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Overview 

“You don’t learn how to ride a bike by reading a book about it. You have to get on and 
 start pedaling.”    - Patrick Jak 

 
Anyone who has tried to learn to drive by first 
reading about it  and then  doing it  can attest: our 
most powerful educational experiences comes 
from learning that is hands-on, interactive, and 
meaningful. Why is that? 
 
Simply put, it’s all about constructivism: the power 
of  doing . 
 
We human beings constantly interact with our 
environment, building new meaning and drawing 
conclusions from the world around us. That 
human impulse—the impulse to transmute 
experience into knowledge—constitutes the heart 
of constructivism. 
 
Instead of passively absorbing knowledge and 
information, constructivist learners actively 
engage . Their constructivist teachers no longer act 

as knowledge givers, but  provide context and opportunities for students to build and 
construct their own understanding . 
 
In essence, constructivism switches “drivers ed” pamphlets for foot-on-pedal 
practice. 
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“Constructivism” = Learners CONSTRUCT knowledge as  
they attempt to make sense of their experiences. 

 
 

Traditional vs. Constructivist Classrooms: An Overview 
Below is a representation of the differences between a constructivist classroom and 
traditional classroom. Have you ever encountered  these tactics as a learner or 
educator? 
 

 
 
 

 
[Next Page: The History of Constructivism] 
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History of the Field  

“Constructivism is an epistemology, a learning or meaning-making theory that offers an 
explanation of the nature of knowledge and how human beings learn.”    - Emel Ultanir 

 
Though it has been developing for over a century, constructivism only reached the 
forefront of education in the last twenty years (Wilson, 2017, p. 1; Ultanir, 2012, 
p.1-3). In its most rudimentary form Constructivism can be traced to at least the 
18th Century, when the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico declared, “The only 
way of “knowing” a thing is to have made it” (Ultanir, 2012, p. 3).  
 
Constructivism’s core concepts and ideas originate from many people over many 
decades, but there are three figures in particular whose work helped shape 
constructivism into the robust learning theory practiced today.  
 

John Dewey  (1859 - 1952), the great 19th century 
American educator, based his conception of constructivist 
learning theory on his experience and observation within 
schools. Dewey believed that learning was a product of 
experience. He disagreed with the then-popular idea that 
children should be tasked with memorize information, 
advocating instead for giving children opportunities to 
gather knowledge through hands-on practical experience. 
Similarly, Dewey rejected the strict, pre-defined curricula 
of his day in favor of something he believed infinitely 
more valuable: self-directed learning (Ultanir, 2012, p.5-7).  
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Jean Piaget  (1896 – 1980), a biologist by trade, applied 
his knowledge of organisms to the behavior he 
witnessed in his own children. Through observation of 
his children, Piaget theorized that—like organisms that 
change their behavior through adaptation—human 
children learn by constructing knowledge through 
experience. From this, he realized that children need to 
be actively engaged for the most impactful and 
meaningful learning to occur. Piaget identified four 
specific stages of development in how children learn: 
the Sensorimotor Stage, the Preoperational Stage, the 
Concrete Operational Stage, and the Formal Operational Stage. This 
research, based as it was on  active  learning, greatly influenced and 
advanced understanding of constructivism as a learning theory (Ultanir, 
2012, p. 6 - 9). 

Finally, Russian psychologist  Lev Vygotsky  (1896 - 1934) 
proposed Social Constructivism, an iteration 
complementary to the traditional constructivism of Dewey 
and Piaget, and developed the concept of a “Zone of 
Proximal Development”. Through these ideas, Vygotsky 
sought to demonstrate that learner development requires 
a certain degree of facilitation by an adult or another 
more knowledgeable student (Shabani, Khatib, et al., 
2010, p. 237-239). Vygotsky’s theories can be observed in 
most classrooms today, in the more experienced students 
who assist their less experienced peers and the teachers who scaffold 
instruction to help learners achieve difficult tasks (Wilson, 2017, p. 5). 

