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                      IMPULSIVE / REFLECTIVE REASONING

Jerome Kagan is a  Professor of Psychology at Harvard University.  Kagan received a Ph.D. in psychology from Yale University, B.S. degrees in biology and psychology from Rutgers University and an honorary M.A. from Harvard.

Professor Kagan's research, on the cognitive and emotional development of a child during the first decade of life, focuses on the origins of temperament. He has tracked the development of inhibited and uninhibited children from infancy to adolescence. Kagan’s research indicates that shyness and other temperamental differences in adults and children have both environmental and genetic influences. A shy adult is more likely to have been high-reactive (fearful) in infancy and childhood than their bold and sociable counterparts, who were most likely low-reactive.

Professor Kagan is the director of the Mind/Brain Behavior Interfaculty Initiative. He has served on the National Institute of Mental Health and on the National Research Council. His books include Galen’s Prophecy: Temperament in Human Nature and Three Seductive Ideas.

                                 *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *
Jerome Kagan, while at Harvard, used the cognitive style of reflection/impulsivity to describe how individuals approach a problem-solving task.  In Kagan’s model, those who are relatively slow and highly accurate in their work are called reflective, while those who work both quickly and with errors are impulsive. 
Kagan’s theory falls under the realm of intellectual development, and specifically measures cognitive “tempo” or pace.  Through observation and testing, Kagan made several conclusions:
                    A.  Reflection increases with age

                    B.  Impulsiveness or reflectiveness is relatively stable for the first 20 years,

                          regardless of repeated attempts to alter it

                    C.  Impulsiveness or reflectiveness shows up in the performance of many             

                          tasks

                    D.  Impulsiveness or reflectiveness appears to be linked to personality

The first application of Kagan’s theory was to “a child’s ability to learn to read”.  The reflective child took their time to sound out words and read accurately.  The impulsive child tended to slide over unfamiliar words and passages, decreasing levels of comprehension. The reflective child was easier to teach to read.


Schools in particular reward the reflective, at least so long as they

are able to complete their work within the time allotted for a task.

Impulsive individuals suffer greatly when it comes to standardized

testing and classroom assignments.
Applied to the workplace, this suggests that many of our best employees are likely to be from the reflective camp. And, in fields such as education and health care where administrators and managers are often promoted from among the best teachers and nurses, it is also likely that reflectives are overrepresented in these positions of leadership.

Most people in leadership positions benefit from reflectivity.  Facing

new and unfamiliar challenges as leaders, they fall back on skills that

have served them well in the past: mastery of detail, analysis,

discussion, weighing alternatives, and critical thought. 

                    *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   

Administering Kagan’s Matching Bears Task:
1.  Place the sheet of bears in front of the child, using a piece of paper to cover all but the top bear.  

2.  Explain to the child that at the top of the page is one bear sitting in a chair.  Underneath the piece of paper are 6 more bears sitting in chairs, but only one perfectly matches the bear at the top of the page.

3.  Tell the child that you are going to remove the piece of paper, and you want them to find the bear that matches the top picture.  Tell them it is not a race.  When they find the correct picture, they should circle it.

4.  IF THE CHILD MARKS THE INCORRECT BEAR, THE CHILD IS IMPULSIVE.  The test is done. The child is usually considered impulsive regardless of the amount of time they took on the task.
5.  If the child marks the correct bear, you must then go bear-by-bear through the remaining 5 bears, asking “why doesn’t this one match?”  IF THE CHILD CAN GIVE YOU THE CORRECT REASON FOR EACH OF THE REMAINING 5 BEARS, THEY ARE REFLECTIVE.

6.  IF THE CHILD MARKS THE CORRECT BEAR BUT IS NOT WILLING OR ABLE TO TELL YOU WHY THEY OTHER BEARS DO NOT MATCH… THEN THEY ARE IMPULSIVE.  

