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Introduction	  
 If you spend time with professional educators – K12 teachers, education 
professors, or even corporate trainers – you will run into the term constructivism. As its 
name suggests, constructivism sees learning as a process of constructing or making 
something. Constructivism says that people learn by making sense out of the world – they 
make meaning out of what they encounter. Exactly how people construct meaning is 
something that learning theorists debate – some arguing for fairly mechanistic processes 
of information encoding and retrieval, others seeing the process in qualitative, 
experiential terms. Whatever the exact process of meaning construction, instructors and 
instructional designers try to create conditions for meaningful learning to happen in 
classrooms and courses, and on the job. 

 Constructivism is a theory or philosophy of learning “based on the idea that 
knowledge is constructed by the knower based on mental activity” (Skaalid, no date). It 
can be defined as “meaning making… rooted in the context of the situation…  whereby 
individuals construct their knowledge of, and give meaning to, the external world” (Babb 
et al., no date). As an educational philosophy it came to prominence in the early 1990s. 
Based on writing of that time (Dunlap & Grabinger, 1996; Merrill, 1991; Savery & 
Duffy, 1996; and Wilson, Teslow & Jouchoux, 1993), the basic precepts are: 

• Learning is an active process of meaning-making gained in and through our 
experience and interactions with the world 

• Learning opportunities arise as people encounter cognitive conflict, challenge, or 
puzzlement, and through naturally occurring as well as planned problem solving 
activities 

• Learning is a social activity involving collaboration, negotiation, and participation 
in authentic practices of communities 

• Where possible, reflection, assessment, and feedback should be embedded 
“naturally” within learning activities 

• Learners should take primary responsibility for their learning and “own” the 
process as far as possible 

 
Note that the first several bullets are descriptive in nature, and then the last couple shift to 
a prescriptive tone. This reflects the nature of constructivist theorizing – it rests on a 
descriptive base, but extends to guidelines for instructional design.  
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The bullets above suggest a re-negotiation of teacher and learner roles. Instruction 
is not so much done to learners as it is meant to engage learners in a process of inquiry 
and activity. The instructor shifts role from “sage on the stage” to “guide on the side” – 
still sharing information where needed, but primarily engaging learners in authentic and 
challenging learning activities. 

 Constructivist teaching is often contrasted with “the lecture approach” (less 
charitably referred to as  “knowledge dumping”), which involves students passively 
receiving content presented in lectures and textbooks.  This approach has mistakenly 
been characterized as behaviorist – a mistake since behaviorist learning requires above all 
active responding. But it is no mistake that learners, whether in  K12, higher education, 
or training settings,  are too often under-engaged, under-challenged, passive or 
disengaged mentally and physically.  So constructivism – stressing active, ongoing 
meaning-making through authentic engagement – remains a useful idea for learners and 
instructors at all levels of education and training. 

The bulleted list above may seem fairly innocuous, but that’s one of the problems with 
constructivism – it suffers from a lack of specificity wherein some practices would be 
excluded. In reality, people talk about constructivism in very different ways, with very 
different underlying beliefs. Perhaps because of its fuzziness, constructivism has nearly 
achieved the status of common sense among today’s educators. And that’s always 
dangerous because it remains largely unquestioned and unexamined.  

This chapter examines the idea of constructivism and explores its place in the field of 
instructional design and technology (IDT). To do this, we briefly show where 
constructivism fits into the history and evolution of the field. We present some potential 
benefits and problems with the approach, then conclude with some thoughts about its 
continuing role in the profession. 

Historical	  Perspective	  
The place of constructivism can be located within the overall history of the field. A quick 
sketch might portray the decades in the following terms: 

1960s and 70s – The birth of instructional theory and active research on 
instructional strategies. Consistent with stimulus-response psychology, we 
thought that instructional strategies – what instruction did to the learner – best 
accounted for learning. 

1980s – Shift to cognitive learning theory and related instructional theories. What 
goes on in people’s heads was seen as an important mediator in learning. So 
instructional strategies were designed to change how people processed and 
structured information – which led to learning. Related advances included expert 
systems, intelligent tutors, expert-novice research, mental models, cognitive task 
analysis, and cognitive load theory. 