 
 
Today, educators are fighting to replace the stereotypical,  passive  “sage on a stage” 
method of delivering knowledge with the  active  constructivist method (Wilson, 2017, 
p. 2).  
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This is no easy feat. Teachers and instructors have struggled for decades to find 
ways of crafting meaningful lessons and activities that push their learners to 
connect to content on a deeper level. 
 
Despite the challenge, active learning has become increasingly common. The 
principles at the heart of constructivist learning theory are alive and well in modern 
classrooms, where they provide a more authentic, hands-on learning environment 
for students. 
 
 

Listen to learn more…  

 

 
 
 

 
[Next Page: Current Practice]

 

 

https://soundcloud.com/laura-rose-forman/a-short-history-of


3/16/2019 Emergence Project: Constructivism - Google Docs

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1vOvhcTU5vqyKuR8Ifs-00CA6xSAGPb-VNZc31q5baa8/edit#heading=h.4939db7or2bx 6/17

 

Current Practice 
 

“Everything that occurs to us in life is a resource, an experience that we can learn from  
and grow from.”    - Kilroy J. Oldster 

 

Taking Constructivism from Theory to Practice  
 
Constructivist learning theory might seem simple on 
the surface—students learn actively—but putting the 
theory into practice takes careful planning if you want 
to succeed.  
 
The key issue is that  learners need to be authentically 
engaged , using their knowledge and the resources at 
hand to solve a real-world problem (Jonassen, 1999). 
Finding ways to help learners find active learning 
meaningful can be a challenge, but the results when 
learners  do  connect knowledge and experience is well 
worth the investment! 
 
Since constructivism relies on the learner connecting 
the proposed problem with the resources provided 

so as to reach their own conclusion, instructors should incorporate scaffolded 
learning and look for ways to guide learners away from unintended conclusions 
(Karagiorgi, Y., & Symeou, L, 2005). 
 
 
 

“Constructivism” = Authentic engagement 
 + meaningful learning 
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Consider the graphic representations of teaching via constructivism (below). While 
they vary in form and detail, they all share the same basic points for an instructor.  
 

 
(Barman, 1990)  

 
( Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005) 

 
(Jonassen, 1999) 

 
(Koohang, Riley, Smith, Scheuers, 2009) 

 
 
 
While these models vary in form and detail, they share the same basic features: 
 

Planning 

The instructor will develop objectives that learners will achieve throughout the 
learning event. This is where scaffolded learning (temporary frameworks to 
support learners) should be planned.  
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Providing an Environment that Facilitates Learning 

One that’s inclusive of resources illustrating the varying nuances of a topic, 
mentorship from the instructor, and a learning community of peers. 

Concrete Experiences 

The instructor will present a problem for the learner to solve within a group                           
setting. The problem presented should be engaging, within context and have                     
an ill-defined solution.  

Observation and Reflection 

The learner will then reflect on the conclusions they have come to, if intended 
learning objectives are not achieved instructor should re-design and begin at 
the planning stage again. 

Forming Abstract Concepts 

Learners will apply the new concepts in new situations.  

Testing 

Learners will record the use of the new concepts and if these concepts are 
valid through repetition and testing. 

 
( Jonassen, 1999)  
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Critiques of Constructivism  
As with all models of learning, constructivism is not always applicable to the 
situation. Instructors must be careful not to rely on constructivist learning theory 
when it does not align with their audience, needs, or materials, and must avoid 
overreaching the theory’s innate capabilities.  
 
