African  ABE - Diagnostic
American Intermediate Report
High
Linda 63  African ABE — Beginning Self-Report of
American Basic Education Diagnosis;
Self-Report of
Special
Education
Services
Johnny 57  African  Math: ABE — Self-Report of
American Intermediate Low Special
Reading: ABE — Education
Intermediate Services;
High Learning
Needs
Screening
Tool
Penny 50  African  Math: ABE — Self-Report of
American Intermediate Low Diagnosis;
Reading: ABE — Self-Report of
Intermediate Special
High Education
Services
Tara 51  African Math: ABE — Self-Report of
American Basic Beginning Special
Education Education
Reading: ABE — Services;
Intermediate Low Learning
Needs
Screening
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Tool

Manny F 43 African ABE - Diagnostic
American Intermediate Low Report
Skip M 60  African Math: ABE — Self-Report of
American Intermediate Low Diagnosis;
Reading: ASE — Self-Report of
Low Special
Education
Services
Blossom F 57  African Math: ABE — 1 Self-Report of
American Basic Beginning Diagnosis
Education
Reading: ABE —
Intermediate Low
Jenny F 48  African ABE - 6 Self-Report of
American Intermediate Diagnosis

High

Note. ABE = Adult Basic Education (skills below the ninth grade level); ASE = Adult
Secondary Education (skills at or above the ninth grade level)

Participant recruitment. General information about the study was shared as an
announcement, which was read by instructors during the first period class each day for a
week and asked interested students to see the researcher. Additionally, fliers were posted
on message boards at each of the sites used by the adult education center. A copy of this
flier can be found in Appendix A. Further, as learners began to participate in the study,
they referred other learners that they thought might be interested and invited them to seek
out the researcher to learn more about the study.

Learners who volunteered for the study were initially invited to a short, one-on-
one pre-interview meeting. During this meeting, the potential participant and I discussed
the nature and purpose of the study so that we could come to a mutual agreement as to
whether or not the volunteer was an appropriate fit for the study of the implicit theories of

intelligence of adult learners with learning disabilities. Participant fit was primarily
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assessed by determining whether or not the potential participant met the existing criteria
for inclusion in the study. Another determining factor was each volunteer’s willingness
to fully describe his or her understanding and experiences of intelligence and to commit
to the time that the data collection process required. This process continued until 15 adult
learners completed the interview portion of the study.
Data Collection Methods

Interview was the primary method of data collection in this study. Informed by
phenomenological methods, much of the data came from the narratives of the adult
learners’ lived experiences that were related to intelligence. Of particular interest were
reflections that gave insight into the learners’ implicit theories of intelligence. While
existing literature on intelligence played an important role in developing the research
design process, this literature played a secondary role during the data collection process
as learners’ narratives took precedence. Seen as an opening into the highly abstract
phenomenon of interest, a focus on vignettes of experience as revealed through
descriptive stories was a primary strategy for capturing the meaning and experience of
intelligence from adult learners.
Unique Considerations

The participants in this study were adult learners with learning disabilities who
attended classes at the site of research — an adult education center at which I also work.
Working with this population required special considerations regarding consent and the
interview process. One potential issue that could develop when interviewing students
who attend the school at which I work is the problem of the potential power differential

between the participant and the interviewer (Eder & Fingerson, 2002). This power

60



differential is distinctive in adult education as compared to K-12 settings because, as a
teacher and special education coordinator, I had no power to grade or make decisions
about promotion. We do not give grades at the adult education center and all
credentialing decisions are based on performance on standardized tests and portfolios
administered, developed, and evaluated outside of the education center.

Even so, I took further steps to minimize any perceived power differential based
on status. No interviews took place classrooms, utilizing tutoring rooms and offices
instead. Further, all interview questions were open-ended, with reminders at the start of
each interview that there were no correct answers during the interview. All protocols
included reminders to me while conducting the interviews to be sure to notice and use the
language that each adult learner used him or herself to talk about intelligence. I was able
to obtain a sense for each adult learner’s vocabulary related to intelligence, which I then
noted and reviewed in preparation for each subsequent interview.

All participants in this study also had a diagnosed or potential learning disability.
Moreover, all were attending the adult education center because of past failures to obtain
a high school diploma, which brought its own set of considerations. Discussing
intelligence with these individuals was sensitive as a common misunderstanding among
those without learning disabilities is that individuals with learning disabilities are “stupid,
lazy, and dumb.” Further, similar stereotypes are also applied to individuals who leave
high school prior to graduation. As a result of these negative stereotypes, discussing
experiences of intelligence was difficult for some of the adult learners as some of them

recalled experiences representing painful memories. In the next section, there is
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discussion on how these issues, and related strategies for handling adult learners’
experiences, informed the development of the protocol.
Interview Protocol

I used an adaptation of Seidman’s (2013) three-interview process to guide my
conversations with the adult learners with learning disabilities. This in-depth approach to
interviewing is designed to understand the lived experience of research participants and
how they make sense of that experience. This is done through a process that allows the
researcher and participant together to examine the experience, place it in context, and
reflect on its meaning (Seidman, 2013). Each of the three interviews served a specific
purpose. The first interview in the protocol solicited a focused life history designed to
provide the context for the subsequent interviews. During this initial interview, adult
learners described their basic beliefs about the nature and stability of intelligence and
early experiences related to intelligence. This interview was also used to set a positive
tone and to deepen rapport with each of the adult leaners. During the initial interview,
the learners were asked to recall and tell their earliest memory of feeling intelligent in
order to help them transition into thinking about intelligence and to set a positive tone for
the process. Initially, they were asked to think back to childhood, however, this was
changed to simply asking for their earliest memory after a number of adult learners
responded that they had never felt intelligent as children. Learners were also asked to
talk about their general ideas about intelligence during this first interview.

The second interview allowed adult learners to provide details about their current
experiences of the phenomenon. Learners were asked to tell stories of recent times they

felt intelligent and unintelligent both in and out of the school context. Specifically, the
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learners were asked to tell stories about their experiences of feeling and enacting their
intelligence across these two domains in order to develop a greater understanding of the
role of context in their implicit beliefs about intelligence.

The third and final interview pursued adult learners’ expressions of the meaning of
their experiences related to intelligence. It was during this interview that the learners
were asked to articulate how having a learning disability impacted those experiences by
asking them to discuss what having a learning disability means across the two domains of
interest. Table 2 provides an overview of the interview process from the pre-interview
through the three-interview cycle.

Table 2

Interview Process to Uncover Implicit Theories of Intelligence of Adult Learners with LD

Interview Topics Research Goals
Sequence
Pre-Interview ¢ Introduce topic and * Determine the appropriateness of the
purpose of study volunteer for the study
* Timelines and * Develop rapport
commitment
* Confidentiality and
consent

* Learning Needs
Screening Tool

Interview 1 * Focused life history * Initial sense of adult learners’
understanding and experiences of
intelligence

* Build rapport

Interview 2 * Recent experiences * How adult learner currently
with intelligence experiences intelligence and makes
meaning of those experiences

Interview 3 » Sense making of * Role that experiences of intelligence
intelligence and play in shaping and reflecting implicit
learning disability theories

» Theories of Intelligence Role of learning disabilities in
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Scale — Self Form for meaning making process
Adults

Each of the interviews was semi-structured, using open-ended questions that can
be found in the interview protocol in Appendix B. I developed and included a number of
probes and prompts in the protocol to scaffold the narratives and support the adult
learners’ full description of their implicit theories and experiences as needed. This level
of probing was often necessary given the fact that the learners had learning disabilities.
Each interview lasted anywhere from 15 to 65 minutes. While the majority of interviews
were conducted face-to-face, a few of the interviews were conducted over the telephone
because of scheduling conflicts.

Seidman (2013) recommends that interviews be scheduled three days to a week
apart. This allows the participants to reflect on their responses, while also keeping the
connection between each interview intact. Given the memory issues that often
accompany learning disabilities, the interviews in this study were spaced together more
closely whenever possible. Most interviews took place two to five days apart. Each
interview began with a review of the last, as guided by the interview protocol and based
on memoing after the previous interview. I used pre-interview preparations to identify
the points discussed in the previous interview. Except for one exception, the interviews
were not scheduled any fewer than two days apart to avoid interview fatigue. Most
interviews were conducted in a private room at the adult education center and all were
recorded using a digital voice recorder for later review and transcription. As discussed
earlier, a small number of interviews were conducted by phone, and, again, a digital voice

recorder was used for later review and transcription.
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Following each interview, I recorded reflective notes. These notes focused on
memoing about any initial analysis I found myself conducting during the interview, as
well as initial impressions about what was uncovered about the adult learner’s implicit
theories of intelligence. In preparation for the second and third interviews with each
learner, I reviewed the previous interview using both the recording and notes
summarizing the latest interview. I then identified points to clarify and follow-up
questions to ask. These summaries were shared with the adult learners, providing them
an opportunity to clarify misunderstandings or misrepresentations of their ideas and
experiences. Generally, the adult learners agreed with the overall summaries that I
provided to them. However, a few learners requested to change facts and details that they
felt were misrepresented in the summaries and these changes were noted. At other times,
a few learners had experiences of initially disliking the summary. However, after further
conversation and clarification, they would often admit that while they didn’t like it, it was
a true depiction of what they had described.

Theory of Intelligence Scale. One of the goals underlying this study is to
examine how the lived experiences and the emic implicit theories of intelligence of adult
education students with learning disabilities might inform existing research on mindsets.
To help with this, the adult learners also completed the entity-only scale from the
Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form for Adults (Dweck, 1999). This scale was
developed to identify the mindset of individuals by asking them to respond to a series of
statements about the malleability of intelligence using a five-point scale. An example
statement is, “You can learn new things, but you can’t really change your basic

intelligence.” The entire tool is located in Appendix F.
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The Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form for Adults has high internal
reliability (.94 to .98), and the test-retest reliability of the scale has been found to be .80
over a two-week period (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995). Further, this scale was
determined to be valid based on factor analysis and construct validity measurements
(Dweck et al., 1995). In this study of implicit theories of intelligence, the scale was
orally administered at the end of the final interview so as to not bias the information
shared by adult learners during the interview process.

Data Analysis Methods

The goal of this study was to develop a description of the emic implicit theories
and experiences of intelligence for adult education students with learning disabilities.
This goal, along with the research paradigm underlying the framework, informed the data
analysis methods employed throughout the study.

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the process, beginning with memoing about
my initial thoughts and the creation of verbatim transcripts following each interview. I
created memos after each interview to help capture the initial sense that I was getting
about each adult learner’s implicit theory of intelligence and the experiences that had
helped to shape it. This practice helped me to begin making sense of the data, while also
providing insight into what should be reviewed and clarified during the following
interviews in the three-interview series.

At the conclusion of the interview process, I conducted three stages of data
analysis. This three-stage process allowed me to examine each adult learner’s implicit

theory of intelligence individually. It also provided me with the opportunity to uncover

66



the similarities and differences across all learners through cross-profile analysis. The

stages are summarized in Figure 3.

SN

Stage | Stage 2 Stage 3
Individual Profiles Composite
Description

Figure 3. Three Stages of Data Analysis

Stage One Analysis: Development of Individual Profiles

The first stage of the data analysis process focused on the whole of each adult

learner with a learning disability. I used a number of coding techniques to begin to make

meaning of and analyze each transcript in an attempt to better understand how each
participant made meaning of intelligence and their experiences of it. The focus of stage
one analysis was the development of individual profiles reflecting each adult learner’s
holistic understandings of and experiences with intelligence (Seidman, 2013).

To develop these profiles, I employed a number of first cycle coding techniques.

While reading transcripts for the first time, I used jottings to document my initial analytic
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thoughts before breaking the transcripts up through subsequent readings. Next, I used
structural coding to identify large chunks of data from the interviews that spoke to the
research questions (Saldafa, 2013). This structural coding was used as a data-reduction
technique to focus on passages that more directly informed my understanding of the
study’s research questions. I also used provisional coding during the first cycle of coding
based on the literature search that had informed the study (Miles et al., 2014). Each of
the potential codes identified at the start of the study came from the existing literature
base and conceptual framework for this study. However, throughout the data analysis
process, these codes were revised and added to, based on the data collected. Examples of
the codes employed in this study can be seen in Table 3. The complete codebook can be
found in Appendix G.

Table 3

First-Cycle Codes with Example Data Excerpts

Code Example Data Excerpt

Nature of intelligence — Independence “I think that’s pretty smart, be able to do
things on your own.”

Nature of Intelligence — Knowledge “They are so smart that they know
everything.”

Malleability - Fixed Mindset “Where as if somebody that’s intelligent,
it’s like [they know it] right off the bat.”

Malleability - Growth Mindset “[Intelligent people] read a lot. They ask
a lot of questions. Um, they just study a
lot.”

Nature of LD — Learn Differently “I mean, once I got tested and I

understood that [ wasn’t stupid - it’s just
that I learn differently than everybody
else.”

68



While coding, I used analytic memos to initially explore the raw data and to
document my initial analysis and hunches about the data (Miles et al., 2014). These
analytic memos along with the codes informed the development of profiles for each adult
learner. The profiles not only facilitated analysis of key concepts within individual
profiles, but also aided in identifying areas of convergence and divergence across profiles
in subsequent stages of analysis (Seidman, 2013). The adult learner profiles relied on in
vivo coding, using the words and statements directly from the learners’ own language in
the transcripts (Miles et al., 2014). The following steps, which are based on a process
suggested by Seidman, were used to create each profile:

1. Each transcript was reviewed, jotted, and coded.

2. Statements under each of the structural codes were revisited. Statements that
offered a description of how the adult learner understood and made meaning of
intelligence were considered based on each statement’s ability to help answer one
of the study’s research questions.

3. Those statements that helped to describe the learner’s implicit theory of
intelligence and answer the research questions were copied and pasted into a word
processing document.

4. The selected statements were read again, with a critical focus on identifying the
passages that were the most compelling or informative.

5. Only the most compelling and informative passages were used to construct a
narrative of the adult learner’s understanding and experience of intelligence.

Stage Two Analysis: Contextualization
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The second stage of data analysis emphasized the role of context in the
development and experience of implicit theories of intelligence while going back to the
transcripts for further analysis. This stage began with a review and expansion of the
coding of contextual elements such as domain (e.g., academic, employment, family) and
feedback (e.g., nature of intelligence, stereotypes, general) that were included in the adult
learner’s descriptions of experiences with intelligence. Again, I used memoing to support
my analysis of the contextual elements of the data and the role that they played in the
meaning-making process surrounding intelligence (Miles et al., 2014).

Stage Three Analysis: Composite Description

The third stage of the data analysis process emphasized the creation and analysis of
thematic connections across the adult learners through cross-profile analysis using the
profiles that were created during stages one and two (Seidman, 2013). The analysis
completed during the first and second stages of data analysis provided a starting off point
for this final stage of analysis. During stage one, I created holistic summaries of adult
learners’ understanding and experiences of intelligence from the statements of each
learner, and I added contextual elements during stage two. In the third stage, [ used these
initial summaries, as found in the profiles, to develop pattern codes, or inferential codes
that identified the overarching themes or processes related to the adult learners’ implicit
theories of intelligence (Miles et al., 2014). I used analytic memos that examined what
appeared to be happing across the profiles to support the identification of pattern codes
(Miles et al., 2014). Additionally, I developed matrices to chart and analyze the data and
codes across adult learners in order to reveal the patterns and themes that emerged out of

the cross-profile analysis. These memos and matrices also supported the identification of
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not only the similarities across learners, but also the diversity of understandings and
experiences.

During the final stage, I used the individual profiles, along with pattern codes, to
create a composite description of the commonalities and variation that I found among the
implicit theories of intelligence of the adult learners with learning disabilities who
participated in the study. These profiles and the composite description are presented in
Chapter 4.

Trustworthiness

In any study, it is important to consider the question: how might I be wrong? This
is particularly important in qualitative studies that rely heavily on the analytic choices
and thinking of the researcher (Maxwell, 2013). This question requires consideration of
issues of validity and trustworthiness in the design and execution of the study. In this
section, I identify specific threats to the validity of this study and describe strategies I
used to reduce their negative effect.

Perhaps the greatest threat to this study is researcher bias. My interest in this topic
is rooted in my personal interest in theories of intelligence related to growth and fixed
mindsets. A concern was to ensure that my preference toward that theory not permeate
the study through the development of the interview protocol, leading probes during the
interviews, and the analysis of the interview data (Miles et al., 2014). I managed this
threat by engaging in a set of reflexivity practices throughout the course of the study.
These practices helped me to explore the ways in which I might have inhibited participant
expression or influenced the descriptions of their implicit theories. One strategy I utilized

was memoing (Saldafa, 2013), a reflection process I conducted after each interview to
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surface and assess the presence of bias and the consequences it had for the data I
collected. This reflective analysis helped me develop strategies to manage my bias
during subsequent interviews. I also built into the interview protocol a section in which I
could record initial reactions and analytic hunches during the interview. This allowed me
to check how reactions and hunches may have skewed the interview. It also helped me to
identify when leading questions were present or when I missed opportunities for follow-
up with clarifying questions. Memoing about the interview process and subjectivity
continued throughout the data analysis stage to document the analytic process, which
supported an analysis of research biases.

As the study relied heavily on interviewing as the primary data collection strategy,
thin data was another concern (Maxwell, 2013). Ineeded a well-constructed set of
interview questions, skilled probing, and strong rapport with the adult learners to collect
the data necessary to conduct meaningful analysis. This was important to support the
adult learners’ ability to articulate rich descriptions of their experiences of and ideas
about intelligence. In an attempt to reduce the threat of thin data, prior to the study, I
conducted pilot interviews that utilized a majority of the interview protocol. However,
these participants were secondary students who differed in age and experience from this
study’s focus on adults. Experience from these pilot interviews informed a fine-tuning of
the protocol in ways that invited rich descriptions through reworking and simplifying the
wording of the questions to make the purpose of each question clearer. I also developed
additional probes in an attempt to further scaffold responses. Because the pilot interviews
were conducted with adolescents, they could have led to interview protocols that offered

more scaffolding than necessary when interviewing older participants. However, because
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most of this scaffolding was built through the development of probes, only those probes
that were necessary were used during each interview.

The threat of thin data was also reduced through the design of the study.
Seidman’s (2013) three-interview approach led to greater rapport between each
participant and myself, helping the adult learners to be more open. It also allowed me to
identify individualized strategies to support the development of rich descriptions. For
example, I learned that some of the adult learners would take long pauses between
thoughts, and so would further elaborate on their responses when I provided a space for
that pause rather than rushing to fill in the silence. Ilearned that others could only
process one question at a time, so I would break down more complex questions into
smaller questions and present each of those questions one-at-a-time. The three-interview
approach also created greater opportunities to capture rich data. Utilizing a multiple
interview design allowed for further probing to gain elaboration and clarification of
topics that were not fully examined in previous interviews. For example, the previously
described practices of memoing and reviewing previous interviews to prepare for future
interviews allowed me to identify points that the adult learners had not fully elaborated
on during their previous interviews. I would then further explore those points with the
learner during their next interview.

As this study focuses on a student population that is known to experience high
levels of attrition (Pickard, 2013), I took steps to be able to stay connected with each
adult learner throughout the duration of the interview process, even if they left school.
The study design included strategic elements to support full participation. Specifically,

the majority of participant recruitment and interviewing took place about a month into the
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spring academic term. This decision was based on attendance patterns at the research
site. It takes about a month during a term to identify which learners will likely persist
until the end of the term. Additionally, starting the process at this point, allowed most of
the adult learners to finish their interviews well before the attendance drop-off that is
common at the very end of each term. To further support participation, all three
sequenced interviews were scheduled within a two week window for each adult learner,
whenever possible. Despite these efforts, the fieldwork phrase expanded beyond the
formal school year, and the adult learners were willing to share their contact information
to facilitate future scheduling. This included in-person and phone interviews even when
classes were not in session, which may have influenced the data that I was able to collect
due to the different circumstances. For example, the adult learner reflections on
intelligence, particularly intelligence in school settings, may have changed when the
learners were not actively participating in school at the time of the interview. To
minimize this influence, I continued to conduct in-person interviews in the school setting.
Further, I was aware of the non-verbal communication that would be lost during a phone-
interview, so avoided these as much as possible. Only four interviews were conducted
over the telephone, and no participant had more than one phone interview. I also
simplified the questions prior to phone interviews and used more probes during the
course of the interview. Finally, I reviewed the phone interviews more closely in order to
better identify topics that needed further clarification and elaboration during the next in-
person interview. Additionally, when I first realized that interviews would need to
continue into the summer, I decided to delay interviews with new participants until the

next school term was underway to avoid the loss of participation due to the break in
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terms, as there was little guarantee that adult learners would return for the next school
year. This also helped to limit the threats inherent to summer and phone interviews as
previously discussed.

Finally, I addressed the threat of thin data the targeted sample size of participants.
Fifteen adult learners were recruited for this study in hopes of reaching saturation in the
interview process. This study examined a population that had not previously been
included in this line of inquiry related to implicit theories of intelligence. Because of
this, it was important to develop a sample large enough to uncover a range of diverse
perspectives on this topic. However, feasibility was also a consideration, as each adult
learner was asked to participate in three interviews. Based on the rich descriptive profiles
and analysis, the 15 participants proved a sample size large enough to reach saturation,
but also feasible given the study design and resources.

Another potential threat to this study was inaccurately interpreting the meaning-
making processes and implicit theories of intelligence of the adult learners (Maxwell,
2013). I used participant validation to minimize this threat. At the start of subsequent
interviews, I shared an oral summary of the previous interview with the adult learners,
and we discussed the accuracy of the summary. Learners were given the opportunity to
further elaborate on elements of the summary that were not fully accurate or which did
not fully describe their implicit theories and experiences. This routine was part of the
interview protocol to ensure that it took place.

A final threat to this study was participant reactivity due to the potential power
differential between the participants — who were adult learners that I worked with — and

myself. Because [ was employed at the education center in which adult learners were
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enrolled, study participants may have felt the need to answer questions in ways that they
felt would be desirable to me. The threat was that the adult learners might express what
they thought I wanted to hear, rather than describe their own theories of intelligence and
experiences related to them. To minimize this threat, I reminded learners that there were
no right or wrong answers and that [ was interested in their own thoughts and ideas.
Again, this was built into the interview protocol to ensure that it took place at the start of
each interview.

Throughout this study, I continuously considered how I might be wrong by
considering potential threats to trustworthiness. Specifically, I considered threats posed
by researcher bias and the risks of thin data. I also considered threats related to the
preexisting relationship that existed between the adult learners and myself. I took steps
to minimize these multiple threats through the study’s design, the design of the interview
protocol, and careful use and documentation of reflexivity practices.

Subjectivity and Reflexivity

Maxwell (2013) stresses the role that researcher bias and reactivity can play in
threatening the trustworthiness of qualitative research. The following statement explores
my personal connections and biases related to this study and the specific efforts that I
made to minimize their danger to the trustworthiness of the data collection and analysis
efforts, while also identifying ways in which these connections may have enhanced my
ability to complete this study.

I have my own implicit theory of intelligence - a theory that I realize, upon
reflection, has been shaped by my own set of lived experiences. I grew up in a family, in

schools, and around peers who valued achievement, particularly in the area of academics.
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I have always done well in school and have enjoyed the accolades that such success
brought. As a result of these experiences, I have long associated intelligence with
academic skills and knowledge. Having long been complimented for being “smart,” |
also developed a belief that intelligence is something that one is born with. Of course,
one could work hard and perform better; however, I believed that we all were born with a
certain capacity beyond which we could not go past. Having spent my formative years in
competitive settings, I have always worked hard not only to show that I am intelligent,
but also to show that I am more intelligent than others. I have largely found myself
surrounded by individuals who do the same, so came to assume that this implicit theory
was “normal.”

I was somewhat shocked, then, when I started teaching. For the past nine years, I
have primarily taught individuals with learning disabilities. Like me, most of my
students seemed to think of intelligence as being related to knowledge and academic
skills. They also appeared to believe that they had been born with a certain amount of
intelligence that determined the limits of their learning and performance. Unfortunately,
the early learning experiences of my students had led most of them to believe that they
had not been born with much intelligence when it came to school and had little
motivation to work hard in order to display the intelligence that they had.

Many of my students had also developed definitions of intelligence that went
beyond my own. They valued more than academic skills and knowledge as signs of
intelligence. They spoke of individuals who were talented in the arts as “smart.” They
clearly valued the ability to understand others and use that knowledge to their advantage

as a sign of intelligence. They of spoke of working to develop “street smarts” more than
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“book smarts.” I soon became fascinated with my students’ ideas about their own
intelligence and the implications those ideas had for the classroom.

I entered into my doctoral studies with a desire to empower students. I wanted to
do something that would improve education for students with learning disabilities,
particularly those who were like “my” students at the time - students who had long
histories of school failure and who were disengaging or had disengaged from school.
Specifically, I was interested in ways that I could help them to discover the power that
they had to help themselves. I believe that listening to and validating the voice of those
students is one way to achieve such empowerment. However, I am also influenced by the
intervention-based research stemming from Dweck’s (1999; 2006) work on mindsets. I
am mindful of this bias and established strategies to keep it in check in order to preserve
trustworthiness in this study. These strategies were discussed in the previous section.

While my experiences as a teacher brought the challenge of managing my
assumptions throughout the course of the study, they have also provided me with a skill
set that helped me in conducting this study. It can be very difficult for individuals to talk
about their learning disabilities and about areas of their lives that they may feel have been
negatively impacted by their disability. However, as a special educator, I believe that it is
important for people to understand and be able to explain their disabilities. As a result, I
am experienced in having what can sometimes be difficult conversations with individuals
about their disabilities. I have learned how to get individuals talking about their
disabilities through probing questions and empathetic listening — experiences that proved

useful in eliciting rich data during interviews.
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While I have primarily developed these skills while working with students in my
previous teaching positions, I have continued to have these conversations in my current
position at the research site. As the special education coordinator, I regularly had
conversations with learners about their disabilities, strengths, and needs in order to
determine their specialized learning needs. As a result, [ was able to leverage the skills
that I have developed as a special education teacher and coordinator to support my work
during this study. Specifically, these skills helped me to establish rapport with the adult
learners and to probe for rich data.

For this particular study, I was more than a teacher in the abstract. Instead, I was a
teacher at the site in which the research was conducted. In some cases, the adult learners
had been my students in the past or knew that they could become my students in the
future. Because the study continued over two school years, a few of the learners who had
not been my students when they were recruited had become my students by the time that
the interviews were conducted. Given my position at the site, I had already established
relationships with the many of the research participants. While this situation brought
disadvantages given the difficulty of managing shifting relationships, it did not come
with one of the most common pitfalls of researching one’s own students. The position of
teacher is much different in adult education than it is in K-12 education. It does not come
with the power to determine grades and promotion from one stage to another; the role of
teacher in adult education is much less formally evaluative than in other education
settings. Therefore, I had no real power over how, when, and if learners make progress
toward their educational goals. Beyond this, my role at the school was also advantageous

to this study in many ways. I had already established rapport with many of the adult
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learners who participated in the study. There was, therefore, a level of trust going into
even the first interview that is not possible when conducting research with participants
that are not known to the researcher. This pre-established rapport and trust appeared to
help the adult learners to feel comfortable disclosing more information earlier in the
process, leading to the kind of rich data that was necessary for meaningful analysis.
Further, the adult learners that I did not know personally knew about me, and because of
my positive relationships with other learners more quickly developed a sense of comfort

and trust leading to greater opportunities to collect rich data.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of the ways in which
students with learning disabilities in an adult education program make meaning of
intelligence in general and their experiences of their own intelligence in particular.
Analysis of the data collected through interviews with 15 adult learners was examined in
order to answer the primary research question: How do adult education students with
learning disabilities make meaning of intelligence? This chapter presents the findings of
the study.

Participant Profiles

Seidman (2013) has suggested that the creation of participant profiles is one
effective way of presenting the data that is learned through interviewing. These profiles
allow the researcher to present the participant experiences in context. Further, profiles
allow participants to tell their own experiences, through their own words. Of course, the
presentation of the experiences is shaped by the researcher’s construction of the profile,
but the process allows participants to share their own experiences, their interpretation of
their experiences, and the context in which their stories took place in a way that graphs,
tables, and matrices cannot (2013). As this study seeks to develop a deep understanding
of the experiences of adult learners with learning disabilities, as well as the role that
context plays in those experiences, it is fitting that the adult learners’ experiences are
shared here through their personal profiles.

