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THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
At Central Washington University, the conceptual framework, as illustrated, is centered in 

constructivist philosophy, specifically embracing contextual, reflective, inquiry, and community 

based teaching and learning research, theory, and practice. Standards that include content, 

pedagogy, equity, and technology are measured through knowledge, skills, and dispositions, 

which are examined transitionally to inform efficacy. The framework is further defined through 

seven distinguishable but compatible components:  

 

The first component is the professional commitments, dispositions, and beliefs that inform the 

program. This includes commitments, on the part of the university and the Center for Teaching 

and Learning, to support outstanding programs for the preparation of professional educators and 

shared beliefs about learning, generally, and professional educator preparation specifically. 

 

The second component is the philosophy of the program. Typically, a unit will adopt a formal 

philosophy that encompasses a perspective about how learning occurs and how the teaching act 

influences learning. At Central Washington University, the philosophy is constructivism. 

 

The third component is the program theme, a word picture that describes the program or its 

primary goal. Consistent with the professional commitments, dispositions, and values, and with 

the philosophy of constructivism, Central Washington University has chosen the theme 

ñfacilitators of learning in a diverse worldò to emphasize what the faculty strive to be and what 

they encourage their candidates to become. 

 

The fourth component is the knowledge base. The knowledge base identifies contemporary 

research, the wisdom of practice, and emerging educational policies and practices on which all 

other elements of the conceptual framework rest.  

 

The fifth component is program competencies. The competencies describe major categories of 

performance indicators, which characterize initial or advanced level professional educators. Three 

developmental strands describe sequence and coherence of the initial preparation program. A 

fourth strand is introduced when candidates seek an advanced degree. Candidates progress 

through each strand as they learn how to become facilitators of learning in a diverse world. Strand 

I is entitled, Facilitator of Learning as an Expert learner. Strand II is entitled, Facilitator of 

Learning as Knowledge Specialist. Strand III is entitled, Facilitator of Learning as Master of Art 

and Science of Teaching and the fourth strand is entitled, Facilitator of Learning as a Teacher 

Specialist/Scholar. 

 

The sixth component is field experience, in which the philosophy of and requirements for field-

based application are described. 

 

The seventh component is assessment. Consistent with the conceptual frameworkôs constructivist 

philosophy, the CTL assessment system has dynamically evolved over the past decade as a result 

of relevant and meaningful experiences, which include constituent and community feedback. 

Assessment data are used by individual faculty to assess their own instruction; by candidates to 

assess their own learning and development; by program faculty and coordinators to assess 

program effectiveness; and by the OREA to assess unit operations (Assessment System). 

 

More detail about each component follows. 

http://www.cwu.edu/~ectl/ncate2.0/wastate/assessmentsystem.html
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PROFESSIONAL COMMITMENTS, DISPOSITIONS, 
AND BELIEFS 

Professional Commitments  
 Acknowledging its legacy as a normal school, the university is committed to its Center for 

Teaching and Learning and all of its professional educator programs. 

 Accepting its responsibility as the largest teacher preparation and school administrator 

program in the state, the university is committed to the CTLôs leadership role in working with 

schools. 

 Acknowledging the value of diversity, the university together with the CTL is committed 

through strategic planning to enrich its diverse community. 

 Through its support of the CTL, the university acknowledges the important role of shared 

governance, intellectual discourse, and reflection. 

 Responding to the call for accountability, the university, together with the CTL, is committed 

to performance assessment for the purpose of improving teaching and learning. 

 Taking advantage of its new facilities and equipment, the university and CTL are committed 

to bringing enlightenment to teaching and learning. 

Dispositions  
Professional educators, those who provide training and those who are trained,  

 recognize their need to be self-reflective. They recognize their own strengths, challenges, 

values, and beliefs. They are reflective about the work they do and evaluate the effect of their 

work on learners. They know what they believe about how learners learn and the role of the 

teacher. They recognize that they are role models for learners.  

 recognize their responsibility to support learners. They support personal growth, self-

awareness, and positive self-concept in learners. They set high standards but then support 

learners in their achievement of them. They respect and value individual and cultural 

differences. They establish empathic, cooperative relationships with and among learners. 

