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Introduction 

Today, higher education institutions have a number of focuses that are incorporated into 

their mission statements and into their values that faculty and staff are expected to uphold. One 

value that perhaps many institutions are missing is encouraging the development of self-

authorship in students. As defined by Baxter Magolda, self-authorship is the ability to define 

one’s belief system, identity and relationships. It’s a time when one stops relying on others’ 

(typically an authority figure) and starts thinking for one’s self. Self-authorship consists of three 

areas: knowledge (epistemological development), view of self (intrapersonal development), and 

view of social relations (interpersonal development) (2001). 

A study was conducted by Baxter Magolda where 80 students’ development of self-

authorship was documented over a period of 20 years. By graduation all of the participants had 

arrived at various levels of knowing, but none of them had fully developed the ability to create 

their own belief system. After college many of the students had a difficult time adjusting to the 

“real world” as they no longer had a syllabus to tell them what to do at work or how to do it and 

because they were not set in their values, some even had problems with relationships that 

resulted in divorce and therapy. It wasn’t until the students reached their mid to late 20’s that 

they were able to become the author of their own lives and for some, this was a new beginning 

(2002). 

These students are not alone in their transition after college. It’s believed that this is the 

experience for a majority of college graduates (as cited by King & Kitchener, 1994 in Baxter 

Magolda, 2002). So what can be done in higher education to prevent a deceptive future for 

students? Since self-authorship development has obviously not been promoted in higher 
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education, it must start now. In order to incorporate this new core value into students’ learning 

curriculum successfully, it must be implemented institution-wide.  

Taking into account past research on self-authorship and its multiple facets will be 

helpful in designing an effective learning environment that advocates this new core value for 

students. 

Supporting Research 

Self-authorship development occurs by traveling through three different phases. The first 

phase, The Crossroads, is probably the most difficult to get to and is where many of the students 

in Baxter Magolda’s study did not even reach. This typically occurs when a “provocative 

moment” is experienced – when there is a major inbalance in one’s ways of knowing and then 

one realizes they must commit to a search of their own self-definition (Pizzolato, 2005).  After 

The Crossroads, one starts to dig in to create their own perspectives and self-definition in what is 

called Becoming the Author of One’s Life (stage two). The last and final stage of self-authorship 

is achieving the stage of Predicting Needs. Here, one has a final set of outlooks that one uses to 

guide their own knowledge and actions in life – one has achieved self-authorship (Baxter 

Magolda, 2001). 

Rational For Implementation 

In order to begin the journey of self-authorship, students must somehow encounter a 

“provocative experience” to initiate the first phase, The Crossroads. According to Baxter 

Magolda (2001) and Pizzolato (2005), there may be particular skills that students need in order to 

reach this phase and these skills may be able to be encouraged through interventions – both 

curricular and co-curricular.  
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 Specifically, findings in Pizzolato’s research show that such provocative experiences 

were highly connected to the student’s decision-making purpose which derived from the 

student’s characteristics and the situation. This situation could have been motivated by a 

“catalyzed” situation which almost forces the student to make the provocative decision. This 

suggests once again that reaching provocative decisions to begin phases of self-authorship could 

quite possibly be triggered or induced by external forces including programming and other 

interventions (2006). These situations could be categorized into two types: 1) a decision had to 

be made that would have no impact on one’s self and there was no formula for success and 2) 

they realized they were unhappy and needed to make a decision to make a change, but needed to 

figure out how to go about doing this (Pizzolato, 2003). 

  In addition, whatever decision that was made that led to a provocative experience, 

always ended in some form of balance – this initiated The Crossroads phase which then abled the 

student to move along to the next phase (Pizzolato, 2006). This proves that self-authorship 

begins when students start to process an imbalanced situation and that it can be facilitated 

through a variety of interventions (e.g., Baxter Magolda, 2001,2003, 2004; Baxter Magolda & 

King, 2004; Hornak & Ortiz, 2004; King & BaxterMagolda, 2004; Pizzolato, 2003 as cited in 

Pizzolato, 2006). 

Exceptions 

 Not all students fail to reach the start of self-authorship in college. Students from various 

backgrounds encounter very complex decisions they must make even before they graduate high 

school. For example, those students that are high risk, self-authorship development may come 

either before or during college. If these students’ decision to attend high education is made 

public, they could be ridiculed by their peers and others in their environment which causes them 
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to come up with their own formula for success, including planning their way to college and 

paying for college – this could be categorized as a catalyst even moving high risk students 

toward self-development before college even begins (Milner, 2002; Choy, 2002; Lang, 1992; 

Terenzini et al., 2001 as cited in Pizzolato, 2003). This finding provoked Pizzolato to figure out 

what skills and ways of knowing do high risk students possess that are related to the 

development of self-authorship in all college students. 