Each of the 15 profiles reflects adult learners’ own words. Brackets “[ ]” identify
text that was inserted during the creation of the profile, rather than actually spoken by the

adult learner. This was done sparingly and only to provide transitions between passages
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or to contextualize complex or ambiguous statements. Additionally, to protect the
genuineness of the profiles, non-standard grammatical structures and word choices were
kept in the profile whenever possible, changed only when needed to more clearly express
the adult learner’s meaning.

Each profile is divided into five subsections based on five themes identified
through analysis of the interviews and research questions guiding this study. These
include: overview of the adult learner’s general theories of intelligence, early
experiences that shaped general theories, experiencing intelligence as an adult student,
experiencing intelligence in other contexts, and intelligence as a person with a learning
disability.

A complete description of the study’s participants, along with the context was
presented in Chapter 3. Table 4 presents an overview of the adult learners as a review.
Table 4

Review of Adult Learner’s Demographic Information

Participant Gender Age Race Academic Level(s) Years in
Program
Carolanne  F 39  African  Math: ABE — Beginning 2

American Basic Education
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
High

Marcus M 46 African Math: ABE — Intermediate 1
American Low
Reading: ASE - Low

Summer F 54  African Math: ABE — Intermediate 5
American High
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
Low

Tiannah F 48  African Math: ABE — Intermediate 1
American High
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
Low

Rosemary F 55 African  Math: ABE — Intermediate 7
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American Low
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
High

Tina F 46  African Math: ABE — Basic 1
American Beginning Education
Reading: ABE — Intermediate

High
Soyica M 66  African ABE - Intermediate High 1
American
Linda F 63  African ABE — Beginning Basic 4
American Education
Johnny M 57  African ~ Math: ABE — Intermediate 3

American Low
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
High

Penny F 50  African  Math: ABE — Intermediate 6
American Low
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
High

Tara F 51  African Math: ABE — Basic 2
American Beginning Education
Reading: ABE — Intermediate

Low
Manny F 43 African  ABE — Intermediate Low 1
American
Skip M 60  African  Math: ABE — Intermediate 4

American Low
Reading: ASE — Low

Blossom F 57  African Math: ABE — Basic 1
American Beginning Education
Reading: ABE — Intermediate
Low

Jenny F 48  African ABE — Intermediate High 6
American

Note. ABE = Adult Basic Education (skills below the ninth grade level); ASE = Adult
Secondary Education (skills at or above the ninth grade level)

Carolanne’s Understanding and Experience of Intelligence
Overview of general theories of intelligence. [Intelligent people] know a lot.
They know a lot about math and reading. They don’t have problems learning stuff.

They’re not embarrassed to ask questions because they don’t know something. They are
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really confident. [Intelligent people] do well on tests. They’re not worried about 1Q and
stuff. They don’t get stressed out when it comes to tests. They do really well [on tests].
They don’t beat themselves up if they don’t get the answer right.

[Intelligent people become smart because] they read a lot, they ask a lot of
questions, and they just study a lot. Maybe it also comes from their DNA. They’re born
smart or their mother or their father just is really smart and it just sort of is passed
generation to generation. It’s also about what they learn in life, like knowledge and
experience in life and things like that. It comes from life experiences on what they
learned from their childhood, or their adulthood, or what they learned from other people
in college and in high school and stuff. It mostly comes from experiences in school.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. The first time I felt smart? 1
guess when I was in the 5" grade. My teacher had us do math and she taught us how to
break it down and I did really well even though I didn’t do very well in math. She was
really encouraging. “You can do it, Carolanne. You can do it. No matter how hard it is
you can do it.” I also remember in high school my favorite teacher told us that everyone
is going to get a diploma no matter how hard it is. And so I worked very, very hard to get
my high school diploma. I realized that by having that support network and having a
very strong mother and teachers believing in me and me believing in myself that I could
succeed.

I didn’t feel smart being in the 9™ grade, not knowing how to do math and taking
an English test with the teacher thinking I was cheating. I had to do the 9 grade over
again. That was very embarrassing. The teacher didn’t think I could do the work. She

said I had to do the 9 over because I didn’t really understand the homework she gave
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me. So, [ was really embarrassed and I didn’t fight for myself. I just didn’t feel like
there was a purpose of defending myself. So, I didn’t want to do the 9 grade over again,
but I had to do it over. I knew I could do it, though. I knew my mother would help me
and be proud of me. She’s always been there for me and said, ‘You can do this. No
matter how hard life gets, you can always do this. You can succeed in life.’

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. 1 still have a hard time in my
math class. I know I have problems with doing graphs and everything. And I sit and
think that I can’t do this because it’s too hard. I’m always gonna have problems with
math, so I sometimes think I should just not do it. I get frustrated and then I want to
throw the towel in. But, then I think about all the support there and I’'m like, ‘You have
to do this. You’ve always had problems with math. Just suck it up and say, okay, I can
do this.” I have to allow myself not to just stay in that box as someone who can’t do
math.

In the past few months, I have been studying to take the ACT to go to college and
I really surprised myself because I was able to do the math that I couldn’t do when I was
in a higher math class. So it was very rewarding for someone who hated math and who
really couldn’t understand math to now know how to do something that everyone thought
I’d never be able to do. So I felt like, “Wow, you’re learning something. You have
difficulties with learning this math, but you can do it.” I have just sort of studied and
started believing in myself and saying, ‘You can do this. It may take you a long time, but
this is what you want to try.’

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. 1 always feel smart when I’'m at

advocacy because I’'m around other people with disabilities. I just get to hear others tell
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their story and that makes me feel good because we really love each other like a family
and I can bring in resources to help each other. Just being around them makes me feel
good because no one puts each other down because we all have a disability. No one
thinks they’re better than anyone else. I love learning from new people and love meeting
new people and love that we can all grow from each other. I also feel good in church.
They don’t treat me different. I don’t have to worry about anybody making me feel like I
don’t know what I’m talking about or that they know better than me or think they’re
better than me. No one is there for that. Everyone is just there to build each other up.
I’m never embarrassed to say that I don’t know something there.

Sometimes people do try to make me feel like they’re right and I’'m wrong. They
will try to correct me when I make a mistake or say the wrong word. I don’t really deal
with a lot of negative people who try to put me down or say, ‘You don’t get this,” or
“You’re not smart enough.’ It’s too much stress to entertain people like that. I try to
keep myself busy so I don’t have to hear that tape in my head that already says that kind
of stuff.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. 1 guess my mom knew [I had
a learning disability] when I was in elementary and I really didn’t get the stuff that the
other kids understood. It still gets a little frustrating at times when everyone else gets it
faster than me. But, I have a great support network who say that no one’s better than me.
I learn this way and someone else learns that way. My family really helped each other in
that process with having a learning disability. I feel like ‘intelligence’ [IQ] is like a box.
It doesn’t really say how smart you are. I just know that everyone learns different. I think

that once I realized and accepted it, I became okay with it.
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I just want people to treat me like they want to be treated and not use labels
because I don’t learn the way they learn. Take me for who I am and not just my learning
disability. I think people need to look at me as a person, and test scores and 1Q doesn’t
make a person. It’s just how you are; it’s just part of a learning disability. It’s not the
whole person, because I can learn, it just may take a little longer for me to learn. I think
that as long as I accept myself and know what my strengths are and what my weaknesses
are, then I can sit and say, ‘This is how you’re gonna get this done. You’re gonna learn
this. It might take you a little longer to achieve this goal, but you can do it.” It’s just
about working on what makes me weak or not do well in something like math. Life is
too short for me to sit and have a pity party. I have to dust myself off and try again.
Marcus’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. For me to say that someone is
smart, I would look at their actions and the way they handle things. You have to know
how to make the right decisions when the situation might be chaotic. You remain calm,
you know what to say, you know how to handle everything. If they intelligent, they have
education. Well, I guess, sometimes you can get intelligent without a great deal of
education. It’s about making the right choices. It’s about basic common sense, at times.
Why would I go to the store when I know I got caught up? I’ve got a thing for taking
things off the shelf. Intelligent people will act according to what they feel that is right.
But, you also have people who do things to fit in. And those are the intelligent people,
but who have low self-esteem. People do a lot of things for recognition. But, they
intelligent; it’s just they background, how they grew up. For example, I think I'm

intelligent, but at times I made the wrong decisions in life. But, by surviving, I was
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intelligent. Coming up in the streets and to be 46 years old? I think that was very
intelligent. A lot of my friends are dead or in jail today, but I didn’t get caught up. And
that was intelligent.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. 1 can remember when [ was in
school and I had to read the books that the teacher asked me to read. I read pretty good,
cause she always chose me to read. I had other students in the classroom that were
stuttering or couldn’t pronounce words. Ialways was a great reader. So that’s what
made me confident that I could read the books. I felt like I was intelligent. People
started noticing I was smart. [ was fast. Itook what I learned from school and started
bringing it home, but using it negative. When I was about eight or nine years old, [ had a
crush on my mother friend, so I wrote her a letter, but didn’t put my name on it or
nothing. When my mother saw the note, she knew my handwriting, so they laughed.
After she beat me, [my mother] said, ‘Boy, why you putting all them big words in there?’
That’s when I took something from school and did something devious. I did good things
with my intelligence in school, but I also played on people’s intelligence at times for my
benefit.

The first time I felt unintelligent was when I picked up marijuana. I got high for
the first time when I was eleven. It was fun, but I felt like that was dumb - that it was bad
and I shouldn’t be doing it. But, I got to love it because the way it made me feel at a
young age, laughing and giggling. We hooked [skipped] school, played around, and just
had the giggles terrible. Iknew that wasn’t smart, though. Iregret doing some of that.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. [I recently felt smart] when they

gave me my test score for my math CASAS [Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment
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Systems] test. My math was coming up, so I feel very intelligent about that. I felt like I
wasn’t sure I did well, but I been over and over it with the teacher, so I told myself, ‘I
know this.” Look, I have better, more confidence in myself and my abilities now. I felt
like there were certain parts that I was still struggling with, but a lot of answers I knew
for certain in my head. It’s just confidence. When I got that score, I felt like all that
studying, answering questions, taking notes was, you know, well worth it. Everything is
kind of paying off. I felt worthy of this school and coming close to getting my diploma.
I’'m coming to class and I am getting something out of this. It all makes me want to
pursue other goals such as college.

I be feeling unintelligent sometimes in my writing class. I tell the teacher that.
There’s people in the class, and she have to keep explaining certain stuff how to write to
me. The grammar and pronunciation, that’s a challenge. Ikeep asking for help, taking
notes, and going over it, but it’s frustrating. I skipped class last week because I was
frustrated. I said, ‘I’'m so sick of her class. I am sick.” The teacher tries teaching me and
I don’t try to take up the whole class with questions. I know she’s trying to help
everybody, but they better than me. They get it. They catching on faster than me. I’'m
about the slowest of the students. I appreciate it when the teacher comes back and takes
her time with me, but then again, I'm like, ‘Hold up now! The other students are gonna
know that I don’t know what I’'m doing so much, so don’t linger over here too long.” We
[my peers and I] all laugh about the situation. I might tell them, ‘I am sick and tired of
this.” They say, ‘Marcus, you can do it. Just hang on.” You know, just giving me words

of wisdom - encouraging words. That’s how the other students be.
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Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. There’s a right way and a wrong
way of doing things. But, just because it’s the wrong way, it’s not saying that you’re not
gonna be successful at what you’re trying to do. Sometimes, an intelligent person will,
you know, at the beginning think they can get away with something. Okay, take me. In
the past, going to a department store, I might pick up curling irons that I was taught to
take to the cash register [to return] and tell ‘em you don’t got a receipt, so they give you a
gift card. I then sell the gift card for cash money. I thought that was intelligent. I was
outsmarting the store and the people who work in the store. I was critiquing and
practicing, and I got good at it. Iset there and did it like fifty times when I thought I was
so intelligent. I thought of the way to go into the store and make sure I was dressed right
and looked like an important person and everything. I thought that I was very intelligent.
But at the end, it wasn’t worth it. I was going to get caught. Ijust didn’t know when. It
wasn’t an intelligent thing to do.

[1 felt smart] when I caught the charge from a recent court case and I had to make
a conscious decision whether I was gonna keep getting dirty urines. The pre-trail man
was telling me, “You need to stop smoking marijuana or we gonna send you to a
residential.” So I felt very smart and powerful when I said, “You don’t got to send me
nowhere. I’'m not gonna waste the government money. I’m gonna stop on my own.’
After giving six dirty urines, I decided I’'m gonna stop on my own. I’d done it before and
I felt very powerful, intelligent, smart, and clever. I had a terrible addiction, terrible.
And so I feel very clever and powerful when [ was able to overcome that. It became
smart for me once I looked at the big picture. I had a choice. I could make it to

graduation from mental health court, which comes with expungement. Or, I could keep
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on puffin’. So, I said, ‘No, fuck that. I’'m stopping. It’s not worth it.” That was a smart
choice.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. 1 started to feel as though I
might have a learning disability when I got older. I was doing a lot of drugs coming up
and alcohol, which stagnated my thoughts and my thinking ability. I found that I could
no longer comprehend a lot of things. Things I read, little articles and things, I couldn’t
really comprehend. Back in 2009, I went to [a career education center] for a customer
service relations associate. Once I was studying, I couldn’t remember certain stuff after
we just went over it. When we’d do the test, I didn’t understand why I couldn’t do it. 1
studied all night and when we had the test in the morning I looked at it and I said it was
the damn drugs. They take a toll on you. I felt terrible and asked a girl for the answers.
It made me so frustrated that I cheated. I felt like my mind was telling me, “You can’t do
this shit, so you might as well cheat.’

I don’t want certain people to know about these learning challenges. People look
down on you when they hear something about a disability. People can be cruel.
Sometimes I feel like I’'m not good enough to be around certain people who are
successful. You know what I’'m saying? Like they’re gonna look at me different.
Because people are judgmental. It’s the truth. I’'m a realist. But, [at school] people are
right with me. They don’t have a high school diploma. There was something that
stopped them from getting something just like there was something that stopped me. We
like crabs in a pot trying to get out. I’m not here to judge nobody and they ain’t here to
judge either.

Summer’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence
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Overview of general theories of intelligence. 1 think that if you’re willing and
acceptable of learning that’s intelligence to me. [It’s] like going to school or college to
further your information and knowledge. [It’s] learning and not being stuck in the past
and not don’t wanna learn.

[Smart people] they have the ability to learning. Like, if they have two smart
parents, I think they have that ability. But, it’s about hitting them books. Let me put it
that way. About reading, always reading up on things, you know? They also would have
to know more than I do. They pick topics and conversations different than mines. And
[they] have more further and higher [ability] than I would [to] talk about something.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. Well, I can’t really remember
nothing before my stroke. But after I had that stroke, I didn’t think I was intelligent or
anything until my brother actually told me that I was ready to deal with the public instead
of staying home all the time. I needed to get out there and just check it, check myself.
[My brother and I] got into an argument, and then after that cooled off, he came back and
he said, ‘I don’t know why you staying around this house because I think you could deal
with the public now because the way you cuss me out and everything. You don’t let
nobody run on top of you. So, I think it’s time.” So, I gave that some thought, and I said
‘Well, I'm gonna sign myself up for going back to school.” That’s what I did.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. When 1 came back to school, I
was just quiet, just listening. I didn’t feel like I could jump in there, you know. I didn’t
think that I would be able to communicate with them. I thought they wouldn’t
understand me. I would feel bad because I went through all this and they still don’t

understand me. Sometimes I still cannot communicate all my thoughts. I forget the
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words. I don’t spell good no more. I can’t even sound them out really. Itry. Itry really
hard, but I just don’t get it. It’s frustrating. I think I have a block in my brain
somewhere. Ireally do. I sometimes know I’ve seen the work that I’'m doing, but I can’t
wrap my head around it. I feel less intelligent during those moments. I ask my teachers
for extra help, which also makes me feel less intelligent. Of course, it’s frustrating, but
I’m back in school now, so I'm trying to get it all back.

I communicate more now and am more with people even though it’s hard. [One
day in] science or math I had my head down — I wasn’t feeling good and the teacher knew
it. And she’s asking — I was still listening to her — she was asking the class a question
and seeing that didn’t nobody know it. So I happened to lift my head up and she [asked
me if I could answer the question quickly]. So, I answered it, and she say, ‘Yeah, thank
you.” So I felt intelligent that day being as though I was the sick one and didn’t want to
be bothered, but she saw me lift my head and I gave the right answer. And another time,
a girl at school...got loud with me [when I didn’t say her name right]. I got pissed off or
whatever on that, but I didn’t let her know. I just say, ‘You know, well, I just won’t say
your name anymore’ and left it at that. [ felt proud of myself then because when I was
younger I wouldn’t have let that go.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. 1 have a 21-year-old that [ am
guiding now. I have to remind her of certain things. I guide her on life — getting a job,
working, not letting guys take advantage of you, stuff like that. I feel smart on that. I
like that I’'m telling her the right things and that she’s taking it in.

I’ve been on different dating sites recently. I can’t bring myself to actually

connect with anybody being as I haven’t dated in a while. I feel less intelligent about that
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part of my life. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid I’'m
gonna mess up since [ haven’t been in the game in a while. Now that I’m able to get in a
good relationship, I’'m scared about it and that makes me feel not very smart about things.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. My problems [with] learning
leave me feeling real bad. Why did it happen to me? But, I know that life has to go on.
My daughter needs me. I have to get what I can, and that’s what keeps me going. The
biggest thing is socializing and talking. I don’t talk that much because I’ve just felt like I
couldn’t or wouldn’t or whatever. I also really have to work on my math. I really have
to work on that. I forget my times tables and all that, so I have to work on that. I
constantly got to look at them, constantly. It’s frustrating in a way, but I just do it. I
don’t even worry about nothing else - just do it. I try not to think about my problems. I
just know that I have to do it. I have to study more harder and constantly look at things.
But, I know what I got to do about it. Just do it, learn it. I am intelligent, but I have some
setbacks now. Like, I forget words, even when I’m talking. But, other than that, I still
think I’'m intelligent, besides having those little setbacks.
Tiannah’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. To me, [someone that is intelligent
is] like a doctor or a lawyer — someone at a higher power. We are all intelligent, but we
have boundaries that may hold us back a little from someone that is more intelligent.
Like for me, my boundaries are that I didn’t finish school because my upbringing didn’t
allow me to.

[Intelligence is] supposed to come from home because our home is our first

teacher. And then we go to school and our leaders assist us with it. Two intelligent
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parents will allow their child to be intelligent by providing them with the learning tools to
survive and to meet their goals and their dreams and where they wanna be when they
become adults.

Intelligent people are a little bit different. Like my twin sister, I always go to her
if I have a problem because she’s so intelligent. Because she has that education, she’s
intelligent enough to answer the questions I have. It’s also a mannerism with it [being
intelligent]. Yeah, it could be a powerful word that they use that, you know, I’ve never
heard of. It’s not ghetto and slang; it’s straight to the point. It’s powerful. But not
always; like, you may have a guy from the streets. He talks nothing but street life. But
from his background and what he’s sharing, you know he’s very intelligent. We could be
on a topic and he could nail that topic and I’d be like, “Wow! You knew that? That came
from you? The way you speak and the way you look and the way you act?’

Early experiences that shaped general theories. I've never felt smart as a child.
There’s never been one time. Nope. And I remember my childhood like it was today.
[For example,] I think I was in the 3™ or 4™ grade and we were tested, and my test scores
were immensely low. The following week, they called names and my name was one of
the names that they called. They placed us in this room for people that had low scores.
So, that made me feel real dumb. I had to go to that room every day at school. AsIgota
little older in elementary, I realized it was called special education. But, it didn’t matter
really because I already felt stupid anyways. If anything, it was confirmed in my mind
that I really am.

[I would say that the first time I felt intelligent was as a young adult.] It was in,

like, my late 20s. My twin sister opened up her daycare center and she had to take a food
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handlers course and asked if [ wanted to go with her. I really didn’t want to go because I
didn’t feel smart enough to be able to pass the food handlers test. She encouraged me
and told me that I could do it. She said, ‘The only thing that’s holding you back from
doing it is yourself.” And by her telling me that, it built my self-esteem and it allowed me
to feel smart. And I actually passed it. I was blown away by that. I said, ‘Oh my god, I
did it! That means I’'m not stupid!” Thinking about it just brings tears to my eyes. After
that, the smartness just kept going.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. My grades have [recently] started
going up on the CASAS test. I am very proud of myself. I feel very intelligent. The first
time I took the test, I was very, very nervous. I didn’t think I was gonna be able to pass
the test - me failing everything all the time. But this time I felt confident as I was doing
it. [The test] was asking me the questions and I knew them. I felt immensely confident
and was answering them confidently. But when I got my grades, I had to look at the top
to see if it really was my name. I didn’t believe that I did it because of the past. I need to
let go of the past. But the high scores means that I’'m not stupid! To me, these tests tell
me how smart [ am. It’s really all about your confidence. My confidence was down
because my scores was low. Now my confidence is really high. I feel real good. I feel
proud of myself. I feel that anything that I put my mind to, I can do it. That confidence
builds me up.

I still lose it [my intelligence] sometimes, like last week in social studies class. It
was reading, and I just didn’t understand all this about the Civil War and back then and
back in the day and all this. It was just confusing and draining for me. I didn’t want to

do it. Ijust was not in the mood. I just couldn’t comprehend what it was [the teacher]
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wanted me to do. My confidence wasn’t there. I kind of shut down. When my mind
becomes too overwhelmed, it will shut down no matter how the teacher comes and tells
me. It’s not gonna do it. I need a break. Ijust don’t want to see it. Usually, I’1l shut
down for a minute, and then I’ll come back. I didn’t complete it this time because it was
just too much. A depression set in that didn’t allow me to come out of it — to regroup. I
sometimes won’t regroup; I’ll just leave it alone. And that’s what I did. I just left it
alone.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. You know, I used to couldn’t help
my daughter with her homework. I was like, ‘You’re going to have to get that
information from the school. Mommy is learning herself.” So I feel real intelligent when
I am able to help her out with that now. Like, she was doing this article on Rosa Parks,
which we’re doing now [in my school]. And she just needed me to read it and allow her
to answer the questions in the correct way. And I did it and felt good doing that. She’s
my child, so she has a learning disability, too. Me being here getting my education
allows me to assist her with her homework and the stuff she doesn’t understand that I’'ve
learned to understand. So that made me feel real, real good. You have no idea. She
hadn’t asked me to help her for years because she knew I couldn’t [help her in the past].
And then for her to ask me [now]? I was like, ‘Really?’ And it made me feel good. It
made me feel real intelligent. My baby came to me and asked me to help her and I could
do it. I can help her.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. When I [first] returned to
school [as an adult], I’d been attending one education program for two years and each

time I was tested for the CASAS, the scores stayed the same. So, my instructors [back
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then] asked me to get tested. So I got tested and learned that I had a learning disability.
To be honest, I felt, well, I felt stupid when I heard that [I had a disability]. So, I took a
break from school. Ikind of gave up. I already knew that something was not right, and
then I found out why. But I started going to the library, and that’s how I met [my tutor].
Once I felt secure with him, I talked to him about [my disability]. He talked to me; he
told me that I’'m not stupid. He said this means that you just learn different from
everybody else. He said that I'm a very intelligent woman - that I just need different
tools to enhance what’s already here. This made me feel good and made me want to go
back to school.

Having a learning disability in school means that we need special attention, but
that we’ll make it. Everybody in my school gets it. If I'm struggling in something,
someone will assist me with it. They will do it with patience, which is what I need. But,
I really don’t think about my learning disability anymore, at least not when I’m outside of
school. Ijust feel good that I’'m not stupid. I don’t think about it anymore because I
know that I’m not stupid.

Rosemary’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. In my opinion, smart is the way
they carry themself. It’s not per say book smart; you can be book smart, but you can also
be street smart, too. So you really have to establish the difference, okay, because as far
as for me, I’m street smart, but ’'m not book smart. And I’m learning how to be book
smart. So, you can ask me anything about the street and I can tell you. But if you ask me

anything about school, I’ll look at you like I'm crazy. But, you know, sometimes you can
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use your street smarts at school if you talking to the right person, or if you’re talking
about the subject that, you know, relates to me.

Intelligence is totally different. That means they carry theyself well. They
pronounce things differently. I think it’s an attitude thing. It’s like me; I got a perky
attitude. Ilove to make everyone smile. I don’t care what time it is, I just do it. And,
some people just come in [to school]. You know, everyone has issues. But carrying that
issue all day on your back, it don’t makes me think that you got any intelligence for that
day. That positive attitude is what shows intelligence. I know my weaknesses. I know
that I’m not a quick learning person. But, I know that I have a great attitude. I know that
I love people. Ilove life. But, it was a time in my life when I didn’t love myself. And
that came from being around negativity. Intelligence is something that’s in you. And if
you can’t bring that out, then I don’t know what to say to you.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. Growing up, I didn’t have a
good life, all right? All I saw was negative. I was a child my parents didn’t want. My
father would tell me I would never be nothing; I was a dumb, stupid, little girl. I believed
all my life that I wasn’t smart, I was ugly, I was this, I was that. From the time I was
fifteen, I got pregnant. I was raped and I had the baby anyway. [Then] my mother got
sick and she couldn’t walk. I had to drop out of school, take care of her, take care of my
baby, and do what I had to do. And then I got into the drug thing. So that was a dumb
move right there, right? But, I didn’t know that at the time. It took the grace of God and
a whole lot of people to make me see the fire in me again. And once I did, I learnt that
I’m not only smart in my brains, but I’'m smart in my heart. And I had to learn that. I

had to learn how to fight back.
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Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. All my life all I ever heard was
you’re dumb, you’re stupid, you’re ugly, you’re this, you’re that. And that’s what I grew
up thinking. But one day I realized I’'m more than people say I am. I’'m more than they
see. I knew I had to take the first step in life in order to get somewhere. So, I went to an
organization to get help. They asked if I wanted to go to school and I said, yeah. And,
that’s where it all started. My first day [at this school], someone tells me, ‘Rosemary,
don’t ever think that you’re stupid. Always say that you are smart. Don’t think you
unintelligent, you are very intelligent.” My self-esteem was so low then. But, I done
build it up and I feel good about myself now. And that’s what makes me intelligent.
That’s what makes me smart. And it makes me feel so good. I just want to grab
everyone and say, ‘Look, come to school!” Being in school, especially in history class,
gives me an uplift. You know how you have football players who go out and get that
adrenaline? That’s what history does for me. I just love it.

But, it took me years to become myself like this. At first, it was like, I can’t do
this. I was ready to quit many times for the first two or three years. I was doubting
myself — I can’t do this, I don’t want to do this. But, I had a whole lot of teachers that
kept me going. They gave me the encouragement. They had patience, so I paid attention.

Before, I always, if I couldn’t do it, I ran. But, I’'m like now if I can’t do it, what
am I gonna do? Because I’'m not running no more. Now, I stick with it. Even math,
which was my weakest subject, is something I’'m clued into. And I like it. But I don’t
love no subject more than I love history.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. 1 feel good about myself when I

handle situations that I didn’t think I could handle. When I feel good about myself, I get
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very arrogant. Like, recently, my step-father’s doctor called me and he tried to convince
me my father got Alzheimer’s. [ talked to him, I explained the situation, and I said, ‘No,
he don’t.” I told the doctor, ‘I don’t care what you suggest. I’m telling you what’s not
gonna happen.” Because I'm out in the world now and am seeing life in a different way, I
was able to handle that, and it made me feel good.