They recognize the role of motivation in the learning act. 

 recognize their responsibility to create life-long learners. They engage learners in 

exploration, critical and divergent thinking, and problem solving. They promote multiple and 

global perspectives in the activities they arrange. They use a variety of teaching strategies 

appropriate to learning goals. They individualize instructional procedures in keeping with the 

readiness of the learner. 

 recognize that they are professionals engaged in a scholarly, collaborative pursuit: They 

participate in the community of scholars who devote their energies to improved educational 

opportunities for all learners. They remain current in their disciplinary fields and in the art 

and science of pedagogy. They behave professionally within the school environment and in 

the community.  
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Beliefs 
 that the P-12 schools constitute the most important institution in our society. 

 that the P-12 schools both reflect and define the community, and their health stands as 

evidence of a societyôs support for democratic values.  

 that all children can learn.  

 that learning is an innate response of an organism to its environment. 

 that teaching can be, should be, and often is facilitative of learning.  

 that it is incumbent on professional educators to facilitate learning in all students. 

 that strategies, which facilitate learning in one learner, may be ineffective with another 

learner.  

 that knowledge is richer when it is created by the learner.  

 that knowledge is more meaningful when it is related to prior knowledge.  

 that knowledge is shaped by both the social and non-social environment and that the two are 

interactive.  

 that knowledge is collaboratively established within a cultural milieu.  

 that the learning act or knowledge construction is complex and only indirectly observable. 

 that moment-to-moment interaction between professional educators and students are 

fundamentally critical to the learning act.  

 that assessment serves as the primary link between curriculum and instruction, both for our 

own candidates and for the students they will teach.  

 that education is a profession that has a knowledge base in its own right.  

 that a program of professional preparation for educators must be guided by the art and science 

of teaching and learning. 

 that a professional educator must possess a wide range of knowledge, abilities, attitudes, and 

skills to be successful.  

 that the teacher must be a knowledge specialist, an instructional designer, and an assessment 

specialist and must mentor, give counsel, motivate, and manage the classroom. 

 that expertise in reading, language arts, and mathematics is fundamental for the teacher at the 

K-8 level, as is an interdisciplinary worldview.  

 that school administrators, school psychologists, and school counselors must understand the 

school culture and the work of the classroom teacher in order to serve their specialized roles. 

 that content and pedagogy are equally important and that pedagogical content specialization 

adds a level of sophistication to the teacherôs ability to facilitate learning.  

 that an educational program is incomplete absent diversity. 

 that professional educator candidates must both value and experience diversity of all kinds in 

order to be able to work effectively with learners from diverse backgrounds. 

 

(See, e.g., American Psychological Association Board of Educational Affairs, 1995). 
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THE PHILOSOPHY 

Constructivism: The History, the Philosophy, and the Pedagogy 
Constructivist philosophy is currently influential in psychology and education (Woolfolk, 2001) 

although it rarely leads to a single, unified interpretation. Rather, it can be viewed at multiple 

levels of analysis. Von Glaserfeld, (1997) describes it as ña vast and woolly area in contemporary 

psychology, epistemology, and educationò (p. 204). Packer and Goicoechea (2000) assert that it is 

a philosophy with both epistemological (a way of thinking about knowing) and ontological (a 

way of thinking about development) assumptions. Phillips (1997) says, ñOne thing is clear: 

óConstructivismô is the label or name given to a broad position that has now attained the status of 

political correctness; it is a position widely espoused in the contemporary educational research 

literature, and as early as the beginning of this decade five hundred articles with constructivist 

ideas as a focus were foundò (p. 152). Constructivism also can be viewed in the context of larger 

historical and philosophic debates, and to do so, it is useful to review fundamental premises 

underlying modern and postmodern thought. 

