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• Is there a quick definition of constructivism? 
o Constructivism is a system of education which sees learners as active participants 

in constructing their own knowledge.  Constructivist educators and classrooms 
seek out students’ prior knowledge and offer students instruction and hands-on 
activities designed to expand their knowledge while at the same time providing 
new information for their consideration. 

 
• I’ve heard names for different ideas within the field of constructivism.  What 

are the differences? 
o There are two main lines of thought, both having to do with the ways in which 

knowledge is formed within each individual.  These two ideas are known as 
“cognitive construction” and “social construction”. 

o Ideas having to do with cognitive construction are concerned with how learners 
build elements of their own cognitive structures.  The Swiss developmental 
psychologist Jean Piaget was an adherent of cognitive constructivism.  Piaget 
was less concerned with a learner’s “correct” answers and more concerned with 
meaning as it is constructed by the individual.  Portions of his research, for 
example, had to do with children’s construction of universal cognitive concepts 
such as the conservation of quantity (i.e. the quantity of water remains when 
transferred back and forth between two differently shaped containers), and the 
reversibility of order in a process. 

o Social construction is more concerned with how social interaction, cultural tools, 
and activity shape individual learning and development.  The Russian educator 
Lev Vygotsky was a social constructivist.  Through his research he concluded 
that learning is not simply an act of self-construction.  Rather, the process is 
enhanced when the learner participates with others and internalizes the outcomes 
which are produced through cultural, social, and linguistic interaction. 

 
• How do these two ideas relate? 

o There is broad agreement that that these ideas can easily blend.  Piaget’s notion 
that learners construct their own cognitive structures is also present in 
Vygotsky’s ideas of social constructivism, as Vygotsky was not only interested in 
the interaction between learners, but also in the process that happens within the 
individual as learners appropriate the outcomes of a shared learning experience. 

o Vygotsky’s idea of the “zone of proximal development” highlights his blend of 
social and cognitive construction.  This “zone” is that area of cognitive skill 
where a child can solve a problem with the help of an adult or more able peer.  
The zone of proximal development is a place where culture interaction and 
cognitive self-construction create one another. 

 Culture creates cognition when the adult uses cultural tools and practices 
to steer the child toward goals the culture values: reading, writing, the 
arts, etc. 
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 Cognition creates culture when the adult and the child together generate 
new ideas, practices and solutions that add to the culture’s knowledge 
base. 

o The blending of these ideas can be summarized by the thought that knowledge is 
individually constructed and socially mediated. 

 
• How is knowledge “constructed”? 

o One thought is that internal cognitive processes direct an individual’s 
construction of knowledge.  According to this line of thinking, knowledge is not 
a mirror of reality but is rather a more subjective understanding of reality on the 
part of the learner.  Knowledge is not seen as true or false, but rather grows more 
consistent and organized with development.  Piaget’s ideas of cognitive 
construction support this idea of the development of knowledge.  In this model, 
exploration and discovery on the part of the learner are more important than 
direct instruction.   

o A second thought is that the construction of knowledge grows through the 
interaction of internal and external factors.  In this model, children learn by 
interacting with one another, with the teacher, and with the classroom itself as a 
vehicle for cultural knowledge.  Guided discovery, teaching, coaching, and the 
individual’s prior knowledge, beliefs and thinking all effect learning.  Vygotsky’s 
description of cognitive development through the appropriation and use of 
cultural tools such as language fit with this idea of knowledge construction. 

 
• So, what are some common elements in constructivist learning theory? 

Constructivist, child centered schools usually have a number of things in common.  
Broadly speaking, they… 
 
o aid learning with complex, realistic, and relevant learning environments 

 Life is full of complex problems with multiple solutions.  Learning 
should take place in the context of authentic tasks and activities.  
Students often benefit from support in situations where their learning will 
be applied. 

o provide for social interaction and shared responsibility as part of learning 
 Collaboration in learning supports higher mental functions as they 

develop through social interaction and negotiation.  Collaborative work 
helps students to state and develop their own ideas while also respecting 
the views of others and working together to construct meaning. 

o support different perspectives in the learning environment 
 When students are exposed to only one way of understanding complex 

content they may be unsuccessful when trying to apply that single 
perspective to different situations.   

 It is important to revisit the same material at different times, in different 
contexts and for different reasons. 

• This is sometimes called a spiral curriculum – a structure which 
introduces ideas early in the child’s school years, and then 
revisits these same subjects in more complex forms over time. 

o nurture each student’s own self-awareness and understanding that knowledge is a 
process of self construction 

 Students should be made aware of their own role in constructing 
knowledge. 
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• This helps children to feel their actions have purpose and leads 
to a greater sense of responsibility. 

• It helps learners to respect the perspectives of others who are 
also constructing their own knowledge and understanding. 

o encourage ownership in the process on the part of the learner 
 A classroom which is based on a constructivist model must apply a 

dramatic change in its focus of teaching, putting the students’ own efforts 
to understand at the center of the educational process. 

 
• How does a classroom which follows a constructivist model feel different from 

other classrooms? 
We can recognize a constructivist approach by the actions of the teachers and the 
students in the classroom. 

 Teachers draw out students’ ideas and experiences on key topics and 
structure learning situations that help students to build on, or restructure 
those ideas. 

 Students are given opportunities to engage in complex, meaningful 
problem-based learning activities. 

 Teachers provide students with a variety of information resources and 
tools. 

 Students work collaboratively in task oriented dialogue. 
 Teachers model their own thinking process and encourage students to do 

the same through writing, dialogue, pictures, etc. 
 Students are asked to apply knowledge in diverse and meaningful 

contexts which allow them to ask, predict, interpret and explain. 
 Teachers use a variety of ways to assess how student learning is evolving 

and give feedback on the students’ process as well as product. 
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