Like I’ve said, there was a time when I was doing drugs. I was acting crazy. I
felt real stupid then. But, other than that, it’s been ten years and I’'m happy. I doubted
myself back then because Satan had me. But, today is a new me. I like looking at myself
in the mirror. I like coming to school and messing with people. I had to decide what was
right for me. 1 was a people pleaser, and I got tired of pleasing other people and started
pleasing myself, and I’ve felt intelligent ever since.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. The first time I realized I had
a learning disability, I think I was like nine years old. Me and my cousins were supposed
to be in the same grade, but we wasn’t. I was behind them. Inever knew what a learning
disability was. They just kept saying I was slow, I couldn’t learn, I was handicapped, and
all that. And I had a lot of different teachers, but I never learned nothing from them
because I felt like I couldn’t learn that stuff. I felt like I couldn’t comprehend, so I didn’t
bother. You know, I felt like everywhere I went, people was judging me. And that made
me feel real low. I felt dumb and I felt stupid, and I felt like it didn’t matter what I do
because who gonna care.

When I first came here, I had to take my [CASAS] test, and I was sitting there,
looking at the test, and I told them I was getting ready to leave. But, they wouldn’t let me

give up. And I sat there and cried and said that I couldn’t do this. They said that I could
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and told me to take my time. And when I got my test back, they told me where my flaws
was, but they told me my reading was good. They said I could do this. Isaid I couldn’t.
They said, ‘We gonna work with you.” And that’s how I started, from the beginning. I
knew then that my disability wasn’t as bad as I thought it was. Now that I’m here at this
school and I’m learning more, I’m learning that I can be smart. But, I have to take my
time and do it. You can learn anything if you want to. If you one of those people that
came up the way I came up, you got to believe in yourself. You have to want it so bad
you can taste it. Like me, even though I know I have a math disability, I’'m doing what I
have to. I’'m doing what I have to to help me learn.

I still stay to myself mostly, outside of school. I don’t want to be caught in a
conversation and they ask me a question I can’t answer or I’'m afraid I’ll say something
stupid and they call me a dummy. I'm still afraid people gonna judge me, not at this
school anymore, but everywhere else.

Tina’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. 1 guess a person is intelligent, I
mean, | don’t really know, but it’s about what she does and what she’s trying to do, and
what she’s very interested in. Like if they’re going back to school, she definitely takes
that challenge on. For me, intelligent is if I get to enjoy what I’'m doing. It’s like being
with my kids. Ilike being around my kids. They make me feel better about my status
when I’m with them.

Intelligence basically comes from home. [It] comes from the person they’re
around — the person that inspires them. Like being around somebody like my mom. Part

of what makes me smart is my mom. She’s like my best friend, my sister. I just talk to
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her about anything. I think my mom is my inspiration. She gives me advice sometimes
around my kids and sometimes for myself.

You can tell how smart people are based on what they’re doing and what they say.
They work and go to school. They do business. They talking about how they’re doing,
how their work is doing. They talk about their kids.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. My father made me feel
intelligent when I was growing up. He would tell me about how I was smart in the way
that a father does to a child. He would read with me and help me with my homework. I
was always more focused for my father and he was always there no matter what.

When my father passed away was when I felt like I wasn’t smart. I was very sad
because I’d just lost the person that I loved the most. I started to act out of anger. I
started hanging out outside of home. I was just doing what I wanted to do at the age of
thirteen. I was basically out in the streets doing what I wanted to do. I was thirteen and I
was an alcoholic. Idid drugs. I thought that would make it go away, so stayed on it and I
left home.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. 1’ve been struggling in writing
class. When I first got here, my writing wasn’t good at all. I mean, I did know about
pronouns and nouns, but my teacher, she broke it down for me to understand how to write
sentences because I always did run on sentences. My teacher took her time with me and
that really made me feel good about myself because she saw that I’'m trying to learn how
to pronounce all the words and know the difference between adverbs and nouns. Now
that I’ve been in her class this and last semester, she helped me out and I feel really good

about myself when I’m with her. I enjoy when it’s time for me to go to her class. I'm
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happy. I feel good about myself because I'm learning. After the [CASAS] test, we had a
little celebration and she said I was the most improved student in her class and she gave
me a certificate. I wanted to cry because I felt good. I always feel good in her class. It’s
like I really learn something from her that I didn’t know how to do. I love her and hope
that I have her again next semester because that’s what made me feel good about myself.

At the last CASAS test, I went down in my math because it’s easy for me to
forget things. Sometimes I don’t know the answer and I know I don’t understand. I
don’t ask the teachers to help because I feel bad enough, and then to ask a teacher how?
It’s just the way I feel sometimes. I do want to learn how to do things, but I just, I don’t
know, it’s my pride or I’'m ashamed of what somebody else will think of me being in
class and keep asking about things that I don’t understand. [I think that] they will look at
me in a different way.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. 1 am definitely very intelligent
around my kids. I mean, they want to be around me. They see that I love them and they
return that back to me. They see that their mother used to smoke cigarettes and all that
stuff but doesn’t now. I am being a good role model for my kids. I want my kids to be
proud of me. My kids look up to me now since I started back in school. I want to show
my kids a good example that no matter what, you can always go back to school.

I didn’t basically raise my kids because of my judges. I gave my kids away to the
court because, as I went down the line with my drug addiction, I didn’t care nothing
about nobody. I didn’t care about being intelligent. All I wanted was the street. But I
fought hard to get back my youngest and got clean. He knows about the alcohol, the

drugs, and smoking cigarettes, so I stopped smoking everything because I wanted him to
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see that’s not his mother. I wanted him to see that I can actually be a role model, a good
parent for him. I am proud that I have my son. It took me ten years to get where I am
today.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. 1 knew at an early age [that I
had a learning disability] just in going to school. I knew that I didn’t know things that the
other children knew. I didn’t feel comfortable saying ‘I don’t understand.” I would just
try to do it on my own, even when I knew I was doing it wrong. I felt bad because I
knew that I should have known how to do it, but I didn’t. It’s always been the same, but
it got really bad in the fourth or fifth grade when it was getting hard for me to read and
comprehend what I was reading. Itried to do it all on my own. But I didn’t ask for help.
I was always worried about what somebody else would say or think about me. ‘She
dumb and she don’t know this.” I didn’t want to feel somebody call me ‘dumb.” And
some people saw that I didn’t know how to do certain things, and sometimes they would
laugh about that, and that made me feel bad. It made me want to cry sometimes because
I’'m doing my best to learn how to comprehend and learn how to do it, but they don’t
make it easy for you. Everybody should be able to have their own learning ability or how
they’re supposed to be learning stuff. Instead, I just started acting like I understood stuff
even though I didn’t.

When I decided to come back to school, I knew it was going to be a challenge for
me in a way because of my learning ability. I knew that I was going to struggle in certain
things, but ’'m learning to cope with it. Like I’m trying to understand the words that my
social studies teacher gives me, but I don’t and that’s embarrassing. It’s like every time

she gave me something, I was afraid to tell her [ don’t understand. But I would write on
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the paper and leave her a note. That’s why she always tells me to take my time in reading
so I can gain a better understanding of it, but it still don’t work with me because it’s hard.
When I read something, I got to go back to what I forgot. I forget what I read when I
started, so I have to keep reading the statement over. It just — it don’t stay in my mind.
That’s why it’s hard for me to learn and understand things. But when I keep reading it,
and I still don’t understand, I want to ask my teacher, but I don’t want nobody to think
that ’'m dumb or I’m stupid because I keep asking her every time she gives us different
work. Everybody, they understand the work that they’re doing, but I don’t and I don’t
want them to know that I don’t.

People are telling me that if I need more help, they would help me, but I don’t
want nobody to help me. I want to learn this on my own. If I keep depending on other
people to help me, I’'m not going to learn. I feel as though if I’'m going to learn, let me
learn it on my own. But it’s really hard for me, especially with reading. It makes me feel
like I’'m dumb or stupid. I don’t have no comprehension of half the things that I’'m doing,
but I'm trying. Knowing that I have a learning disability, there’s nothing I can do about
it. All I can do is move forward and do the best that I can in what 'm doing. Even
though it may take me a long time to get where I need to be, I’'m going to keep trying.
I’'m not going to let nobody keep me from learning because I can’t keep listening to what
other people say about me. I’m not here for everybody. I'm going here for myself.
Soyica’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. To me [intelligence] could mean a
number of things. It could mean well-educated, but we have another term that we use in

the street. We say ‘street-smart.” Some people are book-smart, some people are street-
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smart, and then some people are a combination of the two. Street-smart means if you live
in an environment where you spend most of your time outdoors in the streets doing
whatever it is that you do and you become aware of the stuff that’s happening around you
in the streets. That means you’re not easily conned. You’re not so gullible because you
don’t just go for anything someone might be telling you. You're like, ‘No, man. Iknow
better.” Street-smart is useful in the streets but then it’s not so useful in a classroom. The
same kind of language or behaviors that I would exhibit in the street, [ don’t think they
would be appropriate in a classroom because, first of all, people who are street-smart live
off of their wits. I don’t think I need to do that in class. Book-smart to me is like, I’ve
heard a lot of people saying that they have a lot of different degrees, a BH [sic], a mater’s
degree. I think book-smart is like being able to read and understand text and have the
ability to interpret that information.

[Intelligence] is a whole different thing. Although I’ve been told on many
occasions that I’'m a very intelligent person, I haven’t always felt that way because I lack
the book knowledge. And I don’t think being intelligent doesn’t necessarily mean that
you are book-smart or street-smart. It’s just that you, I guess, have common sense. [
think you can be intelligent without having a lot of book-smarts because if you can
articulate — you can talk to people on an intelligent level — that doesn’t mean that you
have to have a lot of book-smarts. But if people engage you in civil conversation, you
can have a good civil conversation with somebody. You don’t have to be speaking in
ghetto terms or Ebonics, nothing like that. It’s more on how you carry yourself and how

you present yourself.
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Smarts come from a number of places like your upbringing, your educational
training, if you go to school just to get regular smarts. Like I said before, I'm not real
educated, but my children are. And some people that have parents that are doctors or
lawyers, they’re just out there. They don’t have a lot of smarts as far as what smart is
concerned. They might have graduated high school, but never went any further than that.
I guess it depends on your desire, on what you want to achieve in life. Then you go out
and seek the education that’s necessary to achieve whatever it is you want to achieve.

It’s like that with street-smarts, too - you got to go to work for it. You just can’t go out
assuming that everybody is going to treat you the same. You got to take your lumps and
your bumps and use the experience to your advantage. I think that all of this starts off at
home. Then as you get older, you start to get involved in different activities that enhance
the intelligence that you already have. Life experiences enhance it to make you even
more intelligent. Things that happen to you that you can use for your benefit, mistakes
you make that you don’t have to repeat over and over again, that kind of stuff.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. My first memory of feeling
smart? Street-smart, I can tell you about that. I think of the first time and I hate it. Well,
no, I don’t hate it because that’s a part of my life. [It was] the first time I went to a
penitentiary as opposed to going on to a jailhouse where everybody was in separate cells
or stuff. I made it through that period of my life. When I didn’t become a victim to some
of the things that happened in penitentiaries, I felt like, at the time, I felt like, ‘Boy,
you’re doing all right. You made it through without nobody jumping on you, without
nobody raping you, without nobody using you to their advantage.” 1 guess that gave me a

sense of being street-smart.
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When it comes to being book-smart, I think that when I got that certificate from
this school saying that I had improved in my reading, I felt smart. That made me feel like
there’s a chance I can learn some of this stuff because I know they didn’t just give it to
me because I’m a good looking guy or something like that. They gave it to me because I
earned it, and me being so uneducated all of my life as a result of being a dyslexic, that
was a great accomplishment for me. I felt really, really smart. I felt kind of book-smart.
And that was the first time I felt that way.

I can remember the first time that I didn’t feel smart. I think it was in, I might
have been in the fifth grade and I asked my teacher how to spell a word. She told me,
‘Go get a dictionary and look it up.” I thought to myself, ‘If I don’t know how to spell it,
how am I going to look it up?’ I felt dumb because I just didn’t know how to even go
about trying and look it up. I can also remember times when some of my junior high
school buddies would do stuff like be reading the comics. They would break out
laughing and then give it to me and tell me to read it. I had no idea what it was saying
because I couldn’t read, so I’d break out laughing with them. They then would say
something like, ‘Oh man, you’re so dumb,’ because there was nothing funny about it.
Those kinds of experiences made me feel dumb. This might be one of the reasons why I
tried to escape through using drugs because drugs was a good place to hide. When
you’re out there in that kind of world, they don’t care whether you can read or write.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. 1’ve felt the most smart in school
when I felt like I was making some headway like when I got the certificate in reading
because that’s one of my weak areas. When they called my name for that, it made me

feel like I was beginning to accomplish something, that [ was getting better in that area.
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That made me feel a little smarter because, like I've said, reading has been one of my
most challenging things that I had to deal with. Although it’s gotten a lot better since I
came to school here, I still know that I need a lot more work in that area. While the
certificate means the most, I have also felt smart a couple of times in class when I was
told that I did a good job with writing something or just answering a question verbally.
The staff here have made me feel like I’'m being smart because they have complimented
me or encouraged me, told me that I was doing good and to keep up the good work. That
gives me encouragement to keep trying to apply myself more and more.

I like to say that I’'m getting smarter because it’s a process. I’m learning more.
It’s not like I’'m already really smart. I’m learning stuff that may be considered being
smart. I like saying ‘smarter.” I don’t think I’ll ever be ‘the smartest one’ because I want
to stay teachable. I want to be open to learning. I might learn everything there is to learn
from this school, but there will still be other things that I should still be open to learning.
I don’t want to get to the point where I think I know everything.

I don’t always feel smart. Today in class we were working on summarization and
because of my spelling difficulties, I don’t write stuff as fast as the rest of the students do.
They moved too fast for me today. I couldn’t keep up and I felt a bit frustrated. At the
end, [ took my paper, balled it up, and threw it in the trash because they had gone past me
by so many sentences. Everybody else was finished and answered all of the questions. 1
was lagging behind. That’s what made me think that I need to spend more time here and
take advantage of some tutoring that’s available to me. So, hopefully, I still might not be

the fastest one in class, but I can at least keep up. That’s my goal.
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Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. 1 don’t do a lot of socializing or
interaction with a lot of people outside of school. I just have a few close friends, or a few
associates more than anything else. Occasionally, we might be in a conversation where
the person that I’'m talking to may not know about a particular subject that we were
discussing and I had more information than that person does. When I have the
opportunity to give up that information, sometimes it makes me feel a little smart. But
still not super smart - I guess just smart enough where I don’t sound like a complete idiot.
Most of the time, people respond to me as intelligent as I think that they are because they
think that I’m just as intelligent. This is a good feeling because I never wanted to be
considered a dummy. That’s one of the things that motivated me to learn how to use
words, use the English language correctly. I’ve always done that because to me, it was
compensation. I was compensating for the fact that I couldn’t read or write, so I learned
how to talk. I feel pretty good when it comes to communication.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. Growing up, my teachers
didn’t know about dyslexia. When I was going to school, the teachers would say stuff
like, ‘I’ve got mine and you need yours.” They weren’t really helpful. All they want to
do is put guys like me into social adjustment — the class for the dummies really, the ones
that cut up and didn’t want to do, never write, didn’t want to go to school. I dropped out
of school at a very young age.

Actually, I didn’t realize that I had a learning disability until later in life. Ididn’t
know that because my brain wasn’t geared the same way as other people’s brains that I
had a learning disability. Itook a test for school in what must have been back in the early

‘80s. The lady who graded the test and another lady, they told me that [ was only reading
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on a third grade level and that I was a functional illiterate. I didn’t know what a
functional illiterate was at the time or what it meant and I was insulted because it made
me feel like I was crazy or something. Then I went to a trade school. It was the lady that
taught English and reading and stuff that noticed that I was writing letters backwards.

She said, ‘There’s a possibility that you might be dyslexic.” She sent me to this place and
had me tested and I came to find out that’s what it really was. Up to that point, I didn’t
know how to label it. Ilearned that I could learn, but that I had to be taught in a specific
way because my brain wasn’t geared like everybody else’s. This all was a relief because
for me it meant that I wasn’t dumb. It was just that my brain didn’t function the way
other people’s did. So that kind of made me feel a little better about myself.

But, I didn’t tell most people. I didn’t want people to think that [ was dumb, like I
used to think about myself. That’s why I developed other skills to counteract that. I
learned how to talk intelligent and I learned the meaning of a lot of words so that I can
use them in their proper contexts so that people wouldn’t recognize that I was
uneducated.

Having a learning disability today has a whole different impact on my life now as
opposed to earlier in my life. It just makes me take my time and do the best that I can
and try to work harder and get better instead of depending on somebody else to do
something for me so that I can become more self reliant. I think I improved since coming
to school here. Other people have said the same thing. I was telling another student that
writing is one of the things I struggle with. She said, ‘But you’ve improved so much
since you’ve been here.” I didn’t even realize she had recognized the fact that I had

improved. But I do have to work harder than other students in reading and writing. It
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comes easy to some of then, but I didn’t learn to read until a late age. It is still difficult
for me and sometimes it’s a struggle. I'm getting better all the way around because I'm
still open to learning and I don’t feel bad about myself no more. This is the way I was
born. Ihad to accept it and just try my best that I can and that’s what I do every day.
This is the way I am, but it doesn’t have to stay this way. I can improve. And once |
started believing that I can improve, I started to improve. It might take me a little bit
longer than the average student, but I'm here until I get it.

Linda’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. [Intelligence is] just knowing the
reading, the writing, things like that. My dad used to say when you know your alphabets
and your A-E-I-O-U, that’s just smartness. That’s the beginning of your knowhow. It’s
also just being yourself, knowing how to do things. A lot of people might not can do
what others do, might not be as fast as others are, but you know how to do it as best as
you can. I can read maybe not as fast as you or the next person, but I can read. It’s also
knowing your writing, your math, your thoughts of that day on what to do, what not to do
- things like that.

Smartness comes from generation to generation. Like, maybe my mom’s days,
they had people that will teach you even if mom couldn’t — you had mom, you had dad,
you had grandma, like that. So, there was always somebody there to talk to you, to help
you learn different words or different things to do, showing you the way. But, there are
some people who just know things. If I had that, I don’t know how would I act because
that’s just what I want, even with my reading. But it’s mostly being shown or taught how

to do it.
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Early experiences that shaped general theories. 1 was mostly brought up in
institutions. I went from foster home to foster home because of not having a parent in my
life. I was always in school, though, and I was a slow learner. I had one foster mother
that kept me in school. We had classes and room numbers, but we didn’t have grades
back then. I was just trying to catch up with the other kids. I would see some reading
and I said, ‘I can do this.” But when I started doing it, the other kids would laugh at me
or make fun of me, ‘yeah, that’s why she can’t read,” or ‘she’s dumb,’ and I froze. I got
to the point where the teacher would ask me to read and I'm like, ‘I’m not reading.” And
she’s like, “What’s wrong?’ So I wouldn’t, I just wouldn’t tell her. I would cry more than
anything because it hurt what the children was saying. I would tell my mom and she
said, ‘“You know what? You don’t worry about that. If you read, then you go ahead and
read. The ones that’s laughing at you, they might not be able to do half what you do.” So
I would do it, but I would still freeze.

So they took me to a clinic to find out some strategies. What they had me down
as was mentally retarded. What made me change was them calling me ‘retarded.” That
hurt my feelings so much ‘til I got tired of crying. I just said, ‘I’m not retarded, I'm just
not retarded.” And my mom said I wasn’t retarded. So every time the others would say
that to me, I would just turn around and say, ‘I’m not retarded. I can read, but I just can’t
read like you all.” And they said, ‘That’s why you’re retarded.’ It just kept going. Back
then, I got to the point where I don’t even want to try. I didn’t care.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. [I felt smart] when we had
this reading in class and they asked me to read first and I’'m like, ‘Oh?’ And [the

teachers] said, ‘It doesn’t make a difference if you stumble. Just read it.” And the book,
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it was what you call hard. I guess I made it harder because of me worrying about the way
I read. Iread a whole page without any help, and I was siced [excited] because I did it. I
was happy because I did it. But, in the back of my mind was the question, ‘Why was I so
scared to read?’ I’ll never know.

When I read I have to stop and beak it down. I think I get nervous about the
words that I’'m going to say. It’s like there’s a blockage there and I don’t know what
causes it, but I try not to pay it no mind. I want to not have to stop; I want to just read,
just to read it out, but I don’t know what it is. It just doesn’t work with me sometimes.
My sadness is that sometimes it does [stop me] and then sometimes I read right on fluent.
Sometimes I read and know the word and don’t say it right and then I go back and say it
and then sometimes I would read and just stop without even trying the word. I don’t
know.

I don’t feel intelligent in the morning when we first go in and have the warm up.
Especially if the writing is long, I’'m like, ‘Can I do this?” Sometimes — a lot of times — |
have to catch myself because I said, ‘I don’t know if I can do that.” But I try not to think
like that so I just say, ‘Let me see if I can do this.” I’ve changed. Now, when I do it I'm
like, ‘Okay, I can do it,” you know? So in my mind I have to work on it slowly, just say
to myself, ‘I can do this.” As long as [ say ‘I know,’ I got it, but if 'm thinking negative
then that’s what’s there, the negative. See, so, that’s what I have to really work on
because of me being who I am and what I’ve been through. I just carry that. When I'm
negative, my teacher says, ‘I don’t want to hear that. You can do it. Stop saying that.
You always say you can’t do it, and then you turn around and do it.” So, that’s giving me

confidence because they say it. That makes me feel good because when I was in school

115



before, I didn’t hear that. Here, I’'m hearing a lot of positive and that’s what makes me
push because I’'m getting positive even from the students and it makes me like, ‘Okay, I
can do this.” I need to stop saying, ‘I can’t.’

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. I feel not smart at home when I'm
doing homework — the math. I despise math. At home, I would get on my single and I’ll
get my homework on one side and my pencils and stuff where I want them and I’'m ready
to write, but sometimes I can’t get it. I throw the paper across the floor. I’ll be like, ‘I
can’t get this thing. Forgetit. I’ll do it later.” So I just look at the TV for a while, but
it’s still in my head of this homework and I’ll look over there at it and I’'m like, ‘Oh, God.
I can’t get this.” And my husband says, ‘There you go with that word.” And I’m saying,
‘Not right now. Not right now.” And then after I looked at TV or something and I
calmed down, I’ll go over there and get that paper, and I'll start up again.

I feel intelligent when I’'m helping people — doing things for people. I do that
24/7. Like, my husband just had surgery and there’s like an open wound. They patched
it, but it was still draining down his back. We were running out of bandages and were out
of the salve they gave us. So, I cleaned the wound with some peroxide with a white rag,
and I took the salve that I had and put it on there in the place of the ointment that they
gave him. I put two gauze on the sore and I put the salve on it and then I lay our band-
aids across it. It kept draining, so I still put the slave on it, but I put the salve right where
it was draining and it stopped. When we went to the doctor, he said, “I don’t know who
did this, but they know what they were doing.” It made me feel good ‘cause I'm doing

something right.
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Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. I [first] heard I had a
learning disability when I was in school. I’ve always been raised in institutions, but we
still went to school. I remember when they would say something to me, it was like I was
blocking it out. One day my teacher sent me to the office. She said, “You’re not in
trouble, I just need to talk to you.” And she then let me know that I was having a
disability problem. She said, ‘What that mean is, you can’t keep up with the class. You
have some faster than others, and you have slower than others, and in your category, you
with the slow department. We’ll have to take you out of our class. We have to put you in
special ed.” And that kind of hurt my feelings. I remember just crying like I did
something wrong. That’s how I felt, like I had done something wrong.

What put me out of this was my husband. He said, ‘Stop mocking yourself like
that because people say that you retarded since you was young. Don’t carry that. You’re
not retarded.” And then my foster mother heard about it. She said, “You stop that.
People will mock you like that through the years. They will call you all kinds of names.
It doesn’t mean that’s what you are.’

Today, I know I have a learning disability. [ used to use it. I wouldn’t catch on as
fast as I do now. You could ask me to do something, and I would sit there and look at the
paper, and be like, ‘I can’t do this.” Today, there’s a difference. I don’t mind going to
the board whether I write it wrong or not. Back then, I didn’t even care whether I got it
right or wrong. I feel more confident now. My learning, it’s really slow, but I need to
pick it up.

Johnny’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence
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Overview of general theories of intelligence. [Smart people] must have been
taught something when they was at home. They were taught to have an attention span
early in life, maybe like during preschool. It also comes from their parents and their
teachings. Their parents been having them doing some other stuff that most kids don’t do
- things like artwork, listening to stuff, and doing other stuff that will make them, you
know, to be better people. In tests and other things you take, the smart people’s parents
was helping them. Or, they just got it from their parents. It’s like it’s something that
most kids don’t have. It might come from their parents’ genes, or probably from the
parents reading, too. You know, the parents are just doing stuff that makes a kid more
intelligent and brighter than the average kid.

You can tell the smart people by talking to them, having conversations. You can
tell by the different subjects and pronunciation and stuff. I don’t know what they talk
about because I haven’t been around those people too much because of where I come
from. But, it’s about what you say and how you say it. They also carry themselves more
different. They take responsibility in the things that they was doing. I think because of
their parents they didn’t have a whole lot of playtime, so their parents made them just
read and study. They do a lot more reading, writing, and researching. They always
trying to find something better to make them better. But they make good decisions,
because they parents didn’t talk to them like they was a child; they talked to them like
they was adults, doing adult things.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. My first time I felt intelligent
was probably when I was dealing with a little electronics. I was about 16 and I did a bit

of electronics when I was around a buddy of mine. He played in a band, so he knew how
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to hook sound stuff up. And then he would show me and, you know, he was showing me
and I had to learn quick, fast. He was making sure I did it right and was just sort of
helping me make the right decisions. But I felt smart then because I was smart about
what I was doing. And I learned how to do that audio work. This made me feel kind of
important because I was working with band members, doing shows and when I was doing
that I felt kind of important. I wanted to keep doing it, but I couldn’t because my mother
didn’t want me to.

School punishments [is what made me feel like I wasn’t smart]. Some bad things
happened to me in school. It all took a lot out of me because I had a single mother who
didn’t want me fighting in school, but I fought all the time. At the school that I went to,
every fight I got into, I got blamed for it. It made me feel dumb and alone. I got in
trouble in school and at home. You know I was getting beatings and stuff at home, being
told that I wasn’t nothing. It was kind of like an up and down period of my life. You
start to believe it when you’re told that kind of stuff all the time. But there was nothing I
could do but take it.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. I started feeling smart here at
school when I kind of like ran history and English lessons. I was teaching lessons from
when I was in school before. One of the courses I remember, the teacher had a parallel
room in the back, and some of us students was holding class in the back, and I was
teaching mostly. I was teaching students on US history and Black history. I was
teaching some of the things they was having problems with, like some people didn’t
know states. I felt smart because people were coming to me. A lot of people was telling

me they loved me. And the more people that was telling other people about me, the more
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they all wanted to come to the class without having to deal with the history teacher. 1
felt kind of smart and intelligent, you know. It was just something where I was helping.
You know, I could have just kept all I knew to myself, but I was glad to help out because
the other students were behind in the class. The teacher would always say like, ‘Y all
need some help, you know Johnny’s in the back. Come in and study.’

It’s probably the writing class [I had that made me feel like I wasn’t smart].

There are just things that I didn’t know. I didn’t answer things correctly in the classroom.
Some of the stuff he [the teacher] was teaching when it came to putting [ideas] into your
own words, I couldn’t put it into my own words. I just couldn’t figure out how to lay it
down on a piece of paper. It made me feel left behind. But, you know, I was giving it
my best, trying from what I knew how to do. Some teachers just move too fast before I
learned it. They just explain it to you and then go on to another fact before you get it.
You know, I did my best. That’s all I could do, but I kind of did feel like it could’ve been
a lot more better. It was just a little bit too much to grasp.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. There’s two or three people here
that discuss with me what’s going on with them and that feels good. I give them the best
advice that I can give. Like, one of the guys was going through some problems with his
family. Ijust told him that he’s got a little bad attitude problem and that he’s got to find
something else to do with his life or he’s going to find himself going to jail. Itold him he
needs to get close to Jesus and stuff ‘cause his life was a dynamite stick away from taking
everything from him that he’s got now, so he’s gonna have nothing. He was smiling at

that. I still tell him the same thing. It’s how you talk with people to make them feel
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comfortable being around you and stuff. They’re gonna tell me their problems and stuff,
and they just wanna hear what I have to say. It’s helping people.