 

Premodern, Modern, and Postmodern Thought: During the Middle Ages, the premodern era, 

truth was thought to be revealed to individuals in authority in the church. Their interpretations 

were unquestioned, and church dogma became synonymous with ñtruth.ò This unchallenged view 

of the authority of the church gave way to the more objective modes of inquiry that characterized 

the modern period. This period referred to variously as the enlightenment and the renaissance and 

occurring concurrently with the scientific and industrial revolutions, emphasized experience and 

reason as avenues to some objective truth.  

 

Postmodernists included a group of philosophers, literary critics, social theorists, psychologists, 

and educators who were critical of these assumptions. The postmodern period can be traced at 

least to the writings of Hume and Kant in the 18th century. Both asserted the limitations of human 

rationality. Hume argued that ñhumans can never know the physical world with certainty because 

all we ever experience are the ideas created by that worldò (Hergenhahn, 2001, p. 585). Kant 

argued that ñexternal reality can never be known because conscious experience always results 

from the interaction between sensory experience and the innate categories of thoughtò 

(Hergenhahn, 2001, p. 585). Similar views are found in the writings of the existentialists 

Kierkegaard, who asserted that truth is subjectivity (Kierkegaard, 1985/1845), and Nietzsche 

(Golomb, 1989). Within education, the progressive movement forwarded similar messages. John 

Dewey, a noted educator and philosopher, was chief among proponents of the progressive 

movement. According to Dewey (1916) who supported child-centered pedagogyé 

 

élearning is active. It involves reaching out of the mind. It involves organic assimilation 

starting from within. Literally, we must take our stand with the child and our departure from 

him. It is he and not the subject matter, which determines both quality and quantity of 

learning (p. 9).  

At the same time, the social reconstructionists opposed the tendency of schools in preserving and 

strengthening the existing social order. The social reconstructionists ñstressed the role of the 

school, allied with other progressive forces, in planning for an intelligent reconstruction of US 

society where there would be a more just and equitable distribution of the nationôs wealth and the 

ócommon goodô would take precedence over individual gainò (Liston and Zeichner, 1991, p. 26). 

George S. Counts (1932), a major proponent, envisioned a school system that could become the 

public forum for the creation of a new and better social order.  
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Postmodernists believe that reality is ñcreated by individuals and groups within various personal, 

historical, and cultural contextsò (Hergenhahn, 2001, p. 578). The position is in opposition to the 

modernist belief that some objective truth awaits discovery. It aligns with the early views 

expressed by the sophists, who argued that there was not one Truth but many truths and with the 

views of the skeptics who discounted all claims of indisputable truth. Postmodernists, sophists, 

skeptics, romantics, existentialists, and humanistic psychologists all share the belief that ñtruth is 

always relative to cultural, group, or personal perspectivesò (Smith, 1994, p. 408). For more detail 

on the postmodernist position, see also Kirshner (2000) and Bereiter (1994a).  

 

Constructivism: Constructivism within psychology and education has its roots in Piagetian 

developmental psychology. To some degree, Piagetôs (1972) genetic epistemology was offered as 

an alternative to empiricism and nativism, both popular in the early 1920s and both having views 

that were troublesome to Piaget. He rejected the view of nativists (for example, Kant, 1965 and 

Chomsky, 1968, 1996) that ideas were inborn, but he agreed with them that experience created 

concepts that the learner imposed on the world to make sense of it. He disagreed with the view of 

empiricists (e.g., Locke, 1974/1706, 2000/1693 and Thorndike, 1929, 1931) that mere exposure 

to the world was sufficient for learning, but he agreed with them that learners come to respond to 

the regularity and structure of the world through experience. Although he was the first to write 

directly about constructivism, Piagetôs is not the only constructivist view among the early 

philosophers of education. Others whose names most often are associated with the position are 

Dewey (1916, 1969), Bruner (1966, 1996), and Vygotsky (1978, 1986). 