1990s – Shift to constructivism and situated learning. The qualitative side of 
cognition rose in prominence, complementing the prior work on information 
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processing and memory structures. Constructivism was more about authentic 
practice and community participation and less about acquisition of declarative and 
procedural knowledge. Researchers became more aware of different theories of 
knowledge (epistemology) and postmodern critiques of theory and practice.1 

2000s – More attention to practice, engagement, and experience. Situated 
practice rose in prominence, for learners but also for instructors and designers. 
Guided by the growth of educational games, media, and the Web, old models of 
motivation gave way to models of interest, engagement, participation, and the 
learning experience.  

 As can be seen from the above summary, the overall trend has been toward 
meaningful engagement and authentic practice. The early 1990s marked a major shift for 
instructional designers as a first challenge to positivist or objectivist psychology. In 1991, 
a special issue of Educational Technology was devoted to constructivism (Duffy & 
Jonassen, 1991).  Advocates of constructivism (e.g, Cunningham, 1991; Perkins, 1991) as 
well as critics (Dick, 1991; Merrill, 1991) participated vigorously in conversation about 
how these ideas fit the practices and models of instructional design.  

 Some of the negative response to constructivism was due to statements like 
“learners construct their own reality” and “assessments should be goal free” that 
traditionalists appropriately perceived as over the top.  But generally, the debate was 
enlightening and broadening. The ideological split has receded somewhat in recent years, 
replaced by a more diverse and fractured array of positions and perspectives. The larger 
reality is, practitioners themselves feel little affected by these buffetings of theory. In fact 
the enduring concerns of practitioners serve as a sort of mooring that help keep our focus 
on things that make a difference, and not get too caught up in ideological debates. 

Instructional	  Models	  Linked	  To	  Constructivism	  
 Described below are some noteworthy instructional models that incorporate many 
of the principles of constructivism. To varying degrees, each of these models has had an 
influence on instructional design practices.  

Problem-based learning. Working with medical-school faculty, Howard Barrows (1988) 
developed a model for centering instruction around a key statement of a problem, 
prompting team-based inquiry and problem-solving processes.  The problem-based 
learning (PBL) model spawned hundreds of projects and research studies in a variety of 
disciplines, and has been largely successful in terms of student learning (Hmelo-Silver, 
2004). 

Anchored instruction. John Bransford and colleagues produced a series of videodisc 
lessons presenting a problem in an authentic or everyday context, requiring math for it 
solution. These authentic “macrocontexts” for classroom discussion and problem solving 
were proven useful as instructional strategies (Cognitive and Technology Group at 
Vanderbilt, 1990) and influential as instructional designers borrowed elements of these 
cases for incorporation into their own instructional and training products. 
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Cognitive apprenticeship. Based on a theory of situated cognition, Alan Collins and John 
Seely Brown developed an instructional model meant to include key aspects of informal 
learning (Collins, Brown, & Newman, 1989), similar to how apprentices learn from their 
masters in work settings. This model became popular among instructional designers 
seeking a framework for designing authentic but replicable instruction. 

Intentional learning environments. Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamelia developed a 
series of models and computer tools for collaborative problem solving, reasoning, and 
argumentation (Scardamalia & Beireiter, 1991). Their systems were used primarily by 
middle- and high-school students, but influential among IDT professionals more 
generally. 

REALs. Joni Dunlap and Scott Grabinger (1996) developed a model for designing 
authentic instruction called REALs  (rich environments for authentic learning), 
incorporating key aspects of constructivism into a prescriptive model for design. While 
not followed up in terms of validation and research, the model remains a nice capturing 
of constructivist elements. 

For more information about constructivist models of instruction, see Wilson and Cole 
(1991, 1996) and Ryder (2010). 

Potential	  Benefits	  of	  Constructivism	  
Proponents of constructivism point to a number of strengths of the position, summarized 
below. 

 Correspondence to how people really learn. Constructivism’s depiction of learning 
through active engagement and meaningful activity is generally corroborated by findings 
in neuroscience, anthropology, and education. This is a broader theoretical base than the 
traditional reliance on psychology and can lead to valuable guidelines for instructional 
design. At the same time, its fuzziness and imprecision can make research difficult 
(Winn, 2003). A research community known as the learning sciences has continued a 
serious research agenda based on constructivist-compatible ideas, albeit with a more 
rigorous research method (Sawyer, 2006). 