I don’t always feel smart at my AA meetings. There ain’t nothing different than
any other group I go to, so that can be very tiring. They keep saying the same old thing
and I’m not really learning anything.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. I think [I learned about my
learning disability] back when I was in high school. I was doing the math and science
classes and stuff. I was just trying to get through and then my history teacher kept talking
about my handwriting. And I was going through a lot of problems at home. It was just a
bit too much to handle. I started thinking I might have a disability or something as far as
the stuff that I was going through at school. But I wasn’t even able to ask for help. There
was no one to help me at school. I felt kind of different, but just wanted to fit in and try
to deal with the difficulties. But my difficulty was so much. It was just too much pain. I
just kept getting fussed at and fussed at. But I just needed someone to just understand
what I was going through because the stuff I was going through, I didn’t understand. I
couldn’t figure out nothing.

Back then, there wasn’t any type of programs or anything for me, so I was just
struggling through [these challenges]. Now, I have stuff I never had before in school. 1
have history, social studies, reading, and all of the stuff I was having problems with. But
some of what I learned before has come back to me and it helped me.

Today, my learning disability doesn’t affect me too much. I’'m starting to learn
because some of my past learning just came back to me and it just help me along the way.

It builds my self-confidence up. You know, I had some of the subjects before, but it’s
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broken down much better now. When I was in school, you were just told it. Now it’s
broken down for me. The first teacher who broke it down for me, I took that experience
and that taught me something. I know that’s just what [ needed. Now I got this and I'm
learning to use my past experiences to work with myself and at least try to help others as
best as I can.

Penny’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. When I say smart, that’s knowing
a lot of things — someone that knows their regular math and reading. And, it all depends,
is it street-smart or book-smart? Street-smart is those things you learn on your own.
Book-smart is education, going to school, studying in a library. A book-smart person
speaks fluently, can spell great, and could read straight through. For a person to really be
smart, they need to have both.

Nine out of ten, a child will be smart if their mother is because you’re going to
teach them at a young age and so forth. But even so, it could eventually happen [if the
mother isn’t smart] through teachers, family members, and friends. You might be a little
late or behind like I was, but it can happen eventually with both street-smarts and book-
smarts.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. I can honestly say that the first
time I felt like I wasn’t smart I was around five. Irecognized that I had all of these books
that my mom used to buy for me. I always picked up the book to read it and I used to get
frustrated. I remember that I couldn’t read it. And, when I got about twelve or
something like that, in my mind I was thinking, ‘Why I don’t know how to read?’ That

was in me when [ was young. Of course, I backed off of [reading] when it was time to
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read in class and would shy away from it because I was ashamed at that time. I felt bad
and always as if something’s wrong because I didn’t know how to read.

The first time I felt smart? That’s hard. I want to say maybe a year after I started
coming to school here that I really felt like I'm getting there. I’'m not going to go too
much and say ‘smart’ because I don’t put myself there. I’ve been in a lot of different
programs for my GED and have gone for job things, but I didn’t see the information and
education like I get here. I used to fake it a lot. Yeah, I really never felt smart until I
start coming here. I've started reading better and I learned a lot from my writing teacher.
I’m fifty years old, and I feel more confident now, so that’s cool.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. Recently, I felt smart, as a
matter of fact, in writing class. [The teacher] always tells us to stop using our phones [for
spelling] for the work. When we were writing about a recipe or a letter in writing class, I
was writing the word, and usually I go to the phone to look up the spelling. But, this time
I say, ‘Let me write it down,” and I did not go to the phone. I spelled it right, so that
made me feel good inside. I tell myself to just go ahead and write it out. I know in my
mind that once the teacher tells me to look over the paper, they’re going to help me with
the word anyways. [Teachers are] looking at that and I got it right and that made me feel
so good. That helps me to push on. Once I wrote it out and knew that I spelled it right, it
just gets me empowered to say, ‘I can do this.” It just keeps flashing back to the past
where I couldn’t even write a sentence because I was afraid to do it and now I’'m not.

I notice that some of the new students here hesitate like I did. I pull them to the
side and just talk to them one-on-one. Basically, I tell them I’ve been there. That it’s

going to get better and don’t be afraid. We’re all adults and you have to put people to the
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side that might say something that hurts you. Sometimes, it might hurt, but you know
you’re here for a reason — to be better at reading and writing all at the same time. I talk to
them about my background and let them know right now that honestly I can say it is
different and things have changed for the better of my writing and my reading so I
continue to come. It feels good to do this. It inspires me to keep doing, to let them see
that I’ve been here, coming into this school for over six years, back and forth. Life
happens, yes, but I keep coming back because it works for me.

Today, I had a moment where I didn’t feel smart. It was in math and I always
thought I was pretty good at that. There’s only four of us, which is a good thing. It
irritates me when we going to do the warm up because we can’t really ask for help. We
just do it on our own, so [ waited for a minute or two trying to figure it out. When I
don’t, I get frustrated. I usually catch on, but I’'m not as fast doing it in my head than
doing it on paper or my fingers. [ usually get it, but if I don’t I get frustrated and if
really feel that 'm not getting that, I just shut down and won’t do it. I get upset with
myself that I’'m not catching on and I just leave it alone. Then, they’ll come back the
next day and I say that we’re going to do it today because I feel fresh. Hopefully, I don’t
get frustrated this time and I’ll catch it. I say, ‘I might get it this time.” I do be thinking
hopeful when I go in there the next time.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. When I’m at the barbershop with
my brothers, they think they know everything. A matter of fact, yesterday they were
talking about Juan and how he took on his lady’s name. They are so really manly that
they over proud, but I got them yesterday and I let them know that these days, women

can do as much as men can do and it’s fine for men to take on a woman’s name. He
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doesn’t seem to mind and she loves him, so what’s the big deal? They got quiet on me
and I’'m like, ‘Okay?’ They got quiet because they understood that they use to talk me
down or try to get me to think the way they think and I’m like, not today. That’s just an
example outside of the house that I feel smart in the things I do. Even at conversation
with people or just being quiet when I don’t know certain things to say. That will make a
person smart. Just listening to the person instead of you keep running your mouth. Yeah,
I do that too.

Sometimes I feel stupid with directions. Sometimes my mind just freaks out and I
end up going the opposite way. It just frustrates me. I get heated up and I’'m like, ‘Oh
my goodness. You know what, you should have been paying attention more in things
like that.” Or like if I said make a right and we supposed to go left. It gives me a funny
feeling and makes me think they think I'm stupid. I don’t want them to think that, which,
they might not even be thinking that, it’s just me feeling that way. I want to be right. 1
want them to know that I know what I’m doing.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. I think that I felt that [ had a
learning disability myself. No one had to come to me. Some teachers did bring me to the
office to tell me that I would be in special ed. At that time, I knew it was something
wrong. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew I wasn’t doing the same as the other kids.
The next year, [ was in that same class. It was because not knowing how to read things
like that. I didn’t know the alphabets and things and I kept wondering why I was in that
same room. In elementary school, I kept going to the special ed classes. When I went to
that specific room with the lady, she was helping me and I was feeling pretty all right.

But, it’s just something was going in my head saying I’'m different than other kids.
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And then going to junior high, once again, they put me in another special ed class.
In reading class I would just skip because I was ashamed to read because I knew I did not
read and I didn’t want to read, and this is junior high, so it was brutal. Then, not going to
the reading class, eventually I stopped going to school. After the second year of that,
staying back, and things like that, I just didn’t go to school anymore. It was in junior
high school where I learned nothing and I presume it was because I was ashamed. My
peers would hang around me. I was the cool person and I was just ashamed of not
knowing how to read and write and stuff like that. Being cool, it’s like you have to hold
up a standard because you’re the one they follow behind. You have to be the leader at
this. How can you come back and say you don’t know how to read? It’s the same thing
even with now. [’m not ashamed, but if [ know someone knows something a lot, knows
the materials more than I do, I will probably try to get them to help me than choose to do
it my own little way.

Having a learning disability is just everyday living for me. I mean, you’re
pushing it to the side and just do what you can do as far as if you’re at school and trying
to get learning and your work done, but it’s difficult because you can’t fill out an
application, and you’re going to the store and can’t read what’s going on or what you’re
picking up and things of that sort. It is uncomfortable especially when you’re somewhere
and someone asks you to read something for them. Some people, they’ll get on the bus
and they’ll say, ‘I have to get to this address. Can you read this for me?’ That had
happened to me when I was on the bus and I didn’t know how to read it. And at the time,
I'said, “You have to ask someone else.” I didn’t say I didn’t know how to read. I just

said I couldn’t understand the writing. I tried to be discreet with them, but basically said,
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‘I can’t read your writing.” I was ashamed. I’m supposed to know how to read. I’'m
supposed to know how to do this, and I didn’t. So I was just ashamed of it.

It’s harder for us [student with learning disabilities] at school. Nine out of ten, a
person who had it would try, and usually it will stick, but it takes them longer to graduate
or get the assignment. But people who have learning disabilities but don’t know it and
don’t want to know it, I know they really not going to stay inside that class because they
feel ashamed about it. I did have a young lady that was here, and every time it was time
for her to read, she will try but she would give up so quickly. She literally used to give
up and leave. I saw myself do that too, back in the past. That’s when I talked to her, and
she listened to me, but she tried to justify that she do know something, and there were
just certain things she don’t know. But I could just tell the way she was struggling over
the words she was like me.

Tara’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. To say that someone is smart?
That means that someone is smart with doing math and reading. Being smart is like
someone that was really smart from elementary to junior high to high school to college.
They graduate from college and go back for a degree. Then they’d get their degrees.
That means they were smart because they learned and they took an interest in learning
whatever they need to learn to be smart. They are so smart that they know everything.
They always talk about books and what college they went to — what subject they studied
in and what grades they was getting in school — stuff like that.

I guess that people learn from home to be intelligent — from their parents, I

believe. I think they got it from school, but it comes from home first. Parents read books
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to you and see if you can read the books. Words that you can’t pronounce, they helping
you pronounce. The more books you read, the more they read to you, and then the more
books you try to read on your own. It also happens in school, from teachers. It’s from
reading all the time — going to libraries, sitting on the computers. You can’t be born
smart. They’re going to have to learn to be smart.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. Boy, I don’t think there was a
moment [ felt smart when I was small. I barely did any work in school. I just didn’t take
it seriously. Instead of doing homework and going to class, I’'m cutting class. I’'m not
doing homework. I thought that was the thing to do, but it didn’t work like that. I did
always try to be intelligent. We were raised in church. As a child, my parents get us to
understand about God and Jesus and the bible and all that. We had to read the bible
verses. That made me feel intelligent because intelligent is like showing that you can
read something out of the bible. I’ve also never been a terrible person; I’'m nothing like
that. I try to use my intelligence the best that I know.

When I was in elementary school, the put me in a little special reading class,
which was the first time I remember that I didn’t feel smart. I didn’t like it. Teachers
told me [I needed the class] and I was looking at them like, ‘There’s nothing wrong with
me.’ [ was just thinking that they [were] mean, but they really wasn’t. But, I didn’t take
it seriously like I should have. Then when I got to junior high, they still put me in a
reading class and I think I just played hooky because I didn’t want my friends to know
that I had to take special ed. They would have an issue — talk about it, laugh about it, tell
it in school. I would be full of such shame. I didn’t want them to know because I didn’t

want to hear them say all that.
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Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. When I come in here, in this
school, when I first took the CASAS test, my score was pretty good. The next one, it
came down. I guess I wasn’t putting any effort or was missing something. I was happy
when it went back up the last time. When I got back that last high one, I felt like, ‘Okay,
I’m learning something because I’'m remembering all of the work today.” I felt pretty
good, but it could have been better. I just have to concentrate more and study.

I just don’t really feel smart, though. I guess I'm like middle of the ways of it.
Like, halfway of a little smart and then a little not smart. I guess I’'m in the middle. It’s
like when you think you are smart, but then you’re not as smart as you think. In class, I
might have it, but when the test come, I don’t know what happens. Or when I’'m home
doing homework, it feels like I haven’t been in school for so many years, so it’s like I'm
not very sure or something. When I’'m doing it, I don’t feel really smart, but I try to do
the best that I can.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. I'm intelligent when I’m out in the
world, outside of school. Like, some people are going to talk all loud and talk on their
cell phones all loud. They want everybody to hear it. I don’t really do all that. I talk on
the phone, but not so loud where you hear what I’'m talking about. I feel that I do have a
little intelligence that way. I guess I learn it from my parents. Most of the time, I try to
be polite. People will ask where things are and I try to help them out. Ikind of feel
smart then. One lady, she was in the store when she said she’s looking for a TV. They
were like, ‘Right there.” I'm like, ‘Maybe she can’t read. I don’t know.” So I helped her.

It was good.
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Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. Well, I didn’t really know
that [ had a learning disability at the time, but teachers in junior high school and a little
bit in elementary, they told me. Ididn’t believe them. They were saying that my reading
was a little slower, I could comprehend math with the adding or multiplications, and the
reading was not up to par. So sometimes I took the special classes. Sometimes I didn’t —
I just skip some classes. I thought the teachers didn’t know what they were talking about.
I thought if my parents have not ever noticed it, how in the world a teacher going to
notice it? I just didn’t take it seriously.

It does kind of affect me now because there’s a lot of things I should know, but I
don’t for some odd reason. I’m trying to learn all over again because it’s been so long
since I’ve been to school, and it’s coming a little. But math just seems hard. It probably
has something to do with the learning disability. But, I’ve ran into a number of students
that said it’s a little harder for them too, so I feel I'm not the only one that’s saying that
coming back to school is hard. I’m not the only one.

Manny’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. I think my sister is pretty smart
because she went to college and she’s able to get a good job. She’s able to read and write
and don’t have to worry about nobody. She don’t have to ask someone to help her. Like,
if something goes on in her life and she may need a lawyer, she can handle that herself —
hiring a lawyer. I think that’s pretty smart, be able to do things on your own. Just be
able to stand up for yourself and know how to use your brain to talk when you need to

talk.
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You could be street-smart and you can be book-smart. Sometimes they say you
can’t have both — you have one or the other. It’s rare that you can have both because
sometimes you’re street-smart like you really moving around to the streets, and you could
do a lot of things that’s in the streets. Book-smart, just reading books, can tell you about
so many different books. They can quote books and can tell you about the dictionary.
Their vocabulary is very big. They only have good jobs. But, from my side of the tracks,
they say it’s very rare to find somebody who has both.

I think being smart begins with your parents. I think it begins with how much
education your parents have and how they are able to help you when you were a child as
far as your education. How much education did you get from home first and then how
much education did you get from school? It’s also about how much you study at home. I
think that’s something I didn’t do because I have always been afraid of reading. I’m just
saying studying will help you to be smart.

Some people who are smart might act like they are better than the next person. If
they notice that you’re not smart or you lack education and they have a lot of education,
they tend to look down on you. They tend to talk about you. They treat you bad. They
just treat you like you’re no one on earth, like you’re not a human being. They just
spread the rumor and then everybody knows and that’s got to hurt the person. Basically,
they just look down on them like they’re nothing.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. The first time I felt smart was
probably when I was around eleven. I was more powerful in math than reading. My
sister, she was more powerful in reading than math. We were able to help each other,

like we were able to swap. I’d help her in math, and she help me in reading. I felt smart
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there because I was able to help someone. It was just that sense of being able — of
knowing something that she didn’t know and being able to help her. I thought she was
smart in math and reading because she was always trying to help me, but when it came to
math, I realized that she was like, ‘I don’t know this.” I was like, ‘I don’t know a lot, but
I remember how to do it,” so I showed her and we start helping each other with that. That
made me want to study more because I really wanted to get my reading on the right level.
But it wasn’t the same when it came to reading. It just blocked me. I got nervous, I got
scared, and I just didn’t want to do it because I felt like I can’t do it. That’s why I'm
more focused on math.

[A time] I remember feeling like I wasn’t smart, [ want to say I was in the sixth or
fifth grade. We were in class and we had to read in the book. When it got to me, I knew I
can’t read it, but [the teacher] didn’t know I can’t read it. When it came to me, I was like,
‘I don’t want to read it.” [The teacher] was like, ‘Everybody reads in my class. You’re
going to read this book.” I felt dumb. I didn’t feel smart, so I never read the book. They
skipped me, and she made me sit in the class, but before she skipped me, she was treating
me real bad. She made me feel even less smarter than what I already felt because she
was saying, ‘You must can read. Everybody here is going to read. If you can’t read, then
you going to have to just get out of my class. You’re going to end up being on welfare
for the rest of your life and you’re gong to end up having a whole lot of kids. You’re not
going to be nothing.” She just treated me real bad so that made me didn’t want to read no
more in school, in life. That damaged me a lot. I’m so nervous when people find out that

my reading is not up to par. I think everybody is going to do the same thing to me.
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Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. One time I felt smart in school
was in Mr. [E]’s math class. Ididn’t know that I was going to know the math. I actually
did it on my own. I worked to find out what the answer was and it was right and I felt
smart. And then I see some other math that he did and I realized that I didn’t know the
math, but he was always telling me, ‘Stop second-guessing yourself because you know it;
you just forgot it.” When I actually do the work on myself, and then go behind and check
it and it’s right, just from that I feel smart. That makes me want to at least, still like,
study more math. It pushes me to think that I can move further than the way I’'m at in my
life. It helps me say, ‘I know I can do this.” I can get where I want to be as far as my job.
I would think I’'m so far away from my goal, from where I’'m trying to reach. Going back
to the math and being able to do it, I'm thinking I can get this job. I just got to do a little
more and get my education, and that helps me go further. I see that, okay, I can do this
math, so if I can do this, I can do that.

I don’t feel smart when I have to read and write. We have to put [what we read]
in my own words and paraphrase. I have a hard time with that. I don’t feel smart at all.
It makes me want to walk out. I get frustrated, so I’'m like, I don’t want to be here today.
But, I sit there because I need it. That’s my biggest fear though, reading and writing. I'm
trying to find a way to push through it, so most of the time I push through and I get it.
But it’s not the way I want it. Sometimes the teacher reads all the students’ stuff and I
just feel like mine’s the lowest in the class. The teacher says it’s okay, but it’s not; they’s
just being nice. [ just think they want to boost me up. I feel like it’s not good enough.
So I know if it ain’t good enough for me? It’s like telling a two-year-old to clean up.

Well, he goes and cleans up certain things good for him. But a lot of the stuff is still

133



down, but you say he did good. That’s not good enough for me. But, everybody [at
school] got the same problems as me. That helps me feel at ease because I’m not
embarrassed as I thought I was going to be when I first came. But, I'm afraid that I can’t
do it like I want to do it. I'm just feeling like reading and writing is coming so slow to
me.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. When do I feel smart outside of
school? 1don’t know outside because I don’t really feel smart most of the time because |
feel like I can’t do certain things like at my work. We got to write up incidents and
accidents when things happen. I struggle to put that in words. I don’t want to do it in
front of my coworkers, so I will take my stuff and go in my car and try to use my phone
and get it the best way I can. I don’t feel smart when it comes to putting it in words. I
have to do it though so they won’t see I have dyslexia.

I am smart about cost because I learned how to negotiate with a car dealer. 1|
learned how to look the car up, get the value of a car, and see how much equity is in the
car. A lot of my friends and family know that I’m really good at this so they always ask
me to go with them to buy a car. I teach them to show them the ways of buying a car.
Once I was so good at buying a car, the manager gave me an application. He wanted me
to work for him. I felt smart in that area, but I didn’t feel that great. Ididn’t see it at the
level that he was seeing it. I’m seeing it at a level two, when he might have seen it at a
level ten. I’'m just helping everybody get good deals. I don’t want to say it makes me
feel that smart, but it makes me feel better to help them.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. [ was always nervous to

read and write around people because I did not want them to know that I have a learning
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disability. I knew I had one in the sixth grade when I was trying to catch up with the
class. Ididn’t understand a word because I couldn’t read it. It made me less confident. I
just didn’t feel confident. I didn’t feel happy. I just didn’t feel I was able to keep up with
the class. I felt very embarrassed that I couldn’t read and write.

I’m always afraid of people finding out. They hurt your feelings and they
embarrass you around other people. They will talk about you. It’s really embarrassing; it
hurts to the core. For people to know and talk about you and expose you? When they
find out about you, it changes everything. It changes the way they look at you. ‘She
dumb.” You had been a certain person to them, then they put you on a level two. They
spread it and they pick on you. This happened at one of my jobs before. They were like
my nightmare, so I just took out my money and I felt like I didn’t want to be there
anymore.

In school, I'm not as scared as [ used to be because I know there’s a lot of people
that have stuff. They may not have the kind of disability I have, but they have a
disability. I notice they help each other here. I’'m comfortable here now, but I still feel, I
don’t want to say hurt, but I still feel not sure of myself because I’m not learning fast.
I’m disappointed when I’m not learning. But I’'m not going to give up. I know if I keep
going, I will get it eventually.

Skip’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. To me [intelligent] means that the
individual has awareness of the subject or question that has been asked. Just like we’re
talking, they give their best opinion and have even put in work to mention a proven point

for that subject matter. They know stuff. One individual for his intelligence doesn’t
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know everything about everything. Some people are better equipped in different areas of
the intelligence. Like someone that studies sciences and someone that studies businesses.
The business individual may have little intelligence about science for the in-depth stuff
and vice versa. Smart is a form of intelligent. Like in math — I’'m not great, but I'm
smart to a level that when it’s been taught, I can catch on. If someone’s intelligent, it’s
like they know it right off the bat.

I believe that we are born with intelligence. Smart is being taught to open up to
your intelligence more. It’s like before we walk, we crawl on our hands, roll, then stand.
At a certain time, someone becomes smart when they start teaching us. We’re all
intelligent, but we have to build it.

I can tell whether or not [people] are intelligent based on someone’s knowledge
when you listen to them. You can tell when they are smart or intelligent when they can
comprehend or can help me in an area that I might need help in. But, it doesn’t matter
how intelligent or smart I am if I’m not willing to help someone less than I am. It’s about
passing stuff on.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. For me in my life, I was
always intelligent, but I was lazy. I was a smart kid and could hold my own. I was just
lazy. Where it took a little work, where if I didn’t grasp it right away, I would quit or go
hangout with the other lazy people to fit in. I would always run when it come to
confrontation. If the competition was too strong, I would surrender. I didn’t use my
God-given ability to further myself. I’'m not complaining, but it could have been better if
I had put more work in. I would just call something hard and say, ‘I don’t want to do it.

I’ll do it later.” You keep saying, ‘I’ll do it later.” When you look up, later is here.
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In the early years, I was a people pleaser or whatever. They would say, “You
aren’t smart,” and say this and say that. I never stood up and fought that. I would submit
to them to have peace. I would hear people say, ‘You aren’t nothing. It will do you no
good.” Hearing that negative stuff and refusing to fight, that made me not smart. I had
more negative than I did positive [in my life]. If I had more positive, that would have
helped me fight the negative. If you don’t have positive people pulling you and showing
you, taking you away to balance it out, then the negative things in life will eat you up.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. In school, my intelligence is
kicking in. I’m beginning to grasp things. The content is coming automatic. If I'm
putting the work in, that develops my intelligence whereas I don’t have to struggle with
something so hard. When I study outside of school and when I come into school and the
question is asked, I intelligently grab hold to it. From the other questions and stuff that
I’ve been studying, the concept comes together more easily. Like in my writing class.
When intelligence kicks in, I can understand what the instructors say. When she says,
‘Read this essay, and after reading it, rewrite it in your words the meaning.” I read it and
I comprehend it. The light bulb comes on and, like, I made it myself. I’m on the ball
now. [ used to be all over the place, but now I can take and look at something and take it
in and put it in my own words. I’m pretty much on point. The joy of doing it is not so
much for me. The joy is that I now see someone struggling and they can’t get what the
instructor was saying. The joy of learning is helping somebody else learn. For me that’s
what grown up intelligence is about. Intelligence is not so much, ‘Yes, I have
intelligence.” Intelligence is sharing it with somebody else. That’s when I feel intelligent

in school.
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I don’t feel intelligent when we have to do the CASAS test. Ididn’t learn all that
in class, but that’s not the point. Intelligence to me is being able to take the concepts of
what you learned somewhere else. It may not be in the same words or was did the same
way we did in class, but the concept is there. Read, understand what you’re reading, and
do what the reading tells you to do. See, that’s the concept. Now, I used to lose that
light. I didn’t see that it was the concept. I didn’t understand that I have to work the
problem and give my answer cause when I test, I don’t remember.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. Intelligence is about our every day
occurrence. Everyday is a learning experience and when [ wake up in the morning, the
intelligent thing to do is thank the Father. Then it’s just like saying ‘Good morning’
when you get on the bus. A ‘good morning’ can lift another human being’s spirit and that
is everyday intelligence.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. When I first found out that I
had a form of dyslexia was when I was in the fourth grade. My teacher was on the
cutting edge of that and had some projector for dyslexia people that they could read back.
We had to get some training and stuff. Before that, most people just said I was lazy. But
when I got in the fourth grade, I began to read and I just exploded. That’s when I started
to know that I was intelligent. I’'m very competitive, so I said I’m not going to be the last
one in line no more. I stayed in the middle of the pack. I've learned that if you don’t
understand something, you need to pull the teacher after class. You can’t just push things
to the side because if you don’t work it, then you will be stuck there.

To have a learning disability means don’t be ashamed. Ask for help because if I

don’t let someone know or ask for help, then that’s not intelligent. Don’t be afraid to say,
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‘I don’t understand,” or ‘I’m having a problem.” For me, if I'm slow or having a
problem, the intelligent thing for me to do is to get me out of that learning disability. To
get me on the right track is to ask for help because if I don’t ask for help then I’'m still
stuck. It’s up to me to express about me to trust or feel comfortable with someone and
say, ‘Hey, I got a problem. I’'m a little slow in grasping this but I’'m not ‘slow.” If you
show me how to grasp it, then I’d get it.” That’s a learning disability.
Blossom’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. What you mean by smart? ‘Cause
they can be smart in different ways. You can be smart as a worker, you can be smart in
school, you can be smart in cooking, you know, stuff like that. A smart worker, they
know the work and move up in the place to be like the manager or something. In school,
to be smart is to pay attention, not be joking around. If you pay attention and listen to the
teacher, you will learn a lot. Cooking is not to need recipes. Instead, you just know stuff.
You can be smart with animals by understanding them. Being smart is being good at
something. Intelligent is understanding your surroundings — watching out for bad things.
With intelligent, you can feel something that’s not right.

Some have this in the genes. When they born, they have it in their genes from
one of their parents or both of their parents. If not, you got to stop, listen, and learn.
That would make you smart, too. It would make me kinda smart if I stopped, listened,
and learned more. I feel that I’'m not smart yet. I’m just like in between smart and not
listening. Sometimes I give up on myself. Being smart, you gotta be open to learning

and getting better.
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[You can tell when people are smart] depending on how they talk to you. Smart
people listen to what others are saying and understand whether it’s right so they can
answer them back. Smart people also want to help other people with their problems.
They listen to ‘em and give them some feedback on it.

Early experiences that shaped general theories. Only thing that made me feel
smart when I was young was when I wanted to do things my way and I did it in my way.
I was smart then. Sometimes it wasn’t smart, but I felt smart. I ended up leaving home,
though, and being on the streets, so that wasn’t smart until I came back to school. I felt
smart when I knew I was doing the right thing. Like when I got clean. I felt good about
myself then because I know I was doing something right.

When I was young, my mother used to beat me for things I didn’t do. I used to
get beaten from sun up to sun down cause I ain’t wanna listen to her. I felt like I was
never doing nothing right for her. She beat me cause she see I was doing a wrong thing.
She said, ‘Girl, I know you’re smarter than that. Do the right thing.” I still didn’t wanna
listen to her. I wanted to do it my way. It all made me feel sad about myself ‘cause I felt
that I was doing wrong things. I just wouldn’t do the right thing to satisfy her. I felt like
I was nothing.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. In school the last couple of days,
I felt that I could do it. I noticed that I can do it. I felt I did real well on my [CASAS]
tests because I took my time. Then I went back over it because the answer wasn’t what |
wanted in there. My tests made me feel smart, made me feel like I picked up on
something. I felt like I was smarter, making the right decision. I just felt great taking

that test. I felt more confidence in myself. I felt good that I had done something that was
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right instead of wrong. I took my time and broke everything down. Now I want to go on
and learn more as much as I can.