 

According to Kirshner (2000), ñprominent movements or trends within psychology that properly 

can be termed postmodern include social constructivisméò (p. 246). Indeed, constructivism as a 

movement in education shares a number of assumptions with the postmodernists, and its 

ascendancy in education parallels increased interest in the roles of individual experience and 

perspective that characterizes postmodernism (Hergenhahn, 2001). The most radical 

constructivists wholeheartedly adopt the postmodernist position. Radical constructivists assign a 

minor role to formal knowledge in a discipline, although few completely disregard formal 

knowledge. They typically oppose teacher telling or direct transmission of information, asserting 

that there are no correct answers and that meaning is more or less idiosyncratic to the individual 

(Richardson, 1997). Consistent with this position, radical constructivists are disenchanted with 

formal assessment, and, if they agree to assessment of any kind, insist on authentic and 

contextualized assessment. 

 

A more moderate constructivist position takes into account the role of the individual and his 

context in the construction of individual knowledge, but maintains a role for formal knowledge. 

ñFormal knowledge, as understood in signs and symbols, enters the learning situation as tools 

within the social interaction, and affects development or learning through activity engaged in by 

the learnerò (Richardson, 1997, p. 8). Moll (1992) suggests that students ñuse essential ócultural 

toolsô such as reading, writing, mathematics, or certain modes of discourse, within the activities 

that constitute classroom lifeò (p. 21). This moderate view that spans modern and postmodern 

views of knowing is more characteristic of the popular constructivist view in the United States 

although proponents exist on either side of the moderate position. 

 

When constructivists say that learners construct knowledge out of their own past experiences and 

current situation, they acknowledge that learning is individual, contextual, and historical. What 

one already knows or has experienced influences whether and how one will learn new 

information or benefit from new experiences. What one person constructs from a situation is 

necessarily different from what another person constructs from the same situation.  
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At least three variants of constructivism can be inferred from the current literature. 

Constructivism is viewed: 

 as a perspective on individual development (referred to here as developmental constructivism 

but also commonly referred to as cognitive constructivism (Piaget, 1972; Phillips, 1995, 

1997), 

 as a perspective on social transformation (referred to here as social constructivism (Vygotsky, 

1978; Vygotsky, 1986), and  

 as a perspective on cultural-historical transformation (referred to here as sociocultural 

constructivism but sometimes referred to as emancipatory constructivism (Counts, 1932; 

OôLoughlin, 1992).  

 

Phillips (1997) paints an interesting picture of these three (although in his account, he ultimately 

segments constructivists into only two primary groups) when he talks about the view of 

individual construction of knowledge as a) solitary inquirer; b) inquirer influenced by social 

factors; and c) inquirer saturated by social factors.  

 

Developmental constructivism conforms most closely to the work of Piaget (1972). It is an 

extension of a biological analysis of the laws of nature, and values rational, individualistic, and 

decontextualized thinking as the goal of development. Piaget refers to his approach as genetic 

epistemology. The focus is on the individual and on his or her ability to make meaning and 

understand reality through experience. The theory is concerned with ñhow individuals build up 

certain elements of their cognitive or emotional apparatus; that is, they are concerned with the 

bodies of knowledge that individuals construct and store internallyò (p. 13). In Piagetian 

constructivism, the individual is viewed as separate from his social context, and situational 

variables play only a minor role in predicting or interpreting the childôs development. In fact, 

much is made in a Piagetian analysis about the similarity of development across cultures, rather 

than about differences in development as a function of culture (Vadeboncoeur, 1997; Woolfolk, 

2001). Social interaction does play a role, primarily as a catalyst for individual cognitive conflict 

(Fowler, 1994). Primarily, however, the focus of interest is ñthe individual psychological life of 

individualsò (Phillips, 1997, p. 153). The approach values discovery learning that is child-

centered. The role of the teacher is a matter of some disagreement among developmental 

constructivists. Resnick and Klopher (1989) suggest that a Piagetian approach disallows direct 

instruction while DeVries (1997) argues that the teacher guides the learnerôs discovery, but 

without imposing thoughts and values on the process. Debate continues on the role of the teacher 

as instructor, but there is general agreement about the teacherôs role as facilitator and as one who 

arranges a supportive learning environment.  