 Pizzolato’s data in a study amongst high risk college students notes that most of the 

participants already possessed self-authorship ways of knowing prior to college. Once again, it 

was proven that the initial start of self-development began with a provocative experience. 

Students were put in a situation which disrupted their balance of knowing and motivated them to 

change their goals and idea of self by either making changes to their current goals or by 

committing to a new goal or value. Depending upon which act of change they chose, determined 

a different form of self-authorship. If the student felt an incredibly high imbalance of meaning, 

they more than likely chose to create new goals. By committing to new goals and sticking to an 

internal sense of self, these students became authors of their own lives, resulting in self-

authorship (2003).  

 In addition to high risk students, minority students, LGBT students and transfer students 

have shown self-authorship development prior to college or early in college. In Pizzaloto’s study 

to determine characteristics of self-authorship, she found that transfer students may develop even 

more so than others in certain areas of self-authorship. The explanation for this is that they 

encounter an extremely high amount of anxiety due to a hard transition. They quickly learn to 

cope from past experiences that have lead them to success. Specifically, transfer students had a 

high correlation with self-regulation and challenging situations (2006).  



Implementing Self-Authorship, 6 
 

 Other exceptions include ESL students who are able to “critique and reject discriminatory 

cultural messages in their community college environment because they evaluated these 

messages on the basis of their internal standards and values” (Helsing, Broderick, and 

Hammerman, 2001 as cited in Baxter Magolda, 2007). Staff and faculty must also be aware that 

lesbian students also develop self-authorship much sooner than other college students as they 

have the ability to determine internally how external factors have influenced their identity (Abes 

and Jones, 2004 as cited in Baxter Magolda, 2007).  

 All of these exceptions had one thing in common: they were forced to make complex 

decisions which initiated provocative moments, leading The Crossroads as well as the additional 

phases of self-authorship. If these moments can somehow be influenced upon all college 

students, there would more than likely be an increase of self-development amongst college 

students before they graduated. 

Theory  

 Although there have been a number of studies and research compiled on developing self-

authorship, there seems to be only one relevant theory that pertains to college students. Baxter 

Magolda’s Learning Partnership Model (LPM) has been used in a number of pedagogies and has 

shown a change in behavior and reasoning practices that are associated with self-authorship. 

Since this model is somewhat new, there still needs to be further studies on it. LPM intends to 

“purposefully facilitate development in undergraduates” using three main principles: 1) “to 

validate students as knowers, 2) situate students’ experiences and 3) define learning as mutually 

constructing meaning” (Pizzolato and Ozaki, 2007). For LPM to work, it is essential that both the 

curriculum and co-curriculum are brought together.  
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Proposed Self-Authorship Learning Environment 

 According to Baxter Magolda, environments that promote self-authorship have the 

following common factors: 1) Knowledge is complex and socially constructed, 2) Self is central 

to knowledge construction and 3) Authorship and expertise shared in the mutual construction of 

knowledge among peers. In addition Baxter Magolda also has principles to incorporate into 

educational practice for self-authorship: 1) Validating learners' capacity to know - validating 

students' perspectives and trusting their judgment, 2) Trusting the learners' experiences - using 

existing knowledge to elaborate and come to a decision and 3) Mutually constructing meaning - 

involving many to understand complex situations (2002). These factors and principles must be 

implemented into any institution that decides to take on this new learning environment. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this program is to increase the development of self-authorship in students before 

graduating from college to avoid an unnecessary treacherous transition into the real world. 

Learning Outcomes & Objectives For Students 

1. The students will be able to make more complex decisions that they were not able to 

make at the beginning of the program. 

This can be done by: 

a. Pushing the students to consider multiple perspectives. 

b. Encouraging the students to question their own assumptions about knowledge. 

c. Stimulating the students to reconsider their goals, values and behaviors. 

2. The students will eventually encounter a “provocative moment” that will begin the 

process of self-authorship. 

Collaborating Partners 
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  It is necessary that all parts of the institution take part in creating this learning 

environment. Throughout the program, the following partners on campus are involved: 

residential life, career counselors, admission counselors, faculty, study abroad, student life, 

academic advisors and judicial affairs. In reality, an institution can use just about every 

department and office on campus in this program. 

Learning Environment Parameters 

 This proposal has a two-prong approach for students – one part is a voluntary program 

for students that will be more of a trial run and the other is a learning environment incorporated 

into their entire higher education experience after the pilot run. The most vital part of this is 

implementing the learning environment for the students – it is necessary that all departments take 

part in this for it to be effective. “For the journey to be successful, faculty and student 

development professionals must place self authorship as the central goal of higher education and 

provide a new form of guidance for teaching and learning,” (Meszaros, 2007).  Students will be 

involved in the pilot study for four years. After this pilot study is complete, the entire learning 

environment with be implemented. Below are responsibilities and objectives that each office or 

department should have for the learning environment. In some cases, the office may only be 

involved in the pilot, if this is the case “Pilot” will indicate the office’s responsibilities for only 

the pilot program. In addition, specific learning outcomes are also listed for the student. 