There are days when I’m [at school] and I'm tired and I feel like I don’t want to
be here. I don’t feel smart those days. I’d be like, ‘Oh, I don't want to be here. I just
want to go home and go to bed.” My medication makes me tired and not want to do
anything. But sometimes I try to fight it off and come to school anyways so I can get
what I want and learn stuff. But, it makes me feel I don’t want to learn nothing when I’'m
tired. I don’t want to do nothing, learn anything. But, I’ll fight it off and say, ‘I'm
learning today.’ I feel bad about myself, though. I know I can do this, but I don’t always
want to. Sometimes [ want to be lazy about it. It’s like the devil is always saying, ‘You
can’t do this so don’t even try.” But I don’t feel it. I fight. I tell them, ‘Get off my back.
Leave me alone because I’m doing this.’

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. Making the right choices and
doing the right things make me feel smart and not smart. I’m going to make a big choice
by leaving my [boy]friend alone because he’s getting on my nerves. I don’t like him, and
I’m always taking things out on him. That’s not right because he don’t do me like that,
and I shouldn’t do him like that. And I feel guilty for doing it. I want to stop, but I can’t
stop myself. I’ve had enough from people. I’'m not used to someone treating me with
kindness, doing for me, helping me. I don’t know what to do with that situation.

I feel good when I crochet. It makes me feel smart because once I start doing it, I
can finish it. Just like the quilt you see on my chair, I crocheted that. It makes me feel
real good about myself. It relaxes me. I’m concentrating on it and I’ll do it until I finish

it. Tjust feel terrific. When I put it on the bed or whatever, I’ll be like, ‘Oh, I did that. I
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didn’t think I would finish it.” It make me want to do more stuff, accomplish other things
like learn more about pets.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. Well, a doctor told me that I
had a learn disability — what some might say a ‘slow learner.” It happened when they
sent me to school to learn when I was fourteen or fifteen. My mother had took me to him
when she was wondering why I was learning so slow, why I could [not] pick up like the
rest and achieve. I found out I had a learning disability. I’m a slow learner. That made
me sad. [ didn’t want to realize it. [ hate it. So it made me really sad. Iused to cry
about it. I felt that I couldn’t keep all the details in school. I couldn’t do or say what the
other kids could. But my mother told me, ‘You can do it if you take your time and study
hard.’

Today, having a learning disability kind of affects me. The first thing I always
say is, ‘I can’t do this.” The teacher says, ‘I know you can.” You know, you might hear
me curse, but then do it. I said that I can’t do it because that’s what they used to tell me.
I’m starting to believe I can if I try hard and do my best. I do think it’s harder for me. It
takes me some time to learn things. I can learn in class when the teacher takes the time
for us. Ijust need more time to get it. Sometimes it bothers me when I’m out, too. Like
when I go out to dinner and gotta read the menu. I’m just trying to sound the words out —
sometimes it’s hard getting those sounds to my mouth. Sometime I feel like I can’t do it,
but I still try. I always have to believe that if [ keep on trying, I’1l get it sometime soon.
Jenny’s Understanding and Experiences of Intelligence

Overview of general theories of intelligence. Someone that’s smart is

somebody, like, always able to write on paper. Myself, I can’t just put my thoughts on
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paper. Somebody that can write a full letter, somebody that basically just do things
without, like, having to ask somebody to help them spell or do something is smart.
That’s my personal definition. You know people that have good jobs and are able to
survive out here in this cost of living today [are smart]. They’ve got good jobs and got
their high school diploma or GED. So a smart person to me is somebody that can go out
there and do x, y, and z and don’t need no help in doing it. Intelligent people speak
clearly; at least they act like they’re intelligent when they speak. They pronounce their
words right and do things like just the way they carry themselves. They act like they’re
an intelligent person.

That all comes from their upbringing — with their homes, the school they go to,
the type of education that they receive. Some of us don’t get that chance to do. Some
people, they get their smart schools and have people work with them and teach them
things. You’ve got to be taught things in order to be smart. If nobody teaches you, how
are you going to become smart?

Early experiences that shaped general theories. A lot of my life, I didn’t think
I was a real smart person because I dropped out of school early. Basically, I couldn’t
read a sentence all the way through. I used to be like word-for-word, not read fluently. I
just know the schoolwork was hard for me and I always used to be like, ‘I can’t do this.’
I used to all the time feel like the people were smarter than me. But, I wanted to do the
things they do. Some of them knew I had a problem and they used to use that to their
advantage, ‘You can’t read. You can’t write. You can’t do this.” My thing was, if you
could read, why didn’t you help me? They never wanted me to achieve or be anything.

They always wanted me to be this person that they had in their mind for me to be —
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nobody. I got tired of going to school because I was sitting in class and didn’t know
nothing. And all the other kids was doing their work and then it always made me be
rebellious in class. And it made me didn’t want to go to class because I didn’t know what
was going on as far as schoolwork. It was always frustrating to me because I couldn’t
spell or write down on paper. A lot of things made me feel that way — a whole lot of
things.

One day I was driving and I seen this bus that said, ‘Read Out Loud.” And I
called the number and I told [the woman on the phone] that I felt real down about things
because, like, I wanted to read, but I couldn’t read. And there were things I wanted to do
and couldn’t do, so I always had to settle for less in life. And she set me up with this
place that asked me what I wanted to do with my life. I told them I like driving, so they
sent me to CDL [commercial driver’s license] school. It was hard, but I passed the test.
So once I got my CDL, that was the happiest time. It was a big achievement for me
because I finally did something that I wanted to do and that people had always steered me
away from. So from that day right there, I started having confidence in myself and I
came here [to school]. It’s a good step in my life for me. The only thing left for me to do
is to get my GED and pursue a better career for myself.

Experiencing intelligence as an adult student. Well, lately I’ve been feeling
smart because I’ve been doing a lot of study. Like when I took the [CASAS] test I really
felt good about it. But then I got discouraged about the math because I’ve never seen that
math. I was like, ‘I’ve got to figure this out.” I was about to get frustrated but you can’t
get frustrated. I was studying too much to not know. I said, ‘Just take your time and try

to figure it out and just keep figuring until one of these answers pop up.” So that’s what I
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did. And I got the math right. I feel good about that. At first, I was disappointed
because I didn’t get the score I need, but I got 227, which was a little bit better for me. I
felt like I was on my A-game then because I was motivated and I was concentrated, and I
wanted to achieve something. So it made me feel like I had to feel smart even though I
wasn’t smart. [ was a little down at first because I didn’t get my score. On my ride
home I was talking to myself. ‘Don’t frustrate yourself. Hopefully next semester you
can pull it off and get what you want to get.” I just need to focus on what I need and how
I need to do it.

I don’t feel smart in the classes when I sit and I’'m not comprehending what the
people are saying. In class where she teaches social studies, I really didn’t feel like I was
smart. Itry to talk to [the program manager], but no one heard my cry. I tried, but when
I couldn’t grasp what was going on, I did what I do by shutting down. [The teacher] just
did too much reading. She never, like, asked questions. She just read and read and read
and when she got to the end, I just couldn’t. I’ve got to read things a couple of times or
I’ve got to ask questions to even know what you read. And she didn’t do that, so I was
really lost in her class. It made me want to leave. It took a lot out of me to keep coming
here, but I knew I was going to learn something in my next class, so I tried to balance it
out. But, it feels like I’'m wasting my time when I’m not learning and I ain’t got no time
to waste.

Experiencing intelligence in other contexts. I feel smart all the time at work
during the jobs we do. Just yesterday, we had to shut down the highway and people at
work didn’t know how to do it. So it was on me to do it, and I did it. I got everybody on

the highway safe and off the highway safe and it really made me feel really good. And
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then they came and told me, ‘Good job.” Things like that makes me come in [to school]
and strive harder to get this piece of paper [a diploma] because I’'m ready to move up in
my job. Everybody says I need to be a supervisor, but I don’t want to step up to that
position. I’'m going to go past that position. I don’t want to deal with a bunch of whining
guys all day. I want to be able to read plans or be an inspector and show people the jobs
that they need to do.

I’'m always smart outside of school because I'm always on my game. It’s a
survival mode. Iknow when I’m out there, it’s different from when I’m in school. Even
if you aren’t sure, you can’t let people know that you’re not intelligent. But, I'm always
going to get things done. I’m not stupid about me. I’ll always know how to handle
myself as a person. I don’t have insecurity about nothing about myself out there. Ilove
me.

Intelligence as a person with a learning disability. [When I found out I had a
learning disability], it was probably, like, maybe junior high. It was like I couldn’t grasp
certain things. But, isn’t nobody helped me, so I dropped out. I tried to go back to
school, but I dropped back out. The work was too hard for me and I isn’t having nobody
helping me. There were things I knew I should be able to do, but I couldn’t do like other
kids. Ialways been a hands-on person. I learned hands-on, but I couldn't learn in school.
I never said anything, though, because it was embarrassing. I was bad in school and then
it was embarrassing that you couldn’t do certain things. The teacher knew, though. I
would shut down and do nothing. They let me do that, so they knew.

Having a learning disability used to affect me real bad, until I saw that bus ad and

called the number and got in some programs. I went to one program and they really
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helped me get to where I’m at today, like reading and a lot of things. But today, 'm so
eager to overcome whatever my learning disability is so it doesn’t affect me. Ilove
learning. If somebody is teaching me something, I love learning. But, [ know I learn
different. I need three or four times before I get it, but I’ll get there. In some ways it
makes me want to learn more because I know it’s hard for me to learn.
Composite Description of Adult Learners’ Understandings and Experiences of
Intelligence

After creating the profiles, I was able to generate thematic connections. Second
round analysis, supported by focused coding and analytic memoing (Saldafia, 2013),
identified connections across the profiles. These connections created a composite
description of the themes and variation that can be found among the implicit theories of
the adult learners with learning disabilities who participated in the study.
Multifaceted and Contextualized Understandings of Intelligence

Intelligence for the adult learners is no one thing. Instead, it is a complex and
deeply contextualized concept in these learners’ lives. For example, when asked what it
means to be smart, Blossom responded, “What you mean by smart? ‘Cause they can be
smart in different way.” This initial confusion by the question was expressed by a
number of the adult learners. However, others like Carolanne immediately began a list of
facets included in her definition of intelligence:

They know a lot. They can express how they feel. Um, they’re not embarrassed

to ask questions because they don’t know something. They are really confident.

They know a lot about math and reading. They don’t have problems learning

stuff. They’re not embarrassed to ask for help in class.
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A number of components surfaced across many of the interviews, suggesting a

composite definition of what it means to be intelligent for the adult learners. A list of the

major components and examples of each can be found in Table 5.

Table 5

Components of a Composite Definition of Intelligence for the Adult Learners with LD

Component

Examples

Knowledge and
Education

Performance

Decision-Making

Self-Sufficiency

Use of Language

“Intelligence is when someone asks you a question and
you have the answer to it.”

“Just knowing how things that you're reading and
writing, things like that.”

“My sister’s pretty smart because she went to college.”
“Alot of my life, [ didn’t think [ was a real smart person
because I dropped out of school early.”

“My grades told me that  wasn’t smart. [ have very,
very, very, very, very low grades - very low.”

“A test confirms if you're smart.”

“I'just couldn’t comprehend what [the teacher] wanted
me to do with the worksheet.”

“I felt like I was getting smarter when I got the certificate
in reading.”

“...you can get intelligent without a great deal of
education. It’s about making the right choices.”
“There was a time [ was out there in the world, doing
drugs, acting crazy. I felt real stupid.”

“I feel smart when I start doing what [ know the right
things is.”

“I felt really good about myself when I started getting
clean and doing what I had to do. 1 didn’t depend on
nobody. I did everything on my own.”

“You can get stuff done on your own. You don’t have to
ask somebody to read anything for you.”

“[People] talk with the complete grammar - you know,
pronouncing the words - if they intelligent, if they have
education.”

“It could be a powerful word that [other people] used
that I've never heard of. All those are intelligent to me.
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It’s not ghetto and slang.”

* “Inever wanted to be considered a dummy. That was
one of the things that motivated me to learn how to use
words, use the English language correctly.”

Social Skills *  “You feel comfortable being around [smart people].”
¢ “[Intelligent people] just won'’t say things out of their
mouths that don’t make any sense and the way they
carry their self so they won’t be out of place.”
* “[Smart people are] going to be polite.”

Positive Attitude * “Intelligence is if I get to enjoy what I'm doing.”
* “That positive attitude is what shows intelligence.”

Knowledge and education. Collectively, the adult learners with learning
disabilities emphasized knowledge in their definitions and understandings of intelligence.
In fact, this is the only facet that was mentioned by each of the 15 adult learners who
participated in the study. Carolanne described what it meant to be intelligent most
succinctly when she simply stated, “They know a lot,” in describing what it meant to say
that a person is smart.

So what exactly does it mean to know “a lot?”” While many of the adult learners
were not sure what “smart” people know specifically, they did express that smart people
knew about topics that the learners themselves did not. Summer explained:

They would have to know more than I do. [They know about topics] different

than mines...I don’t know what kinds of topics, but they have different than

mines. And [they know] more further and higher than I would talk about
something...
Other adult learners were better able to articulate what people they saw as intelligent

knew. Reading, math, and writing were the topics most commonly mentioned in
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interviews. Many learners seemed to use these academic areas as measuring sticks for
their own intelligence, which sometimes kept them from feeling as though they were
intelligent themselves. For example, Carolanne, a learner who often spoke of her
struggles with mathematics, described a smart person as someone that “knows math
without studying or help from the teachers.” This definition may limit Carolanne’s sense
of her own intelligence as this is not something that she can currently do herself. The
same is true for Jenny, a learner who described her struggles with writing. She explained,
“Someone that’s smart is somebody that is always able to write on paper. Somebody that
can do things without having to ask somebody to help them spell something.” For these
adult learners, intelligence sounds like something to aspire toward that is attainable only
when they have mastered their weakest academic skills, such as writing and math. On
the other hand, being able to demonstrate these skills also helped some of the adult
learners recognize their own intelligence. Tara described her first experience of feeling
intelligent: “Intelligent is like showing that you can read something out from the bible,”
something that she did regularly as a child.

Given their emphasis on knowledge and academic skills, level of education also
played a key role in many of the adult learners’ definitions of intelligence. Penny
explained:

Okay, being smart is like someone that [was] really smart from elementary to

junior high to high school to college. They graduate from college and go back for

a degree. Then they’d get their degrees so that mean they were smart because

they learned and they took interest in learning whatever they need to learn to be

smart.
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This description is illustrative of the importance of college degrees in the development of
intelligence for many of the adult learners. Simply having attended college is a sign that
a person must be smart. This emphasis on educational attainment, however, was
detrimental to some adult learners’ own feelings of being intelligent. Jenny was a good
example of this when she explained, “A lot of my life, I didn’t think I was, like, a real
smart person because I dropped out of school early.” For Jenny, educational attainment
is a central sign of intelligence. She, therefore, will not be able to see herself as
intelligent until she finally earns her high school credential.

Performance. Overwhelmingly, the adult learners with learning disabilities
relied on performance as a primary measure of intelligence. This was particularly the
case with their own intelligence and especially when related to academic knowledge and
skills. When asked to describe their earliest feelings of unintelligence, many of the adult
learners described an experience of being unable to perform like their peers either on a
test or in class. For example, Tiannah described an experience in elementary school. Her
feelings of unintelligence at the time were based on test performance and a subsequent
removal from the general education classroom:

I think I was like in the...third or fourth grade, and we were tested. And my test

scores was immensely low. Then, the next following week they called names.

And my name was one of the names that they called. And they placed us in this

room for people that had low scores. So that made me feel real dumb.

Manny described early memories of unintelligence based on her inability to read in class,

a story that echoes the experience of a number of other adult learners:
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We were in class so we had to read in the book. So, you know how the teacher

say, “Okay we start from this, everybody go around”? When it got to me, [ knew I

can’t read it but she didn’t know I can’t read it because they never asked me to

read. When it came to me, [ was like, “I don’t feel good. I don’t want to read it.”

She was like, “Everybody reads in my class...You’re going to read this book.”

And I felt dumb. I didn’t feel smart.

Manny and Tiannah’s narratives illustrate the power that experiences of not performing
well in school as young student had in shaping their later ideas about what it means to be
smart and the adult learners’ conceptions of their own levels of intelligence.

Performance on the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems (CASAS)
was the primary measure that the adult learners used to evaluate their own intelligence as
adult students. CASAS is a set of math and reading tests that these learners take upon
entering the adult education program and again at the end of each term to measure their
progress. When asked to describe experiences of feeling intelligent, nearly every learner
described experiences of seeing their scores improve as positive moments. Tiannah
described this connection between the CASAS and intelligence most explicitly. She
explained, “My grades [on the CASAS tests] came up because I’'m really, really putting
myself into it...I was very proud of myself. I felt very intelligent. [The scores] mean

'9’

that I’m not stupid!” For Tiannah, it wasn’t about the work that she was doing or any
progress that she was seeing in her classes. The test is what determined her level of

intelligence.
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The CASAS tests are not the only opportunities through which adult learners
experience their intelligence in school, though. Some, like Soyica, rely on other external
markers of intelligence:

I guess I felt like I was making some headway when I got the certificate in

reading because that’s one of my weak areas... When they called my name for

that, it made me feel like I was beginning to accomplish something, that I was
getting better in that area. That made me feel a little smarter because, like I said,
before, in the past, reading has been one of my most challenging things that I had
to deal with.
While Soyica may have been experiencing his improved reading in his daily routines at
school, it was the certificate that provided the proof that his intelligence was increasing.

In contrast, a small number of adult learners used internal markers of performance
to evaluate their own intelligence. For example, Skip did not need certificates or test
scores to experience a sense of his growing intelligence. He explained, “In school, my
intelligence is kicking in. I’m grasping - beginning to grasp - whatever I put in studying,
and when I study, the content is becoming automatic.” However, Skip is somewhat
unique in his more personal measurement of his own intelligence. The majority of adult
learners were more like Soyica (reading certificate) and Tiannah (test scores), relying on
outside measures to determine their intelligence.

Decision-making. The adult learners included more than academic knowledge in
their definitions of intelligence. About half of the learners mentioned decision-making as

an important component of being smart. They referred to decision-making when they
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talked about how they “handle things” in social situations and in the positive and negative
choices they had made in their lives.

For those who did mention decision-making, it was often central to their personal
definition of intelligence. Marcus, who was working to change his life after a history of
criminal charges for shoplifting and the use of marijuana, is one example of this. For
him, decision-making was the most important component in his personal understanding
of intelligence: “I feel that for me to say that someone is smart, I would look at their
actions and the way they handle things. You know, of not blowing their cool, being
reserved, calm and making a wise choice.” This theme of decision-making continued
throughout Marcus’ stories of feeling intelligent and unintelligent in his life. He was
smart when he made good decisions, and he felt unintelligent when he made what he
thought were poor decisions. For example, Marcus felt intelligent when choosing to stop
using marijuana in order to complete mental health court to avoid serving time for a
charge. He described feelings of unintelligence when he chose to cheat on a certification
exam upon first returning to school.

Many of the adult learners who prioritized decision-making shared Marcus’
history of drug abuse and involvement in the criminal justice system. A number of them
described their choice to get clean and get off the streets as one of their earliest and
strongest memories of feeling intelligent. For example, Tina associated her highest
experience of intelligence with her realization of the negative impact that her choices
were having on her family: “It was basically when I actually stopped drinking and
drugging. Ihad my son taken away at that time, but I know that I couldn’t do nothing for

my son until I got help for myself.”
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For many adult learners, a history of abusing drugs and alcohol were signs of their
early unintelligence. Summer described her entry into that dangerous lifestyle, “And then
I got into the drug thing. So that was a dumb move right there.” However, for some, like
Marcus, a history of breaking the law is complicated when it comes to intelligence. He
explained:

In the past, going to a department store, I might pick up a curling iron that I was

taught to take it to the cash register and tell ‘em you don’t got a receipt, and they

give you a gift card. And then I sell the gift card for cash money. I thought that
was intelligent. I thought the way I designed that and found out that I can do it

and get some money in my pocket was intelligent because that means I’'m

outsmarting the store, the people who work in the store.

While Marcus later described his decision to shoplift as “dumb” since he felt he would
eventually get caught, he was also able to find a type of intelligence in his ability to
successfully do it for so long. This illustrates that decision-making can play a
complicated role in adult learners’ experiences of intelligence, especially when they
consider it in contexts outside of school.

Independence. While many of the adult learners with learning disabilities
emphasized a person’s knowledge base when describing their implicit theories of
intelligence, others emphasized action. For them, “it’s about what you’re able to do.”
More specifically, it’s about what you are able to do for yourself. When Manny
considered what it means to be smart, she used her sister to frame her understandings,

describing her sister’s ability to manage her own life:
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I’m going to say my sister — I think she’s pretty smart, I guess, because she went

to college and she’s able to get a good job. She’s able to read and write and don’t

have to worry about nobody, don’t have to ask someone to help her. She can also

— if something goes on [in] her life and she may need a lawyer, she can handle

that herself, hiring a lawyer. I think that’s pretty smart, be able to do things on

your own.
This idea of independence was extremely important to Manny, a woman who described
struggling with reading and writing to the point where completing essential paperwork on
her own, for example, was difficult. She explained:

For me, I want to be smart. I want to be able to know how to read...I think being

smart is important because, like I said, you can move around in life. You can get

stuff done on your own. You don’t have to ask nobody. You don’t have to call
nobody. You don’t have to ask somebody to read anything for you.
For Manny, her weaknesses in reading and writing inhibited her sense of confidence in
her ability to manage her own life. This weakened her sense of her own intelligence due
to her reliance on others.

For other adult learners, intelligence was reflected in the ability to ask for help
when needed. For example, Carolanne described smart people as those who seek
information from others when they need it. She said, “They can express how they feel.
They’re not embarrassed to ask questions because they don’t know something.” Other
learners reiterated this belief, explaining that, for them, people who are intelligent
recognize when they are having a problem and do what it takes to solve the problem,

even when that means needing to ask someone for help. These learners saw other people
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as sources of information that could help them to learn, thus increasing their own
intelligence.

Use of language. The adult learners with learning disabilities often evaluated
intelligence in other people based on the ways that people used language. Specifically,
the learners thought that a “big” vocabulary, proper use of grammar, and correct
pronunciation were signs of intelligence.

Many adult learners noticed racial undercurrents to the correctness of language.
For example, Linda, who is African American, described the proper use of language by
stating:

White people know their stuff. They know the words that come out. They are

proper. It’s the grammar that they use. With us, it sounds like we...I don’t know.

It just that old talking instead of coming out the way that you all doing.

Soyica, who is also African American, expressed a similar interpretation, “I think
[intelligence] is more on how you carry yourself and present yourself...You don't have to
be speaking in ghetto terms or Ebonics, nothing like that.” Each of these learners not
only used standard English as an indicator of intelligence, but also criticized the English
dialect often used in their own communities.

Other learners experienced first-hand the distinction between proper and
improper English as a hindrance to their own feelings of intelligence. Rosemary
described confronting evaluations of her use of language by (White) teachers:

...when I first came here, my teacher said I was using broken English because I

said “ain’t” and a lot of stuff. I told her straight up... “That’s the way I was

taught how to talk.” But she was like, “Well, you not talking right.”...I told her,
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“I’'m sorry. This is just the way I was brought up to talk.” She kind of would pick
on me because I didn’t talk the way she wanted and expected me to talk. Some
people talk real proper, and I can’t talk proper.
Other learners used language to improve how people viewed their intelligence. Soyica
focused on learning specific vocabulary and how to use language precisely given the
particular context in which he was communicating. He explained:
I learned how to talk intelligent and I learned the meaning of a lot of words so that
I can use it in their proper contexts so that people wouldn’t recognize, in fact, that
I was uneducated. Ikind of perfected those particular skills, being able to listen
and understand what people are saying even when you’re talking on a high level
of education. I’ve had people ask me questions like, “What college did you
attend?” Ididn’t even finish high school. As a matter of fact, I dropped out in
junior high school. But, because I was determined not to let anybody know, I
learned how to talk. I learned how to, like I said, use words in the proper way.
This emphasis on language — particularly on vocabulary, grammar, and
pronunciation — points to what can sometimes be a disconnect between the home cultures
of the adult learners and the culture of school. This mismatch and the learners’ desires to
be better able to code switch while moving between the two can result in an additional
burden on the learners and their ability to experience their own intelligence.
Social skills. Language is closely related to another of the key components of the
adult learners’ definitions of intelligence. Social skills were often mentioned as an
import facet of being smart, though many had a difficult time articulating what this meant

exactly. For some, like Johnny, this idea was best expressed through a person’s ability to
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communicate: “[Intelligence] helps you become better and you become more talkative. I
guess that’s kind of like smart, you know.” For him, just being able and willing to talk
with others is a sign of intelligence. Summer echoed this idea as she described her own
feelings of unintelligence after losing some of her ability to communicate due to a stroke.
“I guess my biggest things was socializing and talking. I didn’t talk that much.” For
others, intelligence was best expressed through manners. Tara explained, “Some people
aren’t going to speak and they might just look at you and then turn their head. They are
not polite and they are not intelligent.” Soyica gave a similar description:

People always told me I was intelligent because that’s the way I carry myself. I

don’t think ’'m who’s number one, none of that kind of stuff. I try to carry

myself the way my ma raised [me] — being polite, considerate, generous at times,

a whole lot of times, but just some of those old principles that were instilled in me

as a child.

While social skills remained abstract in many of the adult learners’ definitions of
intelligence, the ability to get along with others through communication skills and the
ability to follow social mores were the most common concrete signs of this component of
intelligence.

Positive attitude. Many of the adult learners with learning disabilities spoke of
intelligent people as people who lead positive lives. In their descriptions, the learners
associated this positivity with one’s personal orientation and attitude towards life.
Rosemary, who was trying to care for her elderly father, while also managing her own
serious illness, associated her ability to maintain a “perky attitude” toward others, even in

the face of difficulties, with intelligence:
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I think it’s an attitude thing. It’s like me. I got a perky attitude. Ilove to make
everyone smile.... You know, everyone has issues, but carrying that issue all day
on your back...it don’t makes me think that you got any intelligence for that day.

You know, you like you in another world or another planet.

For Rosemary, people who allow the difficulties in their life to disrupt their daily routines
and ability to positively interact with others are not intelligent because they are “in
another world.” Intelligence requires being engaged in the current reality, which is best
served by maintaining a positive attitude.

Other learners see intelligence in the pursuit of positive things and self-
improvement. Skip’s approach emphasizes personal effort toward personal growth. He
explains, “I describe intelligent is having learnt the ability to strive to be better. Knowing
that you try to be the best person you can be.” Rosemary also framed intelligence as self-
improvement, with an emphasis on persevering during adversity, framing her attitude as
that of a “fighter.” She describes her practice of intelligence in her daily life:

You know, it’s not what you do; it’s how you do it. You know, you have to

believe and believe and believe and trust that you are. You have to talk to

yourself basically and say, “Look, I'm a fighter. I can do this. Yes, I can.” Itell
myself that everyday. Yes, I can do this. It’s hard, but I can do this. Ido it every
day. Intelligence is about sticking with the program and keep fighting.
This application of positivity enabled some learners to accept themselves for who they
are, which they interpret as a sign of intelligence, as Rosemary explained:
I’m gonna be me, and that’s what makes me smart. That’s what makes me love

life the way I do...You know, I might have to change my place in life or
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whatever, but my place in life right now is being here and doing what I have to
do, you know. Whether I’'m smart or not, I know I’'m doing what I have to do.
Adult learners like Skip and Rosemary used a positive attitude as a sign of intelligence.
For them, this attitude led to personal growth and persistence in the face of adversity.
Incremental entities. Obtaining a better understanding of the mindsets of adult
learners with learning disabilities was of special interest to this study. Specifically, did
adult learners with disabilities believe intelligence to be a fixed entity that cannot be
changed, or did they believe intelligence to be malleable through time and effort? Dweck
and Legget (1988) developed a model suggesting that mindsets, goal orientation,
perception of ability, and responses to failure are closely related. This relationship is
illustrated in Figure 4. Using this model to analyze the narrative descriptions of their
understanding and experience of mindset, the results show that adult learners with
learning disabilities overwhelming expressed a fixed (entity) mindset. A summary of this
analysis can be found in Table 6. These findings, however, did not closely correspond to
the adult learners’ responses to the Entity-Only Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form
for Adults (Dweck, 1999) in which the learners’ responses were more evenly distributed
between fixed and growth mindsets. The focus of this discussion of findings, however,
will focus on the analysis of the adult learners’ narratives, rather than their responses to
the survey. This closer look at adult learner theories shows the complexity of their

theories about the malleability of intelligence.
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Figure 4

High Perceived Mastery-Oriented
Ability Response
Entity Theory Pcrigcl;r:lznce
Low Perceived Helpless
Ability Response
Incremental : High or Low Mastery-Oriented
Theory Leaming Goals Perceived Ability Response

Figure 4. Dweck and Legget’s (1988) Mindset Model. This figure shows how an
individual’s mindset shapes goals and the response to challenge.