 

Social constructivism and sociocultural constructivism represent two levels of interpretation 

related to the work of Vygotsky (1978, 1986). Social constructivism has the longest history; the 

emergence of sociocultural constructivism is more recent. In many accounts, the two are still 

combined, with different writers emphasizing characteristics of one or the other. For instance, 

Phillips (1997) focuses his discussion of social constructivism on sociocultural position, while 

Vadeboncoeur (1997) focuses her discussion of social constructivism on the role of the social 

context in shaping the individual construction of knowledge. Phillips (1997) affirms the 

confusion and acknowledges two schools of thought. For the purpose of this discussion, the term 

social constructivists will be used to describe those who are interested in the impact of members 

of the social group on the knowledge construction of the individual. The term sociocultural 

constructivism will be used to describe those who are interested in the development of public 

disciplines and formal knowledge and the social processes that influence that development.  
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Social constructivists, ñknowledge exists in a social context and is initially shared with others 

instead of being represented solely in the mind of an individualò (Eggen & Kauchak, 2001, p. 

293). Social constructivists continue to focus on the individual, but it is a contextualized 

individual. Individual development is seen not so much as biological as it is seen as sociological, 

inseparable from interpersonal relationships and social context. The sharing process results in 

each learner refining his or her own ideas while simultaneously shaping the ideas of others 

(Eggen & Kauchak, 2001). Vadeboncoeur (1997) asserts that ñwhile for Piaget the direction of 

cognitive development moves from the individual to the social, the direction for Vygotsky is from 

the social to the individualò (p. 27). She concludes that while Piagetian constructivism centers the 

construction of knowledge in the learnerôs action on the world, Vygotsky centers it in the 

learnerôs interaction with the social world. Whereas Piaget asserts that cognitive forms develop 

somewhat independently from the social milieu, Vygotsky contends they develop as a function of 

social context. Vygotsky suggests that cultural symbols, tools, and values influence the childôs 

cognitive forms. Both Piaget and Vygotsky acknowledge that the learner is active, that 

knowledge is dynamic, that knowledge is transformed by the learner, and that knowledge cannot 

be transmitted whole. (See also Davydov, 1995 and Garrison, 1995) 

 

Sociocultural constructivism also derives from the work of Vygotsky, but it is a more recent view 

that infuses an exploration of relationships of power into the discussion of individual 

development and knowledge construction. It is, more than either of the others, a macro-analysis 

that attempts to expose inequality and its impact on both the process and content of learning 

(Vadeboncoeur, 1997). As with social constructivism, the subject of study is a situated individual, 

but in this case, the situation is not only the immediate one, but also the larger socio-historical 

one. ñEmancipatory constructivism is based on Vygotskyôs complete multilevel methodology: 

therefore, all four levels of developmentðmicrogenesis, ontogenesis, phylogenesis, and cultural 

and historical developmentðare analyzed together and in relation to each otherò (Vadeboncoeur, 

1977, p. 29). The approach values behaviors, qualities, and characteristics that reflect the culture 

and, at the same time, evaluates the impact of power and privilege on cognitive forms. This 

approach ventures further away from biological determinism toward cultural determinism. 

Sociocultural constructivism values the role of reflection, critical thinking, and social discourse in 

exposing relationships of exploitation and oppression, both of the individual and of ways of 

thinking. Learners are encouraged to explore and understand their own situation and their own 

participation in maintaining or overturning power relationships. Sociocultural constructivism 

values inclusiveness of many voices in knowledge construction and devalues the transmission 

model of pedagogy (Vadeboncoeur, 1977). In this approach, formal knowledge is dissected and 

inspected. The approach views formal knowledge not as an educational end, but as an educational 

tool that is useful in guiding social discourse toward shared understanding (Richardson, 1997). 

