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Constructivism

Constructivism is a broad term disguised in several pedagogical learning models. 
Those models share common characteristics but each is unique with the instructional strategies that it uses to achieve learning. To understand constructivist learning it is important to know how the human being learns. Ertmer and Newby (1993) describe learning as a change in the behavior of individuals as a result of new experiences in their lives. Ertmer and Newby then define constructivism as “a theory that equates learning with creating meaning” (p. 62). Both definitions coincide in terms of constructing meaning as opposed to acquiring it. Those definitions may also be confirmed by Duffy and Cunningham’s (1996) description of the Mind as a Rhizome. In their portrayal of the mind as a rhizome, they depict the connection between an individual and his/her environment as a nonlinear, dynamic way creating infinite, varied learning experiences in the human mind. Constructivist-based learning is unique in providing the learner the opportunity of being engaged in the learning through collaborative work, reflection, articulation and assessment in order to make meaning of what is being learned.


In constructive-based learning, the mind plays an important role in filtering any input from the world and making meaning out of it (Jonassen, 1991; Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Therefore, there is no external reality as discussed by Jonassen and learning is individual as presented by Merill et al. (1996) depending on how the learner interprets meaning from the input; even in collaborative learning which is central to constructive-based learning, individuals learn as opposed to groups learn. Collaborative learning is vital to constructivist-based learning since members of a group learn from each other and provide support for each other (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996), but do not necessarily learn the same way and construct the same meaning. This encourages challenge and reflexivity between the members of one group. 

Since in constructive-based learning interaction with the environment is fundamental, then learners should be engaged in the learning process (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996; Jonassen, 1991; Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Engagement in the learning process allows the mind to be a “builder of symbols and a perceiver/interpreter of nature” (Jonassen, 1991, p.9). Instructional strategies that support constructive-based pedagogical models best represent the learner’s engagement in the learning process. Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland (2005) present the most common instructional strategies of constructivist-based learning such as promoting authentic learning activities, problem solving, collaboration, articulation, reflection, role-playing, etc. 

In constructivism the learning is learner-centered because the student is engaged in the learning. The instructor is more of a coach to the learner rather than a provider of information (Ertmer & Newby, 1993). Duffy & Cunningham (1996) suggest that “the coach provides the scaffold for the learner” (p. 184); therefore, the learner does not replicate the actions of the teacher, but is rather guided through the learning process to make sense of the knowledge. Ertmer and Newby emphasize the importance of engaging the learners in authentic activities so that they make use of what they learn in the real world. 

Assessment in constructivist-based learning is ongoing as opposed to the traditional method of measuring achievement. In constructivism, “the assessor establishes a zone of proximal development with the student to scaffold new learning as well as assess” (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996, p. 186). Hence, ongoing assessment is a learning strategy rather than a grade. Assessment in constructivism can include several activities such as peer evaluation, authentic assessment, portfolio assessment, etc. All of those tools of assessment give the learners constructive feedback to improve their performances.

One of the constructivist-based pedagogical models is Cognitive Apprenticeship which possesses all the characteristics of constructivism.


Cognitive Apprenticeship

The Cognitive Apprenticeship (CA) model has its roots in history when apprentices learned trades from master craftsmen. At the center of the CA model is the idea that people with more experience provide support for people with less or no experience (Dennen, 2004); “the focus, as implied in the name, is on developing cognitive skills through participating in authentic learning experiences” (p.814). All the instructional strategies that are applied in this model have their basis in the constructivist learning theory (Dennen, 2004; Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005).

As described by Dennen (2004), CA has its roots in situated learning and legitimate peripheral participation. Situated learning implies learning by doing in an authentic situation, and this is also is central in the CA model. As for the peripheral participation, the learner in the CA model starts as a peripheral participant and moves to the center of the learning. 
Mentoring, scaffolding, and coaching are the main instructional strategies that are applied in this model. Dennen (2004) cites Enkenberg (2001) by presenting the following methods that are applied in the CA model:
1. Modeling: meaning the demonstration of the temporal process of

thinking.

2. Explanation: explaining why activities take place as they do.

3. Coaching: meaning the monitoring of students’ activities and

assisting and supporting them where necessary.

4. Scaffolding: meaning support of students so that they can cope with

the task situation. The strategy also entails the gradual withdrawal of

teacher from the process, when the students can manage on their own.