Goals. Over the course of their interviews, the adult learners expressed a number
of different types of goals, mentioning both performance and learning goals. However, a
preference for a primary goal type surfaced through analysis of each learner’s profile.

Given the emphasis on performance as an evaluation of intelligence, one might
expect that the adult learners emphasized performance goals over learning goals, which
was the case for slightly more than half of them. For example, Skip expressed an
underlying performance goal when he said, “For me in my life, I was always intelligent,
but I was lazy... I would always run when it come to confrontation. If the competition
was too strong, I would surrender.” Behind this statement is his desire to perform well —

he would rather give up (or be “lazy’) than fail when faced with a challenge. For others,
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the performance goals were more obvious as they spoke about goals to perform well on
the CASAS test.

The majority of goals that the adult learners expressed throughout the course of
their interviews were academic in nature, which suggested a composite description of the
learners’ mindsets that is focused on academics. Johnny, however, provided some insight
into his performance goals in a nonacademic setting when he described learning how to
work audio equipment. His goal was to learn how to use the equipment quickly so that
he could impress his friends and members of the bands he worked with using his ability
to run the equipment.

While performance was important to all of the adult learners, some expressed an
overarching preference for learning goals. For these learners, the process of improving
and growing was emphasized over performance on any particular task or test. Soyica’s
explanation captures the justification for such goals across the group:

I like to say I’'m getting smarter because it’s a process...I don’t think I’ll ever be

“the smartest one” [uses air quotes] because I want to stay teachable. I want to be

open to learning. I might learn everything there is to learn from this school, but

there will still be other things that I should still be open to learning.

While adult learners expressed both performance and learning goals across the arc
of the three interviews, analysis of the whole of the goals indicate a general preference
for performance goals related to academics among the learners. This preference has
important implications given the learners’ perceived levels of their own academic ability.

Perceived level of ability. Overall, the adult learners with learning disabilities

tended to perceive their level of ability to be low. Many spent the early part of their lives
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believing that they were unintelligent. Those perceptions were changing for some as they
gained confidence in their abilities to perform well in the classroom and on the
assessments at their adult education center, and as they discovered their ability help
others outside of school. However, many of the adult learners continued to see
themselves as not able to do what was asked of them, particularly in academic settings.
Linda described how she doubts her skills most mornings during her reading class:

I don’t feel intelligent in the morning when we first go in and have the warm up...

Especially if the writing is long. I’'m like, “Can I do this?”...Sometimes — a lot of

times — [ have to catch myself because I [say], “I don’t know if I can do that.”
Not every adult perceived his or her abilities as being low, though. For example, Marcus
has always believed that he has strong abilities, especially in reading. Others, like Skip,
were starting to feel a sense of having greater abilities than they used to have.

Response to challenge. As may be expected considering the fact that their
responses primarily indicate a fixed mindset, the majority of adult learners with learning
disabilities described a response of helplessness to specific challenges. Blossom offered
an extremely concise description of her helpless response when given any assignment in
her reading class, “The first thing I always say is, ‘I can’t do this.”” This initial impulse
when facing a task in class - to shut-down or give up - was expressed by a number of the
adult learners. For others, predictions of failure are not their first instinct; however, they
eventually come to the same conclusion following some period of struggle. While
Manny is initially willing to try the assignments given in her writing classes, she

described her helpless response when she struggles with spelling. She said:
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I can’t...spell the words out from my brain. It’s just that the way I write it, I need
to broaden my own vocabulary. It makes me want to walk out [of class]. I get
frustrated, so I’'m like, “I don’t want to be here today.”

Some adult learners took a different approach, demonstrating a mastery-oriented
approach to overcoming their challenges. While Carolanne described the same
frustration and inclination to give up when faced with challenge, she also described her
efforts to manage the urge to quit. She explained:

I get frustrated and then I want to throw the towel in. But then I think, “You have

to do this. You’ve always had problems with math, but just suck it up and say,

‘Okay, I can do this.”” I have to allow myself to not just stay in that box as

someone who can’t do math.

While many of the adult learners who demonstrated mastery-oriented approaches to
challenges expressed an unwillingness to give up, a few, like Summer, discussed the
application of specific strategies to overcome those challenges. She described her regular
study of multiplication tables to help her to learn math better.

The adult learners primarily expressed fixed mindsets when describing
experiences of intelligence in their lives as students in the K-12 system and during their
early days in adult education. However, their overarching actions as adult students point
to potentially changing mindsets. Many of the learners described increased self-
confidence in their ability to meet the academic demands of the adult education center,
which they equated with increasing intelligence. For this reason, they may be described
as incremental entity theorists, or individuals who had developed fixed (entity) theories

based on one set of experiences and messages in their earlier lives, but who are slowly
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changing their beliefs about the malleability of their own intelligence in particular, and,
therefore, intelligence in general as they experience intelligence in a new way and receive

a different set of messages in their current contexts.
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Table 6

Primary Mindsets of Adult Learners with LD

Primary  Primary Goal Type Primary Perceived Level of Primary Response to
Mindset Ability Challenge
Carolanne Growth Learning Goals: “1 think as long Low: “I still have a hard time in ~ Mastery-Oriented Response: ‘1
as [ know what my strengths and my math class. [ know I have get frustrated and then I want to
(slightly weaknesses are, then I can sit problems with doing graphs and  throw the towel in. But then I
fixed) and say,”...you’re gonna learn everything” think, “You have to do this.
this. It might take you a little You’ve always had problems
longer, but you can do it.” with math, but just suck it up and
say, ‘Okay, I can do this.” I have
to allow myself to not just stay in
that box as someone who can’t
do math.
Tina Fixed Learning Goals: “1 always feel =~ Low: “When I decided to come  Helpless Response: “When |
good in her class. It’s like | back to school, I knew it was keep reading it, and I still don’t
(strongly  really learn something from her ~ going to be a challenge for me in  understand, I want to ask my
growth) that [ didn’t know how to do. I ~ a way because of my learning teacher, but I don’t want nobody
love her and hope that I have her ability. I knew I was going to to think that 'm dumb or stupid
again next semester because struggle in certain things, but because I keep asking her every
that’s what made me feel so I’m learning to cope with it.” time she gives us different work.
good about myself.” Everybody, they understand the
work that they’re doing, but I
don’t and I don’t want them to
know that I don’t.”
Blossom Fixed Performance Goals: “In school Low: “It would make me kind of Helpless Response: “The first
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Linda

Skip

Jenny

(fixed)

Fixed

(fixed)

Fixed

(Growth)

Fixed

(fixed)

the last couple of days, I felt that
I could do it. Inoticed that I can
do it. I felt I did real well on my
[CASAS] tests ‘cause I took my
time.”

Performance Goals: “1 get
nervous to read in class...I want
to not stop, to just read. It just
doesn't work with me
sometimes.”

Performance Goals: “For me in
my life, I was always intelligent,
but [ was lazy...I would always
run when it come to
confrontation. If the competition
was too strong, I would
surrender.”

Performance Goals: “When |
took the [CASAS] test, I really
felt good about it... At first [ was
disappointed because I didn’t get
the score I needed, but I got a
227, which was like a little bit

smart if I stopped, listened, and
learned more. I feel that ’'m not
smart yet.”

Low: “I don’t feel intelligent in
the morning when we first go in
and have the warm up...
Especially if the writing is long,
I’'m like, ‘Can I do this?’...
Sometimes — a lot of times — |
have to catch myself because I
said, ‘I don’t know if I can do
that.””

High: “In school, my
intelligence is kicking in. I'm
grasping, beginning to grasp
things. The content is coming
automatic.”

Low: “Basically, I couldn’t read
a sentence all the way through. I
used to be like word-for-word,
not read fluently like. I just
know the school work was hard
for me and I always used to be

thing I always say is, ‘I can’t do
this.””

Helpless Response: “1 despise
math... I throw the paper across
the floor. I’ll be like, “I can’t get
this thing. Forget it. I’ll do it
later.”

Mastery-Oriented Response:
“For me, if I’'m slow or having a
problem, the intelligent thing for
me to do - to get me out of that
learning disability, to get me on
the right track — is to ask for help
because if [ don’t ask for help
then I’'m still stuck.”

Helpless Response: “I tried, but
when I couldn’t grasp what was
going on, [ did what I do by
shutting down.”
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Manny

Marcus

Soyica

Fixed

(slightly
growth)

Fixed

(growth)

Growth

(growth)

better for me. I felt like I was on
my A game then because I was
motivated and I was
concentrated, and I wanted to
achieve something.”

Performance Goals: “1 didn’t
know that I was going to know
the math. I actually did it on my
own. | worked to find out what
the answer was and it was right
and I felt smart...When [
actually do the work myself, and
then get to go behind and check
it and it’s right, just from that I
feel smart. That makes me want
to at least still like study more
math.”

Performance Goals: “1 recently
felt smart when they gave me my
test score for my math CASAS
test. My math was coming up,
so I feel very intelligent about
that...”

Learning Goals: “1like to say
that I’'m getting smarter because
it’s a process...I don’t think 1l
ever be ‘the smartest one’
because [ want to stay

like, ‘I can’t do this.””

Low: “Sometimes the teacher
read all the students’ stuff and I
just feel like mine’s the lowest in
the class. The teacher say it’s
okay, but it’s not; they’s just
being nice.”

High: “I always was a great
reader. So that’s what made me
confident that I could read the
books. I felt like I was
intelligent.”

Low (but improving): “I do have
to work harder than other
students in reading and writing.
It comes easy to some of them,
but I didn’t learn to read until a

Helpless Response: “I can’t
write it — spell the words out
from my brain. It’s just that the
way I write it, I need to broaden
my own vocabulary. It makes
me want to walk out. I get
frustrated, so I’'m like, ‘I don’t
want to be here today.””

Helpless Response: “The
grammar and pronunciation,
that’s a challenge... I skipped
class last week because I was
frustrated. I said, ‘I’'m sick of
her class. I’'m sick.””

Mastery-Oriented Response:
“Everybody else was finished
and answered all of the
questions. I was lagging behind.
That’s what made me think that [

169



Johnny

Summer

Tiannah

Fixed

(slightly
fixed)

Growth

(fixed)

Fixed

(score not
available)

teachable.”

Performance Goals: “But I felt
smart then because I was smart
about what I was doing. And I
learned how to do that audio
work.”

Learning Goals: “l sometimes
know I’ve seen the work that I’'m
doing, but I can’t wrap my head
around it. ... Of course it’s
frustrating, but I’'m back in
school now so I'm trying to get it
all back.”

Performance Goals: “My grades
have started going up on the
CASAS test. I am very proud of
myself. I feel very intelligent...
The high scores mean I’m not
stupid. To me, these tests tell me
how smart [ am.”

late age. It is still difficult for
me and sometimes it’s a
struggle.”

High: “I was teaching lessons
from when I was in school
before. I’ve taken several
courses in history, like Black
history and US history...some of
us students was holding class in
the back, and I was teaching
mostly. I was teaching students
on US history and Black
history.”

Low: “Sometimes I still cannot
communicate all my thoughts. I
forget the words. I don’t spell
good no more. I can’t even
sound them out really. Itry. I
try really hard, but I just don’t
getit.”

High: “Now my confidence is
really high. I feel real good. I
feel proud of myself. I feel that
anything that I put my mind to, I
can do it.”

need to spend time studying.”

Helpless Response: “It’s
probably the writing class I had
that made me fee like [ wasn’t
smart. There are just things I
didn’t know... Some teachers
just move too fast before |
learned it.”

Mastery-Oriented Response: “1
also really have to work on my
math...I forget my times tables
and all that, so I have to work on
that. I constantly got to look at
them, constantly. It’s frustrating
in a way, but I just do it.”

Helpless Response: “I still lose
[my confidence] sometimes, like
last week in social studies class.
It was just confusing and
draining for me... I kind of shut
down.”
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Rosemary

Tara

Penny

Growth

(slightly
fixed)

Fixed

(strongly
fixed)

Growth

(slightly
growth)

Learning Goals: “One day |
realized I’m more than people
say [ am. I’'m more than they
see. [ knew I had to take the first
step in life in order to get
somewhere... My self-esteem
was so low then. But, I done
build it up and I feel good about
myself now.”

Performance Goals: “When |
come in here, in this school,
when I first took the CASAS
test, my score was pretty good.
The next one, it came down. I
guess [ wasn’t putting any effort
or was missing something. I was
happy when it went back up the
last time. When I got back that
last high one, I felt like, ‘Okay,
I’m learning something...””

Learning Goals: “Sometimes, it
might hurt, but you know we’re
here for a reason — to be better at
reading and writing all the same
time.”

High: “Even math, which was
my weakest subject, is
something I'm clued into. And I
like it. But I don’t love no
subject more than history.”

Low: “Ijust don’t really feel
smart, though.”

Low: “I want to say maybe a
year after I started coming here
that I really felt like I’'m getting
there. I’m not going to go too
much and say ‘smart’ because |
don’t put myself there.*

Mastery-Oriented Response:
“Before, I always, if I couldn’t
do it, I ran. But, I’'m like now if
I can’t do it, what am I gonna
do? Because I’m not running no
more. Now, I stick with it.”

Unclear (Helpless Response):
“[My learning disability] does
kind of affect me now because
there’s a lot of things I should
know, but I don’t for some
reason. I’m trying to learn all
over again because it’s been so
long since I’ve been in school,
and it’s coming a little. But
math just seems hard.”

Mastery Oriented: “When we
were writing about a recipe or
letter in writing class, I was
writing the word, and usually I
go to the phone to look up the
spelling. But, this time I say,
‘Let me write it down,” and I did
not go to the phone. I spelled it
right, so that made me feel good
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inside. I tell myself to just go
ahead and write it out.”

Note. The mindset type that is bolded and italicized is the primary mindset as revealed through analysis of the adult learner’s interview
responses. The mindset type in parentheses is the type indicated by the learner’s responses to the Entity-Only Theories of Intelligence
Scale — Self Form for Adults (Dweck, 1999).
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The role of context. Adult learners with disabilities draw upon a variety of
criteria to define and evaluate intelligence. The importance of each of the components
depends on the context in which the learner is acting. In particular, the adult learners
make one major contextual distinction when it comes to their implicit theories of
intelligence. They make a distinction between what it means to be intelligent in school
and what it means to be intelligent everywhere else. A number of the adult learners
explicitly spoke of this division using the labels “book-smart” and “street-smart.” Soyica
described how he makes a distinction between the two:

Some people are book-smart, some people are street-smart, and then some people

are a combination of the two. I think to be street-smart means like if you live in

an environment where you spend most of your time outdoors in the streets doing
whatever it is that you do and you become aware of the stuff that’s happening
around you in the streets... I think book-smart is like being able to read and
understand text and have the ability to interpret that information.

What it means to be intelligent in each of these contexts is different. While many
of the components discussed previously in this section play a role in each of these
contexts, some are more important in school, while others are more valued out of school.
Specifically, factors such as level of education, knowledge, academic skills, performance,
and use of language were emphasized when describing intelligence in school contexts.
Conversely, positive attitude, decision-making, and social skills were emphasized in
contexts other than school. Independence was equally present in descriptions of
intelligence in both contexts. A summary of this relationship can be seen in Table 7

along with examples of the contextualized descriptions.
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Table 7

Descriptions of Book-Smart vs. Street-Smart by Adult Learners with LD

General Component of
Intelligence

Book-Smart Description

Street-Smart Description

Positive Attitude

Decision-Making

Level of Education

Independence

Knowledge

“To just stop saying you
can’t and just do it. Even
though you may not think
you can, you never know
unless you do it.”

“I felt that I did real well on
my tests...I think I did math
because I took my time.
Then I went back over it
because the answer wasn’t
what I wanted in there...So
I felt that I was smarter than
that — making the right
decision.”

“Book smart to me is like —
I've hear a lot of people
saying that they have a lot
of different degrees —a BH
[sic], a master’s degree.”

“She’s able to read and
write and don’t have to
worry about nobody — don’t

have to ask someone to help
her.”

“I feel smart in social
studies class because my
teacher call on me all the
time. Especially when
we re talking about the
South.”

“If you're around a positive
person, you're gonna have
that attitude where, you
know, you can think more
clearly, you can react more
clearly, you can just judge
life more clearly.”

“Well, I guess sometimes
you can get intelligent
without a great deal of
education. It’s about
making the right choices.”

“So I felt really good
myself when [ started
getting clean, and I stopped
being irresponsible. |
started doing what I had to
do. Ididn’t depend on
nobody. I did everything on
my own.”

“I say, ‘How do you grow
up in Washington, DC and
not know about Easter
Monday? ... Some people
try to act like they’re street-
smart, but eventually it will
come out.”
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Academic Skills

Performance

Social Skills

Use of Language

“Somebody that is a book
freak, somebody that loves
to read all the time,
someone that loves writing
— those things play a role in
intelligence.”

“I’m not a smart person;
I’'m not gonna say that. I'm
learning how to be a smart
person because of my
CASAS test scores.”

“They talk with the
complete grammar - you
know, pronouncing words.
If they intelligent, they have
that education™

“I hate to think a criminal
way of succeeding, doing
something and being
successful, but you do
succeed and get what you
want.”

“Intelligent people act
differently. It’s based on
where they at, where they
surroundings at the time.
They might just wanna fit
in. That don’t mean they
less intelligent, they just
know where to pour it on
and keep it cool.”

“You would have to engage
him in conversation to see if
he’s street-smart. You
watch what they do
compared to what they say
because a lot of people
think they street-smart.
Then, they not for real
because we have a certain
language that we speak in
the street. Some people just
don’t understand that
language.”

Note. ltalicized statement indicates the primary context in which the component of

intelligence was expressed.

The adult education center as a special context. The contextualized

understandings and experiences of intelligence discussed in the previous subsection are
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generalized. Analysis of the transcripts revealed the adult education center as a special
context for the adult learners — a context that didn’t fit into many of their more general
theories about intelligence. Marcus described how his current school is different than
other environments he had experienced:

...[my classmates are] right here with me. They don’t have a high school

diploma. There was something that stopped them from getting - something just

like there was something that stopped me. So, we in the same bag. We like crabs

in a pot trying to get out. I’'m not here to judge nobody and they ain’t here to

judge either.
Other learners discussed a similar feeling when trying to find a way to describe how they
felt when encountering challenges at their current school. Many described previous
experiences of feeling “stupid” in the face of difficulties, but did not feel the same way in
their current school setting. The adult learners described teachers who were patient and
understanding and students who were supportive and encouraging. Tiannah ended her
description of a day that she struggled in class due to extreme anxiety and depression by
talking about her experience the next day: “The next day they see me and they’re like,
“You okay?’ And that makes me feel good because we all in this thing together. So, I
love it here passionately.” The adult learners took comfort in the fact that they are part of
a community of other adults who have faced, and continue to struggle with, barriers to
receiving their high school diploma.
Confidence as Intelligence

Confidence, also referred to as self-esteem by some, was one component of

intelligence that a majority of the adult learners with learning disabilities identified.
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However, learners’ relationships with confidence were unique and complex enough that it
merits its own, extended discussion here.

Many of the adult learners equated confidence with intelligence, such that
confidence was an essential part of what it means to be smart. Carolanne stated it simply
when she said, “[Someone who is smart] can express how they feel. They not
embarrassed to ask questions because they don’t know something. They are really
confident.” Others, like Jenny alluded to this confidence as she provided a physical
description of intelligent people, “They sit straight. They sit with good posture.”
Frequently, descriptions of the confidence and high self-esteem came through as an
essential part of being intelligent.

The importance of confidence in being intelligent often hindered the learners’
ability to see themselves as intelligent for much of their lives. This is because, many,
such as Rosemary, spent much of their lives with very low self-esteem due to the early
experiences of their own (un)intelligence: “...all my life all I ever heard [was] ‘You’re
dumb. You’re ugly. You ain’t this. You ain’t that.” ... And that’s what I grew up
thinking... Because my self-esteem was so low. I mean, my self-esteem was low.” For
many, experiences of feeling unintelligent continued into adulthood. When asked to tell
the story of her first experience of feeling intelligent as a child, Tiannah responded,
“There’s never been one time. Nope... I would say I was a young adult when I first felt
intelligent, and it was in like my late 20s.” She went on to describe how this lack of
confidence continues to impact her today, even in the face of improving academic skills:

When I took it [the CASAS test] the first time, I was very, very nervous. I didn’t

think that I was gonna be able to pass it from the past — me failing everything all
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the time. So I was kinda shocked that I could do it [now]. I had to look at the top

[of the test results] to see if it really was my name... [ didn’t believe that I did it.

I wasn’t confident because the past. I need to let go of the past. I'm still holding

on to the past of my grades.

However, this lack of confidence appeared to be changing for the adult learners as
they continue moving forward in their adult education program. Nearly all of the learners
discussed increasing confidence in their abilities. This was particularly true when they
described their experiences during testing. Blossom described her improving confidence
during a recent time that she took the CASAS test: “I felt great taking the test — real
great. I felt...more confidence in myself.” Tiannah described how seeing her skills
improve through her improving test scores, builds her confidence:

It’s all about your confidence. My confidence was down because my scores was

low. Now, my confidence is really high. I feel real good. I feel proud of myself.

I feel that anything that I put my mind to, I can do it.

Others made a direct connection between improved self-esteem and increasing
intelligence. Rosemary made this connection very explicitly: “Because my self-esteem
was so low, I mean my self-esteem was low. But now, I done build it up and I feel good
about myself. And that’s what makes me intelligent. That’s what makes me smart.” For
Rosemary, it was not improving test scores or performance in class that revealed her
intelligence. Instead, her intelligence increased as her confidence increased. Confidence
is what made her smart.

It’s important to point out that many adult learners like Rosemary did not just

express increasing feelings of intelligence as their level of confidence improved. Rather,
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they spoke of intelligence itself increasing with their self-esteem. This points to at least a
developing belief in a malleable theory of intelligence; in other words, a belief that
intelligence can grow. As expected, with this growth mindset comes openness to
challenge and struggle in learning, believing that the struggle leads to increased
intelligence. Marcus, who earlier described his decision to cheat to avoid some
difficulties at a previous educational program explained:
When I come here [the adult education center], I got confidence — ‘cause even
though it’s a challenge for me that I don’t know the right way and I might get, you
know, a little upset, but I think about it. It’s my perception — how I feel about if
something is not worth it...if I feel like I can’t do that or whatever, and I keep on
thinking and saying [that] to myself, I can’t do a lot of it. But, it’s about me
overcoming something now, even though it’s a challenge.
Penny described a similar openness to taking on challenges at the adult education center:
I’m fifty years old, and I feel more confident now. One time a teacher said,
“Well, we need you to write this paragraph.” I wouldn’t do it or I’d wait until I go
home and do it at home and then bring it back. But now, I would do it as soon as
she tell me. But it’s been about four years ago that I felt that I’'m smart, so that’s
cool.
While many of the adult learners had long histories of believing themselves to be
unintelligent, their current school setting and recent academic growth have improved
their confidence and willingness to take on further academic challenges.

The Shame of Unintelligence (and Disability)
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Not only did the adult students with learning disabilities spend much of their lives
lacking confidence due to a limited sense of their own intelligence, but many also
experienced feelings of shame both at school and on the job. Many of the adult learners
had an overarching sense of having done wrong in their lives and felt an acute sense of
humiliation when they did something wrong.

For some of the adult learners, the shame was rooted in what they themselves, as
well as others, perceived as deficits in their academic skills. Some, like Penny attributed
these feelings of shame to their decision to leave school prior to graduation:

But in reading class, I just skipped because I was ashamed to read because I knew

I did not read and didn’t want to read, and this is junior high school, a brutal

place. I was ashamed to read [aloud] in class...I mean, not going to the reading

class eventually led to when I stopped going to school. Eventually after the

second year of being held back, I just didn’t go to school.
Others continued to feel shame about their academic skills even at their current adult
education center. Marcus described how he feels when his writing teacher gives him
one-on-one support in class: “I appreciate it, and then again I’'m like, ‘Hold up. Now the
other students are gonna know that I don’t know what I’'m doing so much so don’t linger
over here too long.” A number of the adult learners discussed similar feelings of
embarrassment at needing help in class, even as they discussed their recognition that they
should be asking for help when they don’t understand something.

Others experience this shame because they continue to struggle with basic
academic skills even as adults. Manny described her efforts to hide her weaknesses in

writing from her coworkers:
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Something happens on the bus, like kids might get into a fight incident. You got
to write that up. And I’'m struggling to put that in words and then I don’t want to
do it inside because my boss is there and I don’t want to write around her. So, I
will take my stuff and go in my car, try to put it on my phone, and get it the best
way I can. Idon’t feel smart when it comes to put it in words...
Manny described spending much of her time at work hiding these weaknesses for fear of
being “exposed” and so distanced herself from her coworkers. She described what it felt
like when she was exposed for not being able to read or write well in the past: “It makes
you embarrassed.... It just makes you want to cry and that you just want to not be around
it again. That makes you not want to come back to the same place.” Manny eventually
left a job as a supervisor as a result of the shame that she felt when her coworkers
discovered her low academic skills. This was a decision that she made knowing that she
would likely not be able to get another supervisory position until she earned her high
school credential. Penny, similarly, had to find ways to hide the shame that she felt at not
being able to read well:
Some people, they’ll be on the bus and they’ll say, “I have to get to this address.
Can you read this for me?” That happened to me [when] I was on the bus and I
didn’t know how to read it. And at the time, I’d say, “You have to ask someone
else.” I didn’t say that I didn’t know how to read. Ijust say, “You have to ask
someone else.” I couldn’t understand the writing... But, yeah, I tried to be
discreet with them because I was ashamed. I suppose to know how to read, I

suppose to know how to do this and I didn’t, so I was just ashamed of it.
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Penny experiences a deep sense of shame at not being able to read well as an adult. Like
Manny, she feels the need hide that she does not have the academic skills that adults are
assumed to have.

Each of the adult leaners in this study identified themselves as having a learning
disability, and for many their disability was another source of shame. Soyica explained
his attempts to hide his learning disability from others:

Most people didn’t realize [I have a disability] because I kept it undercover... I

think it’s probably because I don’t want people to think that I was dumb, like I

thought about myself. I developed other skills to counteract that.

A number of the adult learners discussed similar attempts to hide their learning disability
from others, along with feelings of shame and embarrassment, especially when first being
told that they had a disability.

However, some refuse to feel shame about their learning disability. Skip’s
experiences as an individual with a learning disability have led to him embracing the fact
that he may have different needs than other learners. He explained:

To recognize that I have a learning disability [means] don’t be ashamed and to ask

for help because if I don’t let someone know or ask for help, then that’s not

intelligent — that’s hindering the problem. Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t
understand” or “I’m having a problem.”
Skip’s belief that he must embrace his learning disability in order to get the support he
needs is one that a number of the adult learners with learning disabilities expressed.

Many were initially ashamed or fearful of people finding out about their learning
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disability, but have since come to accept it and are now willing to talk about their needs
in order to access the support they need.
“It’s Not What You Know, It’s How You Use It”

As discussed in a previous section, performing well on assessments or in the
classroom is an important way the adult learners with learning disabilities experience
their intelligence, particularly at school. An almost equally important way that learners
experience their own intelligence is by helping others. For some learners, this is
primarily an experience that they have outside of school. For example, when asked to
describe a recent time that she felt intelligent outside of school, Carolanne described
bringing resources to help the members of her women’s group at church. Similarly,
Linda described caring for her husband after he had surgery. Tara felt it when she helped
a stranger looking for television sets in a local store.