Skepticism is a fundamental tenet, and learners are encouraged to question and explore. Of the 

three variants of constructivism described here, this one is most consistent with the existential, 

postmodern view, suggesting that there is no single objective Truth that can be discovered 

through reason. (See also Bereiter, 1994b; Cobb, 1994; Cobb & Yackel, 1996; Confrey, 1995.)  

 

Although the philosophy of constructivism is not unified, common elements can be derived form 

all three major types of constructivism. First, ñthe individual knower or learner builds a personal 

understanding of the surrounding world; but bodies of knowledge (the disciplines, such as science 

and math) also are constructed by humansò (Phillips, 1997, p. 158). Although most theorists and 

philosophers who ascribe to constructivism agree with both of these assertions, they do not 

believe that the same cognitive processes are at work in both. In fact, according to Phillips 

(1997), ñthere would seem to be a prima facie case that the two processes are differentò (p. 158). 

He continues, suggesting that psychologists, particularly cognitive psychologists, have proposed 

mechanisms that may be in play in the individual construction of knowledge while 
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anthropologists and sociologists have proposed entirely different mechanism related to the social 

nature of learning. While both sets of mechanisms may be of interest to educational pedagogy, 

research tends to focus on one of two questions: (a) How do individuals construct the knowledge 

that is stored in their head; or (b) How do public disciplines or bodies of socio-cultural knowledge 

develop (Phillips, 1997). A second commonly held position is that knowledge construction is 

influenced chiefly by human activity. It is not fed in by or imposed from the outside. External 

processes may select new ideas for survival or extinction, but the new ideas are the function of 

individual and group human activity. 

 

Table 1: A Comparison of Developmental, Social, and Sociocultural Constructivism 

Developmental 

(Cognitive) 

Constructivism 

Social Constructivism Sociocultural 

Constructivism 

 Attributed to Piaget 

 Individual development is 

viewed as biological 

 Focuses on the 

decontextualized 

individual 

 Focuses on the 

individualôs ability to 

make meaning from 

individual experience 

 Cognitive forms develop 

independent of the social 

milieu 

 Attributed to Vygotsky 

 Individual development is 

viewed as sociological 

 Focuses on the 

contextualized individual 

 Knowledge construction is 

centered on the 

individualôs interactions 

with the social world 

 Cognitive forms develop 

as a function of social 

context 

 A derivative of the work 

of Vygotsky 

 Individual development is 

viewed as sociocultural 

 Focuses on a situated 

individual 

 Cognitive forms develop 

as a function of power 

relationships 

 Formal knowledge is 

constrained by power 

relationships 

 

Additional elements derived from each of the three variants of constructivism guide 

programmatic goals and pedagogical approaches (For more detail, see Gergen, 1997; Woolfolk, 

2001). The following tenets of developmental constructivism recognize the role of the individual 

learner in the meaning-making process: 

 Knowledge is created actively by the learner. Brophy (1992) summarizes this belief that 

learners construct understanding in this way: ñCurrent researchérecognizes that students do 

not passively receive or copy input from teachers, but instead actively mediate it by trying to 

make sense of it and to relate it to what they already know (or think they know) about a topic. 

Thus, students develop new knowledge through the process of active constructionò (p. 5). 

 Learners construct knowledge out of experience, information, and data. Learners tap a variety 

of experiences and resources in their struggle for understanding and personal knowledge. 

Said another way; the learner is not separate from the physical or social world.  

 Current knowledge and past experience influence the impact of present experience on 

knowledge construction. Hunt (1997) suggests, ñWhen a learner approaches a new situation, 

those schema that the learner already has will determine how he or she represents the new 

situations, and those representationsé the new situation as interpreted by prior learning ï 

will be what is learnedò (p. 216). 