Higher-order learning outcomes. Constructivist teaching focuses on problem solving and 
critical thinking, and higher-order cognitive outcomes. These higher forms of learning, 
while challenging to accomplish in instruction, are critical objectives for education and 
training, and closer to the demands of expertise in the “real world.’ Focus on higher-order 
learning helps IDT professionals move beyond technical training to include “softer” 
training for managers, leaders, and professionals, oftentimes designed to help them learn 
how to analyze and solve ill-structured problems.  

Better integration of affect and emotion. Constructivist learning seeks to integrate 
emotion, affect, and engagement into discussions of learning and cognition. This holistic 
approach is generally good because instruction becomes more than an “academic” thing – 
it draws on the whole person and leads to more realistic representations of expertise. 
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More relevance to job and out-of-the-classroom performance. Because of its emphasis on 
authentic performance in realistic settings, constructivist learning can potentially be more 
relevant to out-of-the-classroom needs. As learners encounter more complex problems 
and tasks during instruction, they should be able to transfer that knowledge to work 
settings more easily. This depends on the quality of the instruction, of course, and how 
closely the conditions in the learning setting match those that the learner will experience 
on the job. Of course, for certain kinds of job needs, a very focused tutorial or job aid 
available at work may be more appropriate than a separate resource that tries to simulate 
job conditions. Generally though, constructivist principles should lead to greater 
relevance to jobs and the outside world. 

Some	  Risks	  and	  Challenges	  
Like all approaches, constructivism solves some problems while perhaps creating others. 
There are some situations where a constructivist solution is a perfect fit – and then others 
where it may be a stretch. In this section we examine some of the downside to adopting a 
constructivist stance. 

Shift	  in	  Energy/Control	  from	  Instructor	  to	  Learner	  
We start with the biggest concern. In most courses, instructors are the hardest workers. 
They are the most active and engaged; they rarely fall asleep in class. They make the 
hardest and most interesting decisions and solve the most problems – and usually the 
most authentic and interesting problems. And they tend to learn the most (their first few 
times teaching anyway). This is reversed in constructivist instruction: Learners are put in 
situations where they have to do the really interesting work. They take on jobs that the 
instructor might otherwise do – choosing an area to work on or an approach to solving a 
problem; determining roles of team members; judging sources and methods; evaluating 
quality and appropriateness of solutions; giving feedback and consulting with other 
learners. While, in theory, handing over these responsibilities to learners may sound 
great, a number of questions quickly merge for instructional designers and instructors: 

-‐ Are learners prepared to take on this new work? 
-‐ Are they motivated and emotionally mature enough to work independently and 

look after each other’s interests? 
-‐ Do they have the prior knowledge they need to handle complex, authentic 

environments? 
-‐ Do they have adequate access to needed information? 

 In general, high quality constructivist teaching requires more support, more access 
to resources, more careful design and attention to detail, more progress monitoring, and 
more carefully craft guidance than traditional instructor-led teaching. Setting up a 
constructivist learning experience and getting it working right can be a huge pain for 
instructional designers, nearly always requiring field testing to get right. But if done well, 
the investment can result in significant learning gains – and just as important – more fully 
engaged learners. After iterations of design and revision, the instructor may end up truly 
acting as “guide on the side,” enjoying the energy and engagement and active learning of 
individuals and teams. Watching learners take responsibility and become truly engaged 
can be enormously satisfying, but getting to that point can be an ordeal. 
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 As instructional designers and instructors go about planning instruction that shifts 
energy and work into learners’ hands, they will be faced with many other questions 
relating to the design of this new type of learning environment.   For example:  

-‐ Given the new demands on the instructor, how can we design a learning 
environment that helps instructors: 

 Maintain a sense of control in the classroom,  amid the apparent chaos and 
cacophony of student work? 

  Survive the transition to constructivist teaching, when both the instructor 
and the learners are in a learning mode and adjusting to the new 
requirements? 

 Guide and direct learning without preempting students’ own initiative? 
 Monitor progress – particularly of learners who appear to be struggling or 

disengaged? 
 Achieve a sense of professional satisfaction now that the instructor is no 

longer serving as the sage on the stage? 
-‐ How can we make best use of technology – not just for presentation, but for 

communication and ongoing assessment to inform decision-making? 
-‐ How can we invite engagement and buy-in, and give learners a sense of 

ownership – while still accomplishing the learning objectives? 
-‐ How can we accommodate the needs of different learners and perhaps their need 

for differentiated learning outcomes? 
 