Many of the adult learners also experienced intelligence through their ability to
help their children. Tina, who lost custody of her children during her struggles with
addiction, spoke of her efforts to be reunited with her youngest son and make herself a
role model for him as her most important experience of feeling intelligent:

...[my son] do know [about] the alcohol, the drugs, and smoking cigarette, so

that’s when I stopped smoking drugs — I stopped smoking everything. I wanted

him to see that’s not his mother. I wanted him to see the person that I can actually
be is a role model — a good parent for him.
Similarly, Summer experienced her intelligence when she was able to guide her daughter

into adulthood. For Tiannah, feeling intelligent was when she was able to draw on what
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she had learned in the classes at her adult education center to help her daughter complete
homework:

You know, I used to couldn’t help her with her homework. I was like, “Honey,

you’re going to have to get that information from the school. Mommy is learning

herself.” So, I felt real intelligent when I was able to help her out with that... She
just needed me just to read [an article] and allow her to answer the questions in
the correct way. And I felt good doing that... She hadn’t asked me for years to

help her because she knew I couldn’t. And then for her to just ask me [to help]? 1

was like, “Really?” And it made me feel good.

Other adult learners experienced their own intelligence by applying what they
were learning in school to help others. In describing how he felt when helping his peers
in his social studies class, Johnny explained, “I felt kind of like smart and intelligent, you
know. It was just something where I was helping. I couldn’t just keep it all to myself.”
This idea of needing to share what you’re learning to help others, was reiterated by Skip,
who went so far as to explicitly equate intelligence with helping others by saying, “The
joy of learning is helping somebody else... Intelligence is not so much, ‘Yes, I have
intelligence.” Intelligence is sharing it with somebody else.”

Power of Outside Messages

The adult learners’ perceptions of their own intelligence were strongly shaped by
the messages they had received from others. Messages received during childhood had an
especially powerful effect on how the adult learners saw their own intelligence — effects
that often lasted into adulthood. A few of the learners had always felt as though they

were smart, often because teachers or parents had told them that they were. Carolanne,
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who entered special education during elementary school described how she had always
felt smart, in part, because of the support that she received from her family and some of
her teachers:

They were very encouraging. They said, “You can do it. You can do anything

you put your mind to. It might take you longer, but you can succeed...” And so it

helped me to say in life not everything is going to come easy for me. I felt
encouraged ‘cause I knew I could do it.
Others were encouraged when teachers did things like ask them to read in class or help
classmates. Some of the adult learners received positive messages of their intelligence
from parents who encouraged and worked with them. For example, Tina described how
her father had made her feel intelligent by doing homework with her and telling her that
she was smart.

While a few of the adult learners such as those described above have long
believed in their own intelligence because of positive outside messages, many more had
long doubted their intelligence due to negative outside messages. Rosemary described
how the messages she received growing up impacted her well into adulthood:

‘“Til I got like 20 years old, no, maybe after [ was 25, I believed all my life that I

wasn’t smart - [ was ugly, [ was this, I was that. [ was everything that everybody

said [ was. It wasn’t until I got older I realized I’m not that person.
While Rosemary’s negative messages largely came from home, for most of the adult
learners, negative messages about their intelligence came from experiences in school.

Linda, like most, recalled messages she received about her intelligence as a child:
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I [would] see some [classmates] read and, I mean, just go for it and I said, “I can
do this.” But then when I started doing it, then the kids would laugh at me or
make fun of me [saying], “Yeah, that’s why she can’t read,” or “She’s stupid,” or

“She’s dumb,” and I froze. I would get to the point where the teacher would ask

me to read and I’m like, “I’m not reading.”

This reluctance to read, with roots in her early schooling, continues to impact Linda
today, over forty years later.

A small number of the adult learners described more recent experiences of
receiving negative messages about their intelligence. Most of these learners had these
recent experiences in the work place. For example, Marcus described having coworkers
make negative comments about his intelligence and his abilities after learning that he was
dealing with some mental health issues. Manny has had multiple experiences of having
individuals that she supervised learn about her weaknesses in reading and writing. In
each of these, her colleagues spread rumors about her inability to do her job. Eventually,
these rumors led to the decision to quit the job, despite knowing that she’d likely never
make it to the supervisory level again until she received her high school credential.
Others have received these messages at their adult education center. Tina explained how
her classmates have made her feel like she was unintelligent at times. She explained: “I
mean, the students who were in my class when...I didn’t know how to do [the work]
they’d be in the hallway talking about, ‘She didn’t know how to do that. She dumb,’ and
all that.” Rosemary described how a teacher made her feel unintelligent by continuously

correcting her grammar:
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But I’m not the type of person that use everyday language in full proper. I can’t
do that. I never knew how. It makes me doubt myself because...[some students]
talk proper. I can’t talk proper like that. And my teacher, he said, “Well,
Rosemary, you’re supposed to say it this way.” I told him, “Look, I can’t say it
that way. I’m not used to saying it that way. I understand what you’re saying, but

[the other students] were taught how to talk that way. I wasn’t.”

While a few of the adult learners have continued to receive some negative
messages about their intelligence at their adult education center, for many, the center was
the first place where they received the positive message that they were smart. Summer
described her first day coming to the center and the support that she received from the
beginning of her time there:

I took my test and I was sitting there, looking at the test and I told [the teacher] I

was getting ready to leave out. [The teacher] wouldn’t let me give up. And I sat

there and I cried. Isay, “I can’t do this.”...She said, “Yes you can. Take your
time.”...I said, “Alright, ’'m gonna try this.”... She came back. She’s looking at
me and I seen her shake her head. And she said, “I knew you could do it.” And
so when I got my test back, she told me where my flaws was, but she said, “You
got flaws in math and your reading is good, but we still got to get it up a little bit.”

She said, “You can do this.” Isaid, “I can’t.” She said, “We gonna work with

you.” And that’s how it started really...

Summer entered the center believing that she was an incapable student. What she
received during her initial interactions at the center were support and positive messages

regarding her academic abilities. While honest feedback of her weaknesses was
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provided, it was framed by a belief in her ability to improve and by information about her
strengths.

This positive experience of entering the center was similar for other adult
learners. Beyond enrollment, other learners recall the everyday day support and positive
messages that they receive from their teachers and classmates, which has helped them to
feel smarter. Many, like Rosemary, encountered teachers who were encouraging, “[My
teacher] always told me, ‘til this day this lady tells me, ‘Rosemary, don’t ever think that
you’re stupid. Always say that you are smart. Don’t think you are unintelligent. You are
very intelligent.” Other participants described encouraging words from their peers.
Soyica spoke of a recent positive interaction with a classmate:

I was saying writing is one of the things that I struggle with. [My classmate] said,

“But, Soyica, you’ve improved so much since you’ve been here.” 1didn’t even

realize she has recognized the fact that I had improved. A lot of times you sit

beside somebody and I don’t know they’re looking at your paper or listening to
what you’re saying and none of that, but when they say stuff like that to me, it
gives me more encouragement to keep trying to get better.
Soyica’s continued difficulties with spelling made it difficult for him to recognize the
progress he had made on his own. The positive feedback about his growth in writing that
he received from a classmate helped him to realize his growth, a realization that makes
him want to keep working.
The Special Case of Having a Learning Disability
Each of the adult learners in this study identified themselves as an adult student

with a learning disability. For many, this identification made their understanding and
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experiences of their own intelligence more complex and nuanced. This was particularly
true for those who were diagnosed with a learning disability while in elementary or
secondary school. Carolanne explained the negative impact that being labeled with a
learning disability at a young age had on her:

Of course, I didn’t want to be in special ed because I didn’t want to be with kids

who had disabilities, or they made me feel like I was slow. I liked being in

mainstream because I felt smart and they were the other kids who seemed to be

normal. So, of course, I wanted to be normal. I didn’t want to be labeled as the

kid with a disability.
Carolanne’s explanation illustrates the experience shared by a number of the adult
learners that centered on feelings of being less intelligent or not “normal” because of their
learning disability. These feelings stem both from messages that they had received from
the outside about what it means to have a learning disability and from their own
stereotypes of individuals with disabilities. For many, it was the fear of those outside
stereotypes that led to a desire to keep their learning disability hidden. While explaining
why he did not want people to know about his disability, Marcus said, “People can be
cruel at times. [That] makes you stay away from certain people. Sometimes I feel like
I’m not good enough to be around certain people who are successful... Like [I’'m afraid]
they’re gonna look at me different.”

What came through in most adult learners’ discussions about their learning
disability is the comparative nature of their understanding of learning disabilities and its
impact on intelligence. For many this was a negative comparison — one in which

individuals with learning disabilities are “less” than those without disabilities. However,
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for some, comparing themselves to those without learning disabilities was freeing,
especially when armed with a greater understanding of what learning disabilities are. For
some who learned about their learning disability as adults, the news was initially difficult.
Tiannah, for example, discussed feeling “stupid” and “incompetent” upon initially
hearing her diagnosis. Others, like Soyica, interpreted the diagnosis to be a relief:

Actually, it was a relief because for me at the time I felt that I was dumb. It was

just that my brain didn’t function the way other people did. So that kind of made

me feel a little better about myself. Maybe you’re not really [dumb]. It’s that
your brain doesn’t work like everybody else’s brain.

Soyica’s case illustrates how explanations of the instructional implications of
learning disabilities were helpful to some of the adult students. While Tiannah initially
felt badly about her diagnosis, and even left school for a time, she began to believe that
she could learn again when a tutor spoke to her about what it meant to have a learning
disability:

He gave me the confidence that I didn’t realize I was worthy of.... He talked to

me; he told me that I’'m not stupid. He said that this means that you just learn

different from everybody else. He said that, “You are a very intelligent woman.

You just need different tools to enhance, you know, what’s already there.”

This idea of learning differently was a common theme across the adult learners’
interviews, a characteristic that they believed the teachers at their adult education center
understood well. For many, the center represented the first time the adult students with
learning disabilities had access to teachers who were open to accommodating those

differences.
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Despite the support that they find at their adult education centers, each of the
adult learners explained that having a learning disability makes being a student more
difficult. Tina explained:

It takes me longer. When I decided to come back to school, I knew it was going

to be a challenge for me in a way because it’s my learning ability. And I know I

was going to struggle in certain things, but I’'m learning how to cope with it...
As Tina alluded to, this added challenge of learning with a learning disability was often
paired with extra determination to push through the challenges.

Each of the adult learners was currently enrolled in classes at the time of the
interviews and discussed his or her dedication to the ongoing struggle to overcome
learning challenges. However, the learners recognized that this is not the case for all of
their peers with learning disabilities — especially those who have not had the opportunity
to start building back their confidence and self-esteem. Penny told the story of one of her
classmates who she suspected was not able to read well:

She was [in class] and every time it was time for her to read, she will try, but she

[would] sit down so quickly. She literally used to give up and leave, and I saw

myself do that, too, back in the past. I talked to her and everything, and she

listen[ed] to me, but she tried to justify that she do know [how to read], there were
just certain things she don’t know. But I could just tell the way she was
struggling over the words.

Penny suspected that this younger student had a learning disability, and so she tried to

encourage her to keep coming, but not long into the term, the young woman left school.
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Even while recognizing the challenges of being an adult student with a learning
disability, the learners overwhelmingly expressed determination and hope despite the
opinions of others in regards to what they can or cannot do as a person with a learning
disability. Tina articulated this message when reflecting on those who doubted her ability
to earn her high school credential:

Even though it may take me a long time to get where I need to be, I'm going to

keep trying. I'm going to be trying my best to do what I have to do to get where I

want to be. I’'m not going to let nobody keep me down... I don’t care what

nobody else say about me. I’'m not here for everybody. I’'m going here for
myself.
While Tina, like other adult learners, knew that people doubted her ability to complete
her educational program and earn her high school diploma, she was willing to do
whatever it took to reach her goals.
Summary of the Composite Description

What becomes clear through the discussion of the findings from a cross-profile
analysis is that while there are areas of divergence, some common themes emerge. These
themes can be used to describe the commonalities of the understandings and experiences
of intelligence as expressed by the adult learners with learning disabilities who
participated in this study. A visual summary of this composite description is presented in
Figure 5.

Figure 5
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Figure 5. Visual summary of the composite description of adult learners’ with LD
implicit theories of intelligence. These theories have been influenced by the outside
messages the adult learners have received, primarily, about their own intelligence. The
adult learner theories are made up of ideas about the nature and malleability of
intelligence and are dependent on the particular context in which the learner is
considering intelligence.

Summary
This chapter presented the findings of this study of the implicit theories of
intelligence of adult learners with learning disabilities. It presented an individual profile
of each of the adult learners, using their own words and organized by the primary
research questions. A composite description of the adult learners’ understandings and

experiences of intelligence was developed based on themes from a cross-profile analysis.
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A visual summary of this composite description was developed as a bridge for further

discussion of the findings and conclusions presented in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This qualitative study was designed to develop a deeper understanding of adult
learners with disabilities by examining their implicit theories of intelligence through a
series of in-depth interviews. Specifically, it explored the research question: How do
adult education students with learning disabilities make meaning of intelligence? It did
this by examining how adult learners defined intelligence, how they experienced
intelligence in their lives in and out of school, and how having a learning disability may
have shaped these definitions and experiences. This chapter presents a discussion of the
findings, limitations of the study, implications for practice, implications for research, and
a final conclusion.

Discussion of Findings
Implicit Theories of Intelligence

The primary goal of this study was to develop a deeper understanding of the
implicit theories of intelligence of adult education students with learning disabilities.
Analysis of the adult learners’ narratives describing their implicit theories of intelligence
unveiled a number of important findings.

Multifaceted Implicit Theories. The narratives of the adult learners with
learning disabilities indicate that these learners have a multifaceted understanding of
intelligence. Put simply, there are multiple ways to be smart and multiple components to
intelligence. This aligns with the existing research about adult definitions of intelligence.
Multiple prior studies have found that adults consider a number of factors in defining
intelligence, most commonly problem-solving, verbal abilities, and social competence

(e.g., Giraudeau et al., 2007; Sternberg, 1981; Sternberg & Berg, 1986; Sternberg et al.,
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1981; Fry 1984). The adult learners in this study included many of these facets in their
definitions.

One area of divergence with existing research on adult definitions of intelligence
was the adult learners’ focus on academic knowledge and skills, which has not been
emphasized by adults in prior research. This stress on knowledge is similar, however, to
the findings of research into children’s definitions of intelligence (e.g., Kurtz-Cotes et al.,
2005; Yussen & Kane, 1985). This points to the role that context appears to play in
definitions of intelligence. Both children and this study’s adult learners spend much of
their time acting in academic contexts, a context in which most other adults do not find
themselves on a regular basis. The role of context will be discussed further in a later
section.

Self-Esteem. Self-esteem, or confidence, was one of the factors that adult
learners with learning disabilities in the study commonly used to define intelligence. For
many of the learners, self-esteem was an essential factor when defining what it meant to
be intelligent. The role of self-esteem in implicit theories of intelligence has not been
widely addressed in existing research. This absence in the literature may be due the
nature of much of the existing literature on the implicit theories of intelligence of adults.
Most of the previous studies have limited participants to the creation of lists or to
components determined by the researchers a priori (e.g., Fry, 1984; Sternberg et al.,
1981). One such study did include self-esteem in the theory driving the study, and
confirmed that self-esteem was one of eight dimensions of lay conceptions of intelligence

(Giraudeau et al., 2007).
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Analysis of the adult learners’ narratives suggests that self-esteem is not simply a
component to the learners’ definitions of intelligence. It appears far more powerful in
that it helps adult learners with learning disabilities to finally experience a sense of their
own intelligence. Many of the adult learners in this study never felt intelligent while
growing up due to a lack of confidence. However, a majority of the learners were able to
use improving self-esteem through academic progress as a sign of their own growing
intelligence. This is similar to findings by Knightley and Whitelock (2006) who
suggested that nontraditional adult undergraduates find increased self-confidence through
participation in higher education, even when they are unable to complete their
coursework.

Malleability of Intelligence. While prior research has suggested that three
components (constancy, control, and capacity) play important roles in beliefs about the
malleability of intelligence, the adult learners in this study only provided insight into their
own ideas about the controllability of changes to intelligence.

Currently, research into the controllability of changes to intelligence is discussed
using the language of mindsets. This research grows out of the work of Dweck and
Legget (1988) who suggested a relationship between an individual’s beliefs in whether or
not they can change their intelligence, their goal preferences, and their response to
challenges. While not perfect, analysis of the narratives provided by the adult learners
largely followed Dweck and Legget’s model.

A majority of the adult learners with learning disabilities appeared to ascribe to a
fixed mindset, both in analysis of their narratives and based on their responses to the

Entity-Only Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form for Adults (Dweck, 1999). This
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follows prior research that has found that college students with learning disabilities are
more likely to ascribe to fixed mindsets than their peers without disabilities (May &
Stone, 2010). Additionally, analysis of learners’ holistic profiles shows that the majority
of them were mostly likely to respond to challenge with helpless responses, as would be
expected using Dweck and Legget’s (1988) model. This maladaptive response to
challenge also fits with prior research of younger students with learning disabilities that
indicated that these students are more likely to demonstrate a helpless response (e.g.,
Baird, Scott, Dearing, & Hamill, 2009; Valas, 2001). While the adult learners with
disabilities in this study appeared to fit into the model when examined holistically, most
of the learners did make statements that supported a growth mindset as well, supporting
the idea that people’s mindsets are rarely only growth or fixed, but instead can be both
and may be dependent on context (e.g., Anderson, 1995; Jones et al., 2009; Kristjansson,
2008; Quilhuis et al., 2002).

Further, the mindsets of some of the adult learners appeared to be changing, as
many discussed their prior tendency to give up in the face of challenge in contrast to their
current determination to keep working, even when things are difficult. This supports the
idea that mindsets can be changed, a notion supported by a number of studies into
mindset interventions (e.g., Blackwell et al., 2007; Curry, Da Fonseca, Zahn, & Elliot,
2007; Dunning, 1995; Hong et al., 1999; Salekin, Lester, & Sellers, 2012; Thompson &
Musket, 2005). While the adult learners in this study had not been exposed to any
mindset interventions, they did discuss the messages they had received from teachers at
the adult education center that they could learn and improve. This may help to explain

the potentially unexpected perseverance that the learners demonstrated by continuing to
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work for their high school credentials long into adulthood despite their ascription to a
fixed mindset and tendency to view themselves as unintelligent.

Contextualized Intelligence. As discussed previously, the adult learners with
learning disabilities expressed a multifaceted understanding of what it means to be
intelligent. The importance of each of these facets was often dependent on the context in
which the learner was acting. Of special importance was the difference between their
definitions of intelligence in the academic domain and outside of the academic domain.
The contextualized nature of the adult learners’ implicit theories of intelligence is similar
to findings by other researchers (e.g., Sternberg et al., 1981). What is different is the
emic nature of the contextualized definitions provided by the adult learners in this study.
Previous studies have uncovered the importance of context in adult definitions only when
analyzing the differences in definitions provided by individuals who completed surveys
in different contexts (i.e., at a supermarket, a train station, a university library) or by
professors in different disciplines (Sternberg, 1990; Sternberg et al., 1985). In this study,
the adult learners expressed these differences during semi-structured interviews that
largely took place in a single context (i.e., a private room at their adult education center)
and that did not present any existing theories to the participants.

Experiences that Shaped Implicit Theories

A second research question in this study sought to understand the experiences
through which adult education students with learning disabilities develop their implicit
theories of intelligence.

The Power of Outside Messages. There is a large body of research into the

impact of feedback on the development of implicit theories of intelligence. Much of this
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research has focused on the role of praise (e.g., Dweck, 2007; Kohn, 1999; Zentall &
Morris, 2010). For the adult learners in this study, it was criticism that seemed to have
the greatest impact on their implicit theories. The learners described the role that early
criticism from family members, teachers, and peers played in shaping their beliefs about
their own intelligence. These messages had led many of the learners to believe that they
had been born without a lot of intelligence. Much of this criticism had been attributed to
their intellectual inadequacy and may have led to the adult learners’ tendency to
demonstrate helpless responses in the face of setbacks based on findings from other
studies (Mueller & Dweck, 1998).

The research base into the impact of praise on implicit theories has largely warned
against the use of certain types of praise (e.g., Cimpian et al., 2007; Cimpian, Aree,
Marman, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck 2007). However, all types of praise received by the
adult learners in this study were perceived as positive and supportive of the development
of beliefs that the learners could become more intelligent. This is despite the fact that
much of the praise that the learners were able to describe was general praise - statements
such as “you can do this” and “you are intelligent.” This is the kind of feedback that the
existing research warns of given its tendency to lead to helpless responses and
performance-oriented goals. While the adult learners with learning disabilities were
likely to display each of these, it was not clear that praise was the culprit. Instead, praise
from teachers and classmates was used during stories describing how and why the
learners continue to struggle through challenges and feel as though their intelligence is
growing. It is possible that these learners are developing a greater sense of intrinsic

motivation — as demonstrated by their persistence in adult education — that helps to
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mitigate the potentially harmful effects of general praise. In this study, the general praise
appeared to help nourish the developing motivation of the adult learners, particularly in
the face of challenges.

Stereotypes of Learning Disabilities. The prevalence of negative stereotypes of
individuals with disabilities has been well documented in research (e.g., Higgins,
Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 2002; Houck, Asselin, Troutman, & Arrington, 1992;
May & Stone, 2010; Osterholm, Nash, & Kristonis, 2007). These stereotypes apply to
individuals with learning disabilities and were felt and expressed by the adult learners
with learning disabilities in this study. The adult learners communicated the desire to
keep their learning disabilities hidden due to fears that if people found out, they would
think that the learners were “dumb.” Some of the learners held these stereotypes
themselves. The stereotypes (and the adult learners’ acceptance of the stereotypes) may
help to explain why the adult learners in this study, much like the participants in other
studies of learners with learning disabilities, primarily held fixed mindsets (Baird et al.,
2009; May & Stone, 2010).

Experimental research has also suggested that fears of confirming the negative
stereotypes of a group to which you are a member can impede performance (Schmader &
Beilock, 2011). While it cannot be determined if it was due to stereotype threat, a
number of the adult learners did speak of struggling in school, particularly when in fear
of negative messages from teachers and peers due to their disability. However, those
fears were less often expressed in narratives about the learners’ experiences at their

current adult education center. It seems that the environment at the site of research may
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have provided the adult learners with enough positive messages to counter their fears of
confirming the negative stereotypes of individuals with learning disabilities.
Intelligence as Adult Students and in Other Contexts

Also of interest in this study was how adult learners with learning disabilities
experienced intelligence in the academic domain, as well as in non-academic domains.
As the existing research into implicit theories of intelligence has primarily focused on
fragmented inquiries into one element of an implicit theory of intelligence, there is no
real research-base examining how individuals experience intelligence holistically in their
day-to-day lives.

Given the contextualized nature of the adult learners’ implicit theories of
intelligence as was previously discussed, it should be unsurprising that the learners’
descriptions of their experiences of intelligence in school and out of school were quite
different. Perhaps due to the learners’ emphasis on knowledge, education levels, and
academic skills, school could be a complicated place when it came to experiencing
intelligence and unintelligence. Overwhelmingly, the adult learners experienced their
intelligence in school through their performance in class and on tests. Moments of
improved performance or “getting things right” confirmed their beliefs that they were
getting smarter by attending school. Poor performance on tests and difficulties with
specific lessons and tasks led to the questioning of their own intelligence. Overall,
however, histories of poor performance in school led to generalized feelings of
unintelligence in the academic domain. This was somewhat mitigated by the adult

education center — a place where the adult learners felt surrounded by supportive peers
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who shared similar experiences and teachers who were described as patient and
understanding.

Experiences outside of school were similarly complex. Many of the adult learners
with learning disabilities described years of feeling unintelligent due to factors unrelated
to academics. For some, this was the result of negative messages received at home. For
others, this was due to what they described as poor decision-making that led to problems
with addiction and the criminal justice system. However, a number of the adult learners
described the decision to change their lives as an experience of intelligence. For most,
the non-academic domain was seen as a place where the adult learners generally felt
intelligent through their abilities to take care of their children, help others, and perform
well at work. Others, however, experienced deep feelings of unintelligence when unable
to meet the social demands of romantic relationships or the academic-skill demands of
the workplace.

The Intersection of LD and Intelligence

A final question of this study was how adult learners understand their own
intelligence when also conscious of their learning disability. The existing research into
the intersection between theories of intelligence and learning disabilities has primarily
focused on surveys to determine the mindsets, goal preferences, and response to
challenges of students with learning disabilities (e.g., Baird et al., 2009; May & Stone,
2010). This study extended that research through the utilization of an in-depth interview
approach. This approach unveiled a greater complexity in the relationship between
learning disabilities and implicit theories of intelligence than had been previously

revealed. For many of the adult learners, having a learning disability initially led to
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feelings of unintelligence often related to the stereotypes held by themselves and others
about individuals with learning disabilities. However, for others, finding out that they
had a learning disability helped the adult learners to feel more intelligent, especially once
they understood that having a learning disability meant that their brains worked
“differently” from other people - a difference that had no effect on their level of
intelligence. While the adult learners who participated in this study recognized that their
learning disability might make their educational journey longer and more difficult, each
expressed determination and hope in their ability to complete that journey.
Limitations of the Study

It is important to keep the study’s limitations in mind when considering the
findings and implications of those findings. These limitations include:

» For reasons related to feasibility, adult learners were selected from a single site.
This led to a sample of adult learners with learning disabilities that is not
representative of adult learners with learning disabilities in general.

* The sample of adult learners who participated in the study was highly
contextualized based on the site of research. The sample primarily consisted of
learners with learning disabilities who lived in urban areas, and who were African
American, female, and older. While this is not representative of all adult learners,
it is a subset of adult learners that has been almost completely overlooked by
research related to implicit theories of intelligence.

* Because I was interested in the implicit theories of intelligence of adult learners
who were conscious of their own learning disabilities, I primarily used self-

reports of a disability and the Learning Needs Screening Tool (Payne, 2001) to
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identify learning disabilities in the adult learners. As a result, some of the adult

learners may not have had diagnosable learning disabilities.

* The adult learners in this study were self-selected for inclusion, which may have
led to bias. While recruitment activities included all learners at the adult
education center, only those who expressed an interest in and willingness to
participate in the study were considered for inclusion.

* Because I work at the site of research, additional potential for bias exists.
However, I included reflexivity practices and steps in the interview protocol to
manage any potential issues that may have arisen from this situation. I believe
that the adult learners were honest in sharing their ideas and experiences.

Implications for Practice

The findings of this study suggest a number of implications for the field of adult
education related to its work with adult learners with learning disabilities. It suggests that
it is important that adult education centers structure themselves in ways that will help
their learners to recognize and capitalize on their own intelligence.

One of the problems that motivated this study was the high attrition rate in adult
education (Pickard, 2013). This study uncovered some factors that may be contributing
to this rate. These were factors that may be addressed by adult education centers,
potentially supporting adult learners with learning disabilities to make the decision to stay
in school. Many of the adult learners in this study discussed the lack of self-esteem they
had when they first returned to school. This was often due to the negative messages they
had received and experiences they had had previously in school. Given this, adult

education centers must be mindful of the early experiences that they provide to new
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learners. While assessment of learners is important, these centers should consider not
including testing in their first interactions with new learners. Instead, they should
provide early opportunities for success — successes upon which learners can build. For
example, at the research site, new learners come on three separate occasions to complete
the registration and intake process. They are asked to complete some form of testing
during the first two of these three appointments. Learners are then invited to attend a
seminar in which they begin building community with their peers and participate in
activities designed to empower them as new learners. If these processes were switched, it
may help more learners make it through the process to classes and to persist through the
early part of the term. Providing new learners with early experiences of success, support,
and encouragement would help them to begin building up the confidence and self-esteem
that the adult learners in this study identified as being key to intelligence and willingness
to persist.