 Learners attempt to make sense of the world around them, constructing rules to explain their 

experiences. Learners deal with disparities between current knowledge construction and new 

experience. New learning does not occur in a vacuum. Instead, the learner is processing new 

information and experiences constantly, comparing them to prior learning, identifying 
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discrepancies, and accommodating or assimilating information, as appropriate to the level of 

discrepancy and the source of information.  

 Knowledge construction is necessarily individual. Each learner constructs knowledge in a 

way that is unique to current experience and history. Group membership may result in similar 

histories among members, but histories never are identical. The level and significance of the 

differences is difficult to determine. Certainly, through what Wittgenstein calls ñlanguage 

gamesò, we learn to communicate functionally with each other about common experiences. 

The real issue here, however, is that a teacher cannot ñconstructò knowledge for another 

person.  

 Individual knowledge construction guides individual action. The learner acts on what he or 

she knows, not on what the teacher or another student knows.  

 

The following tenets of social constructivism focus on the role of the social environment in 

meaning making and assert that: 

 Knowledge constructs are shaped by and learning is facilitated by social interaction. Through 

social interactions, learnersô views are articulated, challenged, and broadened (Mason, 1998, 

Olsen, 1999). Richardson (1997) suggests that ñknowledge is constructed by a person in 

transaction with the environment; that is, both the individual and environment change as a 

result of this learning processò (p. 7). It is in the social context that language is used and, 

according to Dewey (1916),  

éthe use of language to convey and acquire ideas is an extension and refinement of the 

principle that things gain meaning by being used in a shared experience or join 

actionéWhen words do not enter as factors into a shared situation whether overtly or 

imaginatively, they operate as pure physical stimuli, not has having a meaning or 

intellectual value (pp. 15 -16, quoted in Bredo, 1994, p. 30). 

 Individual histories of learners are influenced by the experiences they share with groups to 

which they belong. Thus, similarities may emerge in the knowledge accounts of individuals 

who have shared histories and experiences.  

 Members of a culture collaboratively establish knowledge. Members of a group working 

together refine understandings, generate new knowledge, and agree to beliefs that ultimately 

may validate a brand of knowledge that is unique to the group. 

 

Last, some commonly held views that inform constructivist pedagogy derive out of sociocultural 

constructivism, notably that  

 Knowledge constructs are sociohistorically situated, and as such are bound to the cultural 

confines in which they are constructed. 

 Formal knowledge is partial and positional, rather than foundational. Formal knowledge is 

not in an identity relationship with truth. Rather, formal knowledge represents the views of 

the dominant culture. 

 Formal knowledge can, and often does, disguise relationships of exploitation and oppression. 

Not only is formal knowledge agreed to by the dominant culture, it is used to subjugate those 

who hold less power in the society. ñCultureò is broadly defined here. Formal knowledge as 

adopted by parents may be used to subjugate children who have lesser power. 

 Critical analysis, reflection, and social discourse necessarily must accompany knowledge 

construction in order to avoid the exploitation and oppression. All assertions, regardless of 

the regard in which they are held, are open to review and refute. Interestingly, this view is in 

common with the directive in the scientific method for skepticism.  
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Members of the Center for Teaching and Learning acknowledge that while constructivist 

philosophy informs pedagogy, it does not explicitly direct it. Common over-interpretations of 

constructivist philosophy often unduly constrain pedagogy in a way that cannot be either inferred, 

from original philosophers or later proponents. In the section that follows, some of these over-

interpretations of the philosophy are presented, followed by restatements that are more in keeping 

with the fundamental tenets of constructivism, and that represent the views of members of the 

Center for Teaching and Learning at Central Washington University. 

Table 2: A Comparison of Important Tenets of Developmental, Social, and Sociocultural 

Constructivism 

Developmental 

Constructivism 

Social Constructivism Sociocultural 

Constructivism 

 Knowledge is created 

actively by the learner. 

 Learners construct 

knowledge out of 

experience, information, 

and data. 

 Current knowledge and 

past experience influence 

the impact of present 

experience on knowledge 

construction  

 Learners attempt to make 

sense of the world around 

them. 