 

Be aware that Constructivism can be particularly ineffective when 
applied to: 

❏ Creating very technical and procedural materials  

❏ Projects with limited resources (time, resources, and materials) 

❏ Novice learners who have lower levels of engagement, motivation, and 
expertise 

❏ A curriculum driven or measured by high stakes testing 

❏ An organizational culture that is not supportive of learner-centered 
teaching methodology  

(Wilson, 2017) 

 
 
 

 
[Next Page: Constructivism & eLearning]
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Constructivism & eLearning 

“I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.”   - Confucius 

 
 
The wave of new technology is 
opening constructivism to a 
wide range of previously 
unexplored possibilities. 
Traditionally, constructivist 
learning would take place in 
classrooms or through other 
in-person experiences. Now, 
with the emergence of 
eLearning, the model is shifting 
to incorporate the targeted use 
of technology  (Karagiorgi, Y., & 
Symeou, L, 2005).  
 

Twenty-first century instructors can use eLearning design to create an environment 
that facilitates learning, one that is rich with resources, asks stimulating questions, 
prompts collaborative discussion that aid the community of learners, and supports 
learners as they explore and build. 
 
 
According to Huang (2002), effective constructivist eLearning has six features: 
 

1. Interactivity . 

Learners interact with the content, the instructor and each other.  e.g. 
Discussion groups, online chat, video conferences, interactive games, etc.  

2. Collaboration . 
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Learning involves interacting with other people, which allows individual 
learners to better process the instructors’ guidance as well as to learn 
from their more experienced peers. 

3. Effective Facilitation. 

Instructors provide guidance and monitor discussion to create a safe 
environment in which learners can express themselves, share their ideas, 
and ask questions. A good facilitator will create a positive, safe, and 
motivating environment. 

4. Authentic Learning . 

Learning is tied to real life experiences that learners find meaningful and 
authentic. For example, adult learners will want to learn skills that reflect 
their real personal or work experience and knowledge that they can use to 
improve those experiences.. 

5. Learner-Centered . 

Learners should have a sense of ownership of the learning process.  e.g. 
Self-directed learning, experiential learning, a problem-solving approach to 
learning, etc .  

6. High Quality . 

An online learning environment’s integration with the internet means that 
learners must learn how to absorb and construct meaningful knowledge 
from internet sources. Instructors should guide learners as they build 
critical thinking skills.  e.g. Managing, analyzing, critiquing, cross-referencing, 
and transforming information into valuable knowledge. 

( Huang, 2002)  
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Structuring for Constructivist eLearning 
 
Instructors should be aware that 
constructivism can be difficult to 
incorporate into certain eLearning 
models.  
 
Many models used for eLearning 
usually teach “top to bottom”, while 
constructivism functions through 
learner autonomy, or “bottom to top” 
complexity (Karagiorgi  & Symeou, 
2005). Constructivist learning only 
flourishes in the former. 
 
 

Ensuring that an eLearning framework supports "bottom to top" learning  
is an essential step toward an effective constructivist course. 

 
 
 

Assessing eLearners 

Constructivist learning is about actively incorporating and building on knowledge, 
not on rote memorization. 

 

Constructivist eLearning modules should base assessment on constant 
input from three sources: 

❏ 1. The learner’s experience while exploring various problems. 

❏ 2. The learner’s sharing of knowledge and experience   with their peers. 

❏ 3. The instructor’s assessment. 

(Koohang, Riley, Smith, & Scheuers, 2009) 
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All three sources of assessment should be constantly tracked and recorded 
throughout the course. 
 
Place the emphasis on exploration, continued learning and participation, and 
assignments that actively practice and build on the skills learned, rather than unit 
tests, midterms, and finals. 
 
 
 

 
[Next Page: Constructivism Case Studies]
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Constructivism Case Studies 

 

 Case Study 1 

 
Watch this video to hear Brooke Hahn from Open Learning Resources explain how 
to use constructivism while teaching units of measurements to an elementary 
school classroom: 
 

 
 
 
 

 Case Study 2 

 
Read about an award-winning training program created using an eLearning 
constructivist model: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0jVaXkheoQ
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Listen to learn more…  

 

 
 
 

[Next Page: References]
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