Residential Life  

Learning Environment: A Community Standards Process should be implemented in res life. This 

model allows peers to make complex decisions and become involved in their surrounding 

environment. Staff will only guide and mentor, as students will make the main decisions for their 

residential environment in a group setting. “Shared agreements” that are created by the students 

appear to be more respected and are reached through a consensus. They create standards of the 
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community and keep one another accountable (Piper and Buckley, 2004 as cited in Baxter 

Magolda, 2007). 

.Learning Objectives: Students will be able to develop a sense of identity and will be able to 

have a better sense of interdependence amongst peers. 

Academic & Career Advising 

Learning Environment: Any time a student has an appointment with an advisor, the advisor 

should ask questions about the students’ strengths, goals, motivation, obstacles for reaching 

goals and ask the student how he or she thinks these factors relate. Advisors should also keep in 

mind to validate the student whenever possible including validating the students’ means of 

knowing and their perspectives. In addition, after advisors have learned more about the student, 

there should be further questioning that allows the students to make their own decisions, which 

creates responsibility (Baxter Magolda, 2007). 

 Epistemological development continues as a majority of students have mostly relied on 

authority figures for what they know and what they believe – this also takes them away from 

thinking about various perspectives on any type of issue. Academic advisors can assist students 

out of this way of thinking by challenging them to reflect on their opinions and ways of thinking. 

Using a particular example, advisors can ask reflecting questions and ask the student to interpret 

these reflections (Baxter Magolda and King, 2008). For specific examples of questions for 

advisors, please refer to Baxter Magolda and King, 2008. 

 Learning Objectives: The students will be able to become better critical thinkers, learning how 

to interpret the validity of information presented to them. Students will be able to set their own 

academic and career goals. The student will be able to create their own decision-making process. 

Faculty 
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Learning Environment: Curriculum should incorporate epistemological, interpersonal and 

intrapersonal development. In addition the principles of LPM should be included. Throughout all 

activities and coursework faculty should include the principles of LPM: validate what the student 

is aware of, provide them with ways to increase their ability to learn and thinking more 

complexly and comprehensively and ensure the students have high expectations of themselves 

(Bekken and Marie, 2007). New ways of teaching may be necessary for faculty members to pick 

up on, see possibly ways in Bekken and Marie, 2007. The most difficult challenge will more than 

likely be encouraging faculty members to take a look at their own pedagogy; this is why such a 

learning environment is cohesive across the entire campus, coming from the top (president or 

provost) all the way down. 

Learning Objectives: Students will be able to think and learn more complexly  

Study Abroad  

 Pilot: Part of the program consists of a summer abroad in a foreign country in an impoverished 

area with fellow peers. The summer program will include a class with locals to the area and a 

curriculum focused on reflection and centered on the LPM. A course similar to Anne Hornak and 

Anna Ortiz (2004 as cited in Baxter Magolda, 2000) can be utilized.  

Learning Objectives: Students will be able to think more critically and contextually. Students 

will be able to act as a global citizen by being consistent with their own beliefs and values. 

Students will develop intercultural maturity.  

Admissions 

Learning Environment: Admissions staff must be careful when reading application of college 

applicants that they do not base their opinion of the applicant due to the applicant’s self-

authorship development. As admissions counselors work with applicants, it is vital that they are 

aware that the students’ meaning making is much different than their actual intellect – meaning 
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making simply shows how the student makes sense of information. The bottom line is that the 

way one processes information should not be used as another basis for admissions into higher 

education. In addition students may reveal that their reasoning for applying for a particular 

school is because of their parents or because of school rankings. Again, this shows a part of the 

student’s development and should not be used against them in determining their admission. 

Techniques to be used with the students are for admissions staff to let the students know there is 

no one right way to get into college, instead allow the applicants to reflect on his/her application 

and characteristics of him/her. This will get the applicant to think what is important to him/her 

and not what the admissions staff is looking for (Walczak, 2008). 

Learning Objectives: Not applicable 

Assessment 

 Assessment for any type of self-authorship program has proven to be a difficult task. In 

order to have an effective assessment, staff must be appropriately trained by professionals who 

have conducted such assessments or an organization such as the Wabash National Study of 

Liberal Arts Education (WNSLAE) would be able to conduct the in depth assessments. In 

addition, since development occurs over a period of time, assessment must be taken more than 

once to interpret any progress in self-authorship development.  

 One example to use is Baxter Magolda’s own longitudinal interview assessment, which 

only assesses epistemological development. As mentioned earlier the WNSLAE can also be used 

to measure self-authorship. According to the WNSLAE Website, it seems that this assessment 

can only be conducted by the organization and cannot be conducted independently.   
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