5. Reflection: the student assesses and analyses his performance.

6. Articulation: the results of reflection are put into verbal form.

7. Explorations: the students are encouraged to form hypotheses, to

test them, and to find new ideas and viewpoints. (Dennen, 2004, p.814)
Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland (2005) confirm the above characteristics of the CA model and add the emphasis on performance mastery in the knowledge domain. In addition, they back up the legitimate peripheral participation by discussing the increasing complexity of the task given where the learner moves from the periphery to the center. Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland also emphasize collaborative learning in this model where negotiation takes place to reach a compromise among the group members.
Applying Cognitive Apprenticeship in Real-Life

University Life is a department at George Mason University that enhances the students’ in- and out-of-class experiences, facilitates their interaction with faculty, staff, and other students through several support services at George Mason University such as Career Services, Counseling and Psychological Services, Disabilities Services, English Language Institute, and other similar departments. Part of the enhancement plan for the 2011 SACS accreditation, and one of the goals of University Life (UL) is to educate all UL employees about assessment and how to conduct it. This is both helpful in terms of maintaining ongoing assessment in all departments for quality enhancement and submitting the results every ten years for reaffirmation of accreditation without having to do all the work the last three years before the due date.


The University-Life support services staff need to learn specifically how to design assessment tools and collect data to monitor yearly progress of their services. The first Assessment Workshop was conducted in the beginning of Spring 2010 but did not focus on doing for learning. It was more of objectivist lecture type training where the learners were not engaged in activities. Moreover, the first training was on campus during work hours, and not all the staff of University-Life offices was able to attend. Therefore, designing a seven-week online course could be more effective because all employees can participate without having to leave their offices and can have short meetings during work hours.

The Cognitive Apprenticeship model could best be applied in this training due to several reasons. First, the staff needs an expert in the field to supervise all the stages of developing a survey and to receive continuous feedback on their work. The expert will play the role of a coach rather than a mentor since he will “be involved in more concrete,

goal-oriented tasks” (Dennen, 2004, p. 817). Furthermore, as described by Dennen who cites Burton, Brown and Fischer (1999), a coach makes sure that learners acquire all subskills before moving to more complex activities by providing continuous feedback and explanation. The coach in this prototype could be a professor from the Educational Psychology program at George Mason University. Professors who teach survey design can administer this online course as one of the classes they teach. 


In addition to the reason above, the staff of University-Life offices needs to learn how to design surveys in an authentic situation. Therefore, collecting data about a sample population which in this case is GMU students and faculty, and administering a survey in this context is the closest possible to an authentic learning environment. Designing the survey needs to be a collaborative activity since one survey will be sent out from every office, so this prototype focuses on group work and negotiations. This course also emphasizes reflection and participation in asynchronous discussions.
Extending this prototype to a different learning context


Several learning outcomes may be adapted to the prototype that I designed. This prototype may be used in contexts where new comers want to learn from seniors in a public or a corporate setting. This prototype could best be applied in settings where retired professionals can benefit people with less or no experience in the field. In addition to the online learning environment, the CA prototype can be used in face to face settings where the apprentice can use modeling and scaffolding as the basic methods for learning.
References
Dabbagh, N., & Bannan-Ritland, B. (2005). Online learning: Concepts, strategies, and 
       application. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, Merrill Education.  
Dennen, V.P. (2004). Cognitive apprenticeship in educational practice: Research on 

       scaffolding, modeling, mentoring, and coaching as instructional strategies. Retrieved 

      April 25, 2010 from http://www.aect.org/edtech/ed1/31.pdf.
Duffy, T. M. & Cunningham, D. J. (1996). Constructivism: Implications for the design 
       and delivery of instruction. In D. H. Jonassen (Ed.), Handbook of research for 
       educational communications and technology (pp. 170-198). New York, NY: Simon 
       and Schuster MacMillan. 

Ertmer, P.A. & Newby, T. J. (1993). Behaviorism, cognitivism, constructivism: 
       Comparing critical features from an instructional design perspective. Performance 
       Improvement Quarterly, 6(4), 50-72. 

Jonassen, D.H. (1991). Objectivism versus constructivism: do we need a new 

        philosophical paradigm? Educational Technology Research and Development
        (39), 5- 14.

Merrill, M.D., Drake, L., Lacy, M.J., Pratt, J. (1996). Reclaiming instructional design. 

       Educational Technology 36(5), 5-7.