This is only one of the structural changes that adult education centers might
consider based on the findings from this study. Perhaps because of the issues related to
attrition, many adult education centers use open-enrollment systems, allowing learners to
enter programs as they choose throughout a term. This creates what has been called
“attendance turbulence ” impacting the delivery of systematic instruction and the growth
of classroom communities (Strucker, n.d.). What comes clear in the narratives offered by
the adult learners in this study is the importance of creating structures that will lead to
supportive classrooms. Open enrollment policies undermine the ability of students to
create these types of communities with their instructors and their peers. Instead, adult

education centers should consider managed enrollment systems in which learners may
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only enroll during controlled periods and are placed in structured classes based on their
learning strengths and needs. This kind of structure allows instructors to develop higher
quality lessons that provide more effective feedback to learners; learners to more easily
discuss with each other what they are learning; and classroom communities to form
offering higher levels of peer support (Beder & Medina, 2001). These are similar to the
factors that the adult learners in this study indicated as being keys to their success and
perseverance as learners.

There is already a large body of evidence suggesting the efficacy of mindset
interventions with secondary and post-secondary students (e.g., Blackwell et al., 2007;
Curry, Da Fonseca, Zahn, & Elliot, 2007; Dunning, 1995; Hong et al., 1999; Salekin,
Lester, & Sellers, 2012; Thompson & Musket, 2005). This study provides evidence
suggesting that mindset interventions would also be appropriate and effective for adult
learners with learning disabilities. The learners in this study largely held fixed mindsets.
This mindset could be problematic for learners who will likely face a number of
challenges during their lives as adult education students given that they are more likely to
demonstrate helpless responses to these challenges. However, the adult learners in this
study also showed themselves to have what was termed incremental entities in Chapter 4.
To review, they had developed fixed theories based on their early life experiences, but
seemed to be slowly changing their beliefs about the malleability of intelligence as they
had new experiences as adult learners. This shift could be accelerated through mindset
interventions designed to teach adult learners about brain plasticity and learning
disabilities and to address some of the stereotypes faced by adult learners, especially

those with learning disabilities.
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Community service has long been a tool used in work with at-risk high school
students. It has been found to be effective in promoting the development of community
and retention among these students (Batchelor, 2012). This study supports an argument
to bring community service opportunities into adult education programs. Often, these
centers are at least partially staffed by community volunteers who are there serving the
learners. Adult education centers should consider extending their ideas about the role of
service by providing the adult learners themselves with opportunities to be of service to
others. Not only would the learners benefit from the positive effects that service has been
shown to provide to at-risk high school students, but it would also provide them with
opportunities to discover and experience their own intelligence, while also building their
confidence and self-esteem. Each of the adult learners in this study mentioned helping
others as one of the ways that they experience feelings of their own intelligence and
many explained that this was also a way in which they were able to recognize growth in
their own intelligence. By building these opportunities into their programming, adult
education centers can support their learners’ transition into more adaptive ideas about
their own intelligence.

Implications for Future Research

This research does not only lead to recommendations for the administrators and
practitioners working in adult education centers. It also has implications for the
researchers who are helping to evaluate, develop, and shape the field of adult education.

It is important that the field of adult education takes note of these findings as the
narratives presented by the adult learners run counter to some of the assumptions

underlying andragogy, the leading theory impacting research and practice in adult
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education. These assumptions were presented in Chapter 1, but, as a review, andragogy
presents six assumptions about adult learners: (1) adult learners are self-directed; (2)
adult learners tend to learn by drawing from their previous experiences; (3) adult learning
is problem-centered, task-oriented, and life-focused, with an emphasis on immediate
applications for knowledge; (4) adults tend to be internally motivated; (5) adults need to
know why they learn (Knowles, 1980). Analysis of the data collected in this study does
not support a number of these assumptions. First, it does not support the assumption that
adult learners with learning disabilities are self-directed. The majority of the adult
learners, at least when they started their adult education journeys, did not feel themselves
to have the confidence, knowledge, or skills necessary to direct their own learning.
Additionally, while some of the adult learners may have possessed the factors required
for self-directed learning, the majority did not draw from their previous experience to
support their learning. Instead their previous experiences often served as barriers that
needed to be overcome in order to learn. Next, the adult learners’ emphasis on pure
academic knowledge and skills in their implicit theories of intelligence indicate that,
while not necessarily adverse to it, these learners do not require learning that is problem-
centered, task-oriented, or life-focused. Instead, the adult learners in this study appear to
value academic knowledge and skills for themselves, not just for their ability to help
them in their day-to-day lives. Further, the learners who participated in this study did not
appear to be internally motivated as students. Instead they often showed a preference for
performance goals, relying on external markers of their intelligence and growth as
students such as CASAS test scores and positive feedback from instructors. Finally,

while there was no evidence contrary to an assumption that the adult learners in this study
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needed to know why they learn, there was also no evidence to support this assumption as
these learners were often more focused on their larger motivations for learning rather
than concerned about their daily learning experiences.

This study’s findings point to a need for greater research into the assumptions
underlying the work being done in the field of adult education. As a field, we can no
longer continue to base our practices upon unsubstantiated theories such as andragogy
(Taylor & Laros, 2014). More in-depth qualitative research is needed to develop a deeper
understanding of adult education students. This deeper understanding of adult learners is
necessary in order to develop new theories that could more effectively guide our work.
This study has contributed to that task, but it focused on a subset of learners at one adult
education center. The adult learners who participated in this study were all African
American and were older students. Additionally, all lived and studied in an urban area.
Further research designed to gain a better understanding of who adult learners are should
focus on the implicit theories of adult learners with and without disabilities in other
contexts.

This research also sought to address the dearth of knowledge about the implicit
theories of intelligence of adults. This research base should be grown through additional
studies examining these theories holistically, but also to understand the component parts
of these theories in greater detail. This type of research can help us to develop more
inclusive explicit and expert theories that better reflect the ways in which individuals
actually evaluate and experience intelligence in their own lives. More specifically,
further research into the use of the Entity-Only Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form

Jfor Adults (Dweck, 1999) for analyzing the implicit theories of adult learners with
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learning disabilities is warranted. The results of the scale did not closely correlate with
closer analysis of the interview transcripts, potentially calling into question the accuracy
of the tool. However, the small number of participants and very specific context limited
this study; additional research would help to further explore this discrepancy.

The results of this study also indicate the need for more research into the role of
feedback in shaping the implicit theories of adult learners. While there is a relatively
large body of research into the impact of feedback on mindsets and responses to setbacks,
this research has focused on children. Feedback was often cited during the interviews in
this study, and it was clear the negative impact that early criticism had on the adult
learners. What was not clear was the impact that praise had on the development of the
adult learners’ implicit theories of intelligence. While many learners discussed using
praise as an indication of their own intelligence, it is not clear what role that praise played
in many of them developing fixed mindsets and helpless responses to challenge. Further
research into the impact of praise on adult learners may help to shed light on this process
and lead to findings that would allow practitioners to use praise more effectively.

Finally, one of the practice recommendations was to include mindset
interventions in adult education programs. As these interventions are developed and
implemented, it will be important for researchers to examine them in order to evaluate
their effectiveness in not only changing the mindsets of adult learners, but also in leading
to improved outcomes in adult education programs.

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore the implicit theories of intelligence of

adult education students with learning disabilities by addressing the primary research
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question: How do adult education students with learning disabilities make meaning of
intelligence? The results of the study provided insights into how adult learners with
learning disabilities define intelligence in themselves and others, what early experiences
shaped their definitions, how they experience intelligence in both academic and non-
academic contexts, and how having a learning disability influences how the learners
understood and experience intelligence.

While little research had previously examined the implicit theories of intelligence
of adults, this study confirmed the findings of existing literature that adult ideas about
intelligence are multifaceted and contextualized. It also followed the results of the
available existing literature-base related to mindsets, finding that the adult learners with
learning disabilities in this study were more susceptible to fixed mindsets (May & Stone,
2010) and helpless responses in the face of challenge (Baird, Scott, Dearing, & Hamill,
2009; Valas, 2001). It added to the research-base by uncovering the importance that the
adult learners with learning disabilities place on self-esteem and helping others in their
definitions of intelligence.

Following previously conducted research - research primarily conducted with
children - this study confirmed that the feedback adult learners with learning disabilities
received helped to shape their ideas of intelligence in general and their own intelligence
in particular. The findings diverge from previous research, however, by suggesting that
criticism was much more powerful than praise in shaping maladaptive ideas about
intelligence (e.g., Cimpian et al., 2007; Cimpian, Aree, Marman, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck

2007; Mueller & Dweck, 1998).
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This study also extended the existing literature base by exploring how adult
education students with learning disabilities experience intelligence in school and out of
school. It found that the adult learners who participated in this study emphasized
academic knowledge and skills in their school setting and evaluate their intelligence
largely through their performance on tests and in the classroom. The learners also
articulated what are potentially transforming ideas about intelligence based on the more
supportive messages they are receiving about their intelligence from both their instructors
and their peers. Outside of school, the adult learners emphasized decision-making and
social skills. In general, this is a context in which the learners often experienced
intelligence due to the decisions they were making and skills they were developing to
improve their lives and those of their family members.

Having a learning disability often complicated the adult learners’ perceptions of
their own intelligence. On the one hand, they had to contend with the negative
stereotypes of people with learning disabilities — stereotypes that even they often bought
into. However, when provided with a greater understanding of what it means to have a
learning disability, the label helped some of the adult learners to experience an increased
sense of their own intelligence.

These findings have a number of implications both for practitioners and
researchers working in the field of adult education. Practitioners, including program
administrators, should consider implementing structures and policies that provide a
greater level of support for adult learners with learning disabilities given their histories of
failure and resulting low self-esteem and feelings of unintelligence. By building in

policies and programs that allow learners with early success, opportunities for service, a
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community of learners, and information about the brain, adult education centers may be
able to turn the tide on the high attrition rates in adult education. Researchers must work
to develop a deeper understanding of adult learners in order to replace the unsupported
theories and assumptions that provide the foundation to a great many practices in adult
education. Further exploration into the implicit theories of adult learners may be one way
to develop this type of greater understanding by extending this research to other

populations and contexts.
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Participate in a Research Study

A doctoral student from The George Washington University wants to learn about how
adult learners with learning disabilities think about intelligence.

Is this study be a good fit for me?

This study might be a good fit for you if:

* You are enrolled in classes at this school

* You have been diagnosed with a learning disability OR think that you might have a
learning disability

* You are willing to talk about your ideas about intelligence and your experiences
having a learning disability

What happens if I agree to participate?

If you decide to take part in the research study, you would:

* Meet with the researcher for a 20 minute orientation to the study

* Agree to participate in 3 interviews, each lasting approximately 60 minutes

What would I get if I took part in the study?
Benefits for participating in the study include:
* A §5 gift card for each completed interview

If you have any questions or want to participate contact:

Lindsey Anderson at # or email
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Participant Pseudonym:
Site:

Interviewer:

Date:

Start Time:

End Time:

Interview Focus:
Protocol Used:

First Interview: Focused Life

I’d like to ask you some questions about being intelligent or smart. Everyone has
different ideas about these things and I want to know what you think. Whatever you say

is the right answer because everybody has different ideas. I just want to know what you
think.

1. To begin, what does it mean to say that someone is smart?

2. What does it mean to say that someone is intelligent?

From now on, I’m just going to use the words smart and intelligent as the same words.
Sometimes I might say smart and sometimes I might say intelligent, but I’ll mean the
same thing.

[wherever possible, use the language of the participant]

3. Where do you think a very intelligent person get his or her intelligence? Where does
it come from?

Probes:

*  Was he or she born that way?
* Is it because of things that he or she has done?
» Is it because of things that he or she has experienced?

4. 1If you meet a person, how do you know if he or she is intelligent (can you know)?
Probes:

* Do they look different?
* Do they talk differently?
* Do they act differently or do anything different than an average person?
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For the rest of today’s conversation, I’d like for you to share some of your personal
experiences related to intelligence.

5. To start, think back to when you were a child. What is your earliest memory of
feeling intelligent? [Pause to provide think time] Tell me the story of it.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

6. What is your earliest memory of feeling unintelligent? /[Pause to provide think time]
Tell me the story of it.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

Thank you for your time and for sharing your thoughts with me today. Do you have any
questions for me?

I will see you for the next interview.

Post-Interview Memo
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Participant Pseudonym:
Site:

Interviewer:

Date:

Start Time:

End Time:

Interview Focus:
Protocol Used:

Second Interview: Current Experiences

As a reminder, I’m going to ask you some questions about being intelligent or smart.
Everyone has different ideas about these things and I want to know what you think.
Whatever you say is the right answer because everybody has different ideas. I just want
to know what you think.

Reflection on Previous Interview

I’d like to begin by reviewing what we talked about during the last interview. Here are
some of the important topics and ideas that you talked about:

Provide an summary of the previous interview. Present one key idea at a time.

Does this summary sound like what you remember talking about? Is there anything that
you’d like to add to those ideas?

There were also some points that [ wanted to clarify, just to be sure that I understand your
thinking.

Discuss any points that need clarification from the previous interview.
Intelligence in School

For today’s conversation, I’d like for us to focus on some recent experiences you’ve had
related to intelligence.

7. Think back to a recent time when you felt intelligent in school. /Pause for think
time] Describe that experience in as great of detail as possible.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
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*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

8. Think back to a recent time when you felt unintelligent in school. [Pause for think
time] Describe that experience in as great of detail as possible.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

Intelligence Out of School

9. Think back to a recent time when you felt intelligent outside of school. [Pause for
think time] Describe that experience in as great of detail as possible.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

10. Think back to a recent time when you felt unintelligent outside of school. [Pause for
think time] Describe that experience in as great of detail as possible.

Probes:

* Describe it to me.

*  What happened?

*  What did you do?

*  How did you experience it?

*  What do you feel about it?

*  When you felt that, what did you do or want to do?
*  Who else was involved and how did they respond?

Thank you for your time and for sharing your ideas with me. Do you have any questions
for me?
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I will see you

for our final interview.

Post-Interview Memo

236




Participant Pseudonym:
Site:

Interviewer:

Date:

Start Time:

End Time:

Interview Focus:
Protocol Used:

Third Interview: Sense Making

I’d like to ask you some questions about being intelligent or smart. Everyone has
different ideas about these things and I want to know what you think. Whatever you say
is the right answer because everybody has different ideas. I just want to know what you
think.

Reflection on Previous Interview

I’d like to begin by reviewing what we talked about during the last interview. Here are
some of the important topics and ideas that we discussed:

Provide an oral summary of the previous interview, presenting on key idea at a time.

Does this summary sound like what you remember talking about? Is there anything that
you’d like to add to those ideas?

There were also some points that I wanted to clarify, just to be sure that I understand your
thinking.

Discuss any points that need clarification from the previous interview.
Intelligence and LD

During the previous interviews, we’ve considered your experiences related to intelligence
in general. Today, I’d like to hear about your experiences and thinking as a person with a
learning disability.

11. Think back to the first time that you heard or realized that you have a learning
disability. [Pause to provide think time] Describe that experience in as great of detail
as possible.

Probes:

*  What happened?

*  What did you feel about it?

*  What do you think about it?

*  When this happened, what did you do or want to do?
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*  How did other people respond?

12. What does it mean to have a learning disability in school?
Probes:

*  What do you feel about it?
*  What do you think about it?

13. What does it mean to have a learning disability outside of school?
Probes:

*  What do you feel about it?
*  What do you think about it?

14. Given the stories that you’ve told me about intelligence in your life, how would you
describe intelligence in your life?

Probes:

*  What does intelligence mean to you?
*  What does it mean in school?
*  What does it mean out of school?

15. In order to understand how you think about and have experienced intelligence, is
there anything else that I should know?

Thank you for all of your time and for sharing your ideas about intelligence.

As a final step, I have a final set of questions for you. [administer the Entity-Only
Theories of Intelligence Scale]

Post-Interview Memo
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Matrix of Research and Interview Questions

RQ
Making
meaning of
intelligence

SQ-1
Implicit
theories of
intelligence

SQ-2
Experiences
drawn upon

SOQ-3
Intelligence
in school

SQ-4
Intelligence
in non-
school
domains

SQ-5
Intelligence
and learning
disability

10-1
Mean to be
smart

X

1Q-2
Mean to be
intelligent

1Q-3
Origin of
intelligence

1Q-4
Evaluating
intelligence

1Q-5
Earliest
memory of
intelligence

1Q-6

Earliest
memory of
unintelligence

1Q-7

Recent
experience of
intelligence
in school

10-8

Recent
experience of
unintelligence
in school

10-9

Recent
experience of
intelligence
out of school

240




RQ
Making
meaning of
intelligence

SQ-1
Implicit
theories of
intelligence

SQ-2
Experiences
drawn upon

SOQ-3
Intelligence
in school

SQ-4
Intelligence
in non-
school
domains

SQ-5
Intelligence
and learning
disability

1Q-10

Recent
experience of
unintelligence
out of school

1Q-11
Realization of
learning
disability

1Q-12
Learning
disability in
school

10-13
Learning
disability out
of school

1Q-14
Intelligence
in life

241




APPENDIX D:

INFORMED CONSENT

242



Informed Consent Form
Implicit Theories of Intelligence
IRB# 021530

Principal Investigator: Juliana Taymans, Ph.D.
Primary Contact: Lindsey Anderson, M.A., lindseya@gwmail.gwu.edu

Introduction

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by a doctoral candidate
in the Special Education and Disability Studies department of the Graduate School of
Education and Human Development at The George Washington University. This study is
focused on examining how adult learners with learning disabilities understand, think
about, and experience intelligence.

You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you have enrolled as a
student at Academy of Hope Adult Public Charter School during the 2014-2015 school
year and you have identified yourself as having a learning disability. Please read this
form and ask any questions that will help you to decide if you want to be in the study.
Taking part in this study is completely voluntary, and even if you decide that you want to
participate at this time, you can quit at any time.

Your status as a student at Academy of Hope will not be affected in any way if you
choose not to take part in the study or if you chose to quit at any time.

Procedures

The total amount of time you will spend in this study is about 3 hours over the course of
1 to 2 weeks. As a part of this study, you will participate in 3 interviews, each of which
should last around 60 minutes, but no more than 90 minutes. During these interviews,
you will be asked to talk about your ideas about intelligence, as well as your experiences
related to intelligence.

Risks and Confidentiality

There may be some risk that comes with choosing to participate in this study. You may
feel some emotional stress or discomfort while answering the interview questions. You
are free to skip any questions and to stop the interviews at any point.

The interview will be audiotaped to ensure that your ideas are accurately captured in your
own words. These recordings will only be listened to for the purpose of the study. While
direct quotes may be used, your name will not be included on the recordings, transcripts,
or final report. All of your information and interview responses will be kept confidential.
In the event that you withdraw from the study, all information that you provide, including
recordings from interviews, will be destroyed.

There is a small chance that someone other than the researchers could find out that you

took part in this study or somehow connect your name with the information that is
collected about you. However, to reduce that risk a pseudonym will be used to identify
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you throughout the data collection process and all data will be kept on a password-
protected computer or in a sealed envelope in a locked cabinet. All data will be
destroyed after 3 years.

The records of this study will be kept private. Any published articles or presentations
about this research will not include any information that will make it possible to identify
you as a participant.

Benefits
Taking part in this research will not help you directly. However, the study will help us to
better understand adult learners with learning disabilities.

Compensation
You will receive a $5 gift card for taking part in each of the interviews to compensate
you for your time and effort.

Questions

At any point in this study, you should talk to the research team if you have any questions,
concerns, complaints, or if you think that you have been harmed. You can contact
Lindsey Anderson at # or Juliana Taymans at #. If you have any questions about your
rights as a participant in this study, you can also call the GWU Office of Human
Research at #.

Documentation of Consent
If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below:

Signature: Date:

After you sign this consent form, you will be given a copy. Please keep this copy in case
you want to read it again or call someone about the study.
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Learning Needs Screening Tool
(Payne, 2001)

Before proceeding to the questions, read this statement aloud to the potential
participant:

The following questions are about your school and life experiences. I'm trying to find out
how it was for you (or your family members) when you were in school and how some of
these issues might affect your life now. Your responses to these questions will help
identify if you might be a good fit for this research study.

Section A Yes No

1. Did you have any problems learning in middle school or junior
high school?

2. Do any family members have learning problems?

3. Do you have difficulty working with numbers in columns?

4. Do you have trouble judging distances?

5. Do you have problems working from a test booklet to an
answer sheet?

Count the number of “Yes’s” for Section A X 1=

Section B Yes No

6. Do you have difficulty or experience problems mixing
arithmetic signs (+/x)?

7. Did you have any problems learning in elementary school?

Count the number of “Yes’s” for Section B X 2 =

Section C Yes No

8. Do you have difficulty remembering how to spell simple words
you know?

9. Do you have difficulty filling out forms?

10. Did you (or do you) experience difficulty memorizing

numbers?
Count the number of “Yes’s” for Section C X 3 =
Section D Yes No
11. Do you have trouble adding and subtracting small numbers in
your head?

12. Do you have difficulty or experience problems taking notes?

13. Were you ever in a special program or given extra help in
school?

Count the number of “Yeses” for Section D X 4 =

Total “Yes’s” multiplied by factor indicated for A, B, C, D

14. Check to see if the potential participant has ever been diagnosed or told he/she has a
learning disability. If so, by whom and when?
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Entity-Only Theories of Intelligence Scale — Self Form for Adults
(Dweck, 1999, p. 178)

To be administered at the end of the third interview.

Prior to reading the statements, read this statement aloud to the participant:
This questionnaire has been designed to investigate ideas about intelligence. There are
no right or wrong answers. I am only interested in your ideas.

Using the scale on the response card, please indicate how much you agree or disagree
with each of the following statements by responding with the number that corresponds to
your opinion. Following the scale on the response card, please respond with a 1 if you
strongly agree, 2 if you agree, 3 if you mostly agree, 4 if you mostly disagree, 5 if you
disagree, and 6 if you strongly disagree.

1. You have a certain amount of intelligence, and you can’t really do
much to change it.

2. Your intelligence is something about you that you can’t change
very much.
3. To be honest, you can’t really change how intelligent you are.
4. You can learn new things, but you can’t really change your basic
intelligence.
Response Card
1 Strongly Agree
2 Agree
3 Mostly Agree
4 Mostly Disagree
5 Disagree
6 Strongly Disagree
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Code Book

Code Name

Code Description

Context: Family

Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in the home or
with members of one’s family

Context: LD Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that are related to having a
learning disability

Context: Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in or are related

Community to one’s immediate community (physical or social)

Context: Indicators of the “way of life” of groups to which the participant is

Culture a member

Context: Dating

Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in or are related
to dating

Context:
Incarceration

Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in or are related
to being incarcerated

Context: School

Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in or are related
to being a student

Context: Work

Reported events, ideas, and beliefs that take place in or are related
to being a past, future, present employee

Impact Indicators of a belief that changes to feelings about one’s
Intelligence: intelligence impact the goals that one sets for one’s life

Goal Setting

Malleability: Indicators of a belief that growth to intelligence has upper
Capacity limitations

Malleability: Indicators of beliefs about how intelligence changes across time
Constancy

Malleability: Indicators of a belief in an experience component to intelligence
Experience

Malleability: Indicators of belief that intelligence is something that someone is
Fixed Mindset born with and that cannot be changed

Malleability: Indicators of belief that intelligence is something that can be
Growth changed through actions of the individual

Mindset

Malleability: Indicators of a belief in a hereditary component to intelligence
Heredity

Malleability: Indicators of a belief in a study component to intelligence
Study

Malleability: Indicators of a belief that one can become more intelligent through
Support the help of others

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that attention is an indicator or aspect of
Attention intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that attitude plays a role in determining
Attitude intelligence

Nature Intel:
Book Smarts

Indicators that school-related knowledge and skills are part of
defining intelligence

Nature Intel:

Indicators of a belief that “common sense" is an indicator or aspect
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Common Sense

of intelligence

Nature Intel:

Indicators that decision-making is a part of defining intelligence

Decision

Making

Nature Intel: Provided definitions of intelligence or what it means to be smart
Definition

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that level of education is an indicator or aspect
Educated of intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that the ability to get or keep employment is
Employment an indicator or aspect of intelligence

Nature Intel: Traits, behaviors, and outcomes used to evaluate the intelligence of
Evaluation others

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that intelligence is demonstrated through the
Helping Others ability to help others

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that being able to do things on your own is a
Independence part of being intelligent.

Nature Intel:
Interest in
learning

Indicators of a belief that intelligence is demonstrated through an
interest in learning

Nature Intel:
Interpersonal
Differences in
Learning

Indicators of beliefs that everyone learns differently, which isn’t
necessarily an indicator of intelligence

Nature Intel:
Intrapersonal
Differences in
Learning

Indicators of belief that people have areas in which they are more or
less intelligent/skilled

Nature Intel:
Involved in

Indicators of a belief that intelligent people are pursuing positive
things in life (school, work, taking care of family, etc.)

Positive

Pursuits

Nature Intel: Definition indicates a belief that having knowledge is a part of
Knowledge intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that learning quickly is an indicator or aspect
Learn Quickly of intelligence

Nature Intel: Definition includes indicators that the ability to remember things is
Memory a component of intelligence

Nature Intel: Definition includes indicators that people who are intelligent are
Open to open to learning new things

Learning

Nature Intel: Performance on tasks used to evaluate the intelligence of others
Performance

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that reading ability is an indicator or aspect of
Reading intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that responsibility is an indicator or aspect of
Responsibility intelligence
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Nature Intel:

Believing in and valuing self is a part of definition of intelligence

Self-Esteem

Nature Intel: Indicators that knowing oneself (self-awareness) is a part of
Self-Knowledge intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicator that social skills are used to evaluate intelligence
Social Skills

Nature Intel:
Street Smarts

Indicator that knowledge and ability needed to survive are a part of
defining intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicator that being successful (in any endeavor) is a sign of
Success intelligence

Nature Intel: Indicators that intelligence comes from ones upbringing (in the
Upbringing home)

Nature Intel: Indicator that use of language is used to evaluate intelligence

Use of

Language

Nature Intel: Indicators of a belief that writing ability is an indicator or aspect of
Writing intelligence

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that needing to ask for help is an aspect of
Asking for Help having LD

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that experiencing a blockage is an aspect of
Blockage having LD

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that people with LD are different in some way
Different than people without LD

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that not understanding is an aspect of having
Don't or experiencing LD

Understand

Nature LD: Statements that express the ability and/or desire to keep a learning
Keeping it disability hidden from others

Hidden

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that individuals with LD learn differently
Learn

Differently

Nature LD: One Indicator of a belief that a learning disability is only one part of a
Part of Me person’s intelligence

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that having trouble remembering things is a
Poor Memory part of having a learning disability

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief or experience of shame or embarrassment for
Shame having a learning disability

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that having a learning disability means being
Slow slow

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that having a learning disability means that
Stupid you are stupid or dumb

Nature LD: Indicators that having a learning disability leads to questions about
Why Me? the causes of LD

Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that having a learning disability means that
Work Harder one must work harder
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Nature LD: Indicators of a belief that the brain of people with LD is different

Brain Works than the brains of people without

Differently

Nature LD: Statements of indicator of belief that there are things that people

Learned with LD can’t do without help

Helplessness

Outside Reported messages about feedback that implies that ability is

Message: improved through practice or work

Ability

Cultivated

Outside Reported messages about feedback that implies a belief that ability

Message: or intelligence are innate to the person

Ability Innate

Outside Reported messages about feedback from others on performance,

Message: intelligence, etc.

Feedback

Outside Reported messages related to LD being an “invisible” disability

Message:

Invisible

Disability

Outside Reported messages about one’s intelligence based on group

Message: membership

Stereotype

Outside Reported messages or feedback that led to feelings of being treated

Message: differently than others

Treated

Differently

Outside Reported messages that respondent is just like everyone else, even

Message: with a disability

Treated Like

Everybody Else

RQ1 What are adult education students’ with learning disabilities
implicit theories about intelligence in general?

RQ 2 What experiences do these adult education students draw from in
developing their theories of intelligence?

RQ 3 How do these students draw upon and experience their own
intelligence during their daily school routine?

RQ 4 How do these students draw upon and experience their own
intelligence while they are not in the school setting, such as when
they are in community, family, or employment domains?

RQ 5 How do adult students understand their own intelligence when also

conscious of their learning disability?
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