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Diagnosis Diagnosed: A Systemic Reaction

Galen Alessi
Western Michigan University

I agree completely with Joel Meyers’s opening statement that “A dramatic shift is
needed so that psychoeducational assessment will lead to intervention designed to
facilitate learning and adjustment. Two changes must take place: (a) a shift in the
conceptual models that underlie assessment and (b) new assessment techniques that
lead directly to intervention strategies.” But | am not as optimistic that such changes
will come about. When it comes to diagnosis, the schools have minds of their own.
Mere logic and research data will not change the role of school psychology, because the
problem is not one of science but of values. The first part of this reaction article
addresses the scientific aspects of the proposed assessment model, and the second part
addresses the values aspect.

ASSESSING COGNITIVE EVENTS

Think aloud protocols are important tools in assessing and studying certain kinds ot
behavioral events (Alessi & Kaye, 1983, pp. 33-36). When behavior s assessed, the
important variables are either public (i.e., directly observable by others) or private (i.e.,
not directly observable by others). Variables may be private for several reasons: (a)
they have occurred in the past, and are thus not accessible to current measurement
technology; (b) they occur inside the skin, and thus cannot be seen directly by outside
obscrvers; and (¢) they oceur outside the skin, but only when others are not observing.
The public-private distinction suggests four general conditions under which behavior
must be studied. In the first condition, both the responses and the functional stimuli
(antecedent and consequent) are public. These situations present the fewest obstacles to
a science of behavior. In the second condition, the functional stimuli are public, but the
responses are private. Conversely, in the third condition, the responses are public, but
the functional stimuli are private. These conditions increase the obstacles to a scientific
analysis of behavior. In the fourth condition, both the responses and the stimuli of
which the responses are a function of are private. This condition presents the greatest
challenge to a scientific analysis. The study of cognitive events faces all the challenges
presented Ly the last tiee conditions. The challenge is met by finding valid indirect
measures when direct measures are not obtainable.

Science does not proscribe study of events that cannot be directly observed or
manipulated. Nuclear physics and astrophysics provide instructive examples of
branches of science that have been developed primarily on indirect measurement and
manipulation techniques. Almost all the knowledge gained about the structure,
composition, and evolution of the galaxies has been gleaned from indirect measures
(i.e., the electromagnetic radiation received on Earth). How can astrophysicists learn

Requests for reprints should be sent to Galen Alessi, Western Michigan University, Department of
Psychology, Kalamazoo, MI 49008.
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