 Learners construct rules to 

explain their experiences 

 Learners deal with 

disparities between current 

knowledge construction 

and new experience. 

 Knowledge construction is 

necessarily individual, 

although it may be 

socially mediated. 

 Individual knowledge 

construction guides 

individual action. 

 Knowledge constructs are 

shaped by social 

interaction. 

 Individual histories of 

learners are influenced by 

the experiences they share 

with groups to which they 

belong. 

 Members of a culture 

collaboratively establish 

knowledge. 

 Knowledge constructs are 

sociohistorically situated. 

 Formal knowledge is 

partial and positional, 

rather than foundational. 

 Formal knowledge can, 

and often does, disguise 

relationships of 

exploitation and 

oppression. 

 Critical analysis, 

reflection, and social 

discourse necessarily 

must accompany 

knowledge construction. 
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Issue #1: Decomposition 
Some interpretations of constructivism hold that cognition cannot be analyzed into components, 

and that attempts at this type of decomposition constitute a dangerous educational practice, and 

should be avoided. The primary opposition is to reductionism and elementism. The interpretation 

appears to derive from the Gestaltist concern that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, 

and that a microanalysis of components leads to an incomplete understanding of the whole. From 

the more recent research literature, a seminal article by Resnick and Resnick (1992) often is cited 

as evidence of this position, although this attribution appears to over interpret Resnick and 

Resnickôs point of view.  

 

A more reasoned interpretation is articulated by other cognitive psychologists, Anderson, Reder, 

and Simon (1995). They suggest that assessing learning and improving learning methods require 

careful task analysis at the level of component skills, intimately combined with study of the 

interaction of these skills in the context of their composite application. Thus, while these authors 

agree that learning must be approached from a composite view, they also suggest that such an 

approach is incomplete without a very clear understanding of the component elements, some of 

which may be independently instructed and constructed. Nonetheless, they conclude, as do many 

constructivist philosophers that a macro view in which elements are integrated also is necessary 

to complete the learning act. This tendency to take the holistic view as the starting point 

characterizes even the most moderate constructivist. 

Issue #2: Decontextualization, Situated Learning, and Abstraction  
Some interpretations of constructivism hold that all learning should be contextualized and that it 

never is appropriate to present information, data, or experience out of context. An even more 

strident approach is one that holds that action is grounded in the concrete situation in which it 

occurs. This approach holds that all knowledge is specific to the situation in which the task is 

performed, and knowledge that is more general cannot and will not transfer to real-world 

situations. It infers that knowledge does not transfer between tasks, and that training by 

abstraction is of little use. Real learning is thought to occur only or primarily in authentic 

situations.  

 

Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1995) summarize the research in this area and agree that research 

and instruction should occur in contexts that are consistent with the scope of the skills currently 

under investigation. However, they also content that knowledge does not have to be taught in the 

precise context in which it will be used. They predict that such a practice can create unduly 

context bound knowledge and risk ñgrave inefficienciesò in transfer. They assert that the degree 

of transfer is dependent on the relation of the material originally learned to the transfer material, 

the manner in which information is represented, where attention is directed during learning, and 

the degree of practice that characterizes learning. They also recognize that transfer varies from 

one domain to another as a function of the number of symbolic components that are shared.  

Nonetheless, instructors are encouraged to use authentic tasks that mimic realistic situations. An 

authentic task is ña classroom learning activity that requires understanding similar to 

understanding that would be used in the world outside the classroomò (Eggen & Kauchak, 2001, 

p. 295. Needels & Knapp (1994) suggest that authentic tasks provide an opportunity for learners 

to think in ways that will serve them well in real-life situations and to identify gaps in knowledge 

that impair adequate performance in the real world.  

 

With respect to abstraction, Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1995) conclude that while abstract 

instruction certainly can be ineffective, particularly if the content taught in the classroom is not 

required in real-life situations, it also can be quite effective. They contend that the teacherôs 