Maintaining classroom control and surviving a transition (the first two above) are 
probably the top concerns for most instructors. Teaching a class is like a fine-tuned 
choreography, and instructional designers who try to upset the dance by changing steps 
and inserting new routines, can easily lose their audience in the process. The shift toward 
constructivist learning is indeed a major decision and commitment, involving new 
learning for students and instructors alike. Instructors who are being asked to make this 
shift should be supported in their efforts, and have access to knowledgeable mentors, 
information resources, and a supportive incentive/ management structure to make this 
change successfully.  
 By the way – if it appears that I’m raising more questions than I’m answering, it’s 
because instructional theories and ideologies are like that. Every instructional theory is 
seriously under-specified – that is, it doesn’t really tell you everything you need to design 
a lesson like that. Too much depends on the local situation, the goals and constraints, and 
expertise of participants. Instructional theories are necessarily abstract and general, 
leaving so much to real-life teams and individuals. That’s why designers are paid the big 
bucks – and another reason why they should not look to theories to “save” them! 

Getting	  the	  Learning	  Right	  
Consider the case of George. George thinks of himself as a constructivist. His courses 
contain just a few articles as assigned readings - no textbooks. Students complete just two 
major projects, one individually completed and one assigned to groups of  three or four 
students. He rarely lectures but rather turns class time to students to work on their 
projects. Each project has a rubric with criteria to guide students, also used for grading.  
Students approach him about their work, and he advises and helps them find resources. 
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Unfortunately, George’s students report a frustrating experience. They come into the 
class lacking knowledge, and too often exit with the same concern. A feeling of 
disorientation pervades. They are tired of not knowing where to look, pursuing 
unpromising leads, waiting for help or guidance. Only gradually do they create a picture 
of things – but too late to really be of help to them on their assignments. 
 
The moral of the story: It’s possible to follow the precepts of constructivist learning – and 
still have less than successful instruction. Potential problems, beyond those already 
discussed, that instructional designers need to think about include: 

-‐ Low-level outcomes due to inefficient activity. George’s students may be working 
actively on “authentic” tasks within complex environments, but their efforts are 
not directed at the right work. Too much time is spent on low-payoff activities: 
vague information searching, attending to unimportant tasks and details; trying to 
solve problems using means-end strategies (essentially educated guessing, and 
trying again). In spite of all their activity (or because of it?), a close look at their 
learning is disappointing – not much new information, and not enough higher-
level problem solving and schema acquisition. 

-‐ Misalignment with standards and objectives. Constructivist learning approaches 
tend to focus on just a few projects and cases. For curricula with broader learning 
requirements, this can be a disproportionate investment of time and attention, 
leaving other objectives unaddressed. Making things fit within a strictly defined 
curriculum can require some larger rethinking of overall goals and objectives. 

-‐ Mistaking activity for targeted learning. Many students, instructors, and 
instructional designers are prone to confuse busy activity with learning. While 
activity does equate to learning at some general level, activity does not assure 
mastery of a targeted learning objective.  Thorough assessment of targeted 
learning can verify whether students’ active engagement is actually resulting in 
their picking up the needed knowledge and skills of the lesson. In addition, 
multiple assessments – ongoing and summative, formal and informal – can 
provide a redundancy to assure mastery of any critical learning objectives. 

-‐ Seduction of media/production values. Constructivism and technology go hand in 
hand, because of the scaffolding, support, and affordances for engagement 
available through various tools and resources on the Web. Many Web resources 
are of high presentation quality and compete well with entertainment media. But 
instructional designers should be careful in their selection of these media 
resources. We often gravitate to cool video clips that look and sound compelling, 
but don’t really further understanding of the content. Media can be effective as a 
first introduction to a subject, or as illustration or support. But learners need 
encouragement to go deeper and make connections to subject matter and solution 
paths. Sometimes the richer media may be less relevant than the mundane text-
based page or article. 

-‐ Hard to measure benefits. The full learning accrued from constructivist teaching 
methods can be hard to pin down using objective assessments. The easiest way to 
teach a fixed and narrow learning target would usually be straight-ahead direct 
instruction. But constructivist methods lead to broader outcomes – a competent, 
confident problem solver who loves the subject matter. These outcomes may be 
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seen as secondary to bottom-line skills of literacy and math computation, or 
technical mastery of job competencies. Instructional designers should strive to 
identify and/or create assessment techniques that adequately address both the 
bottom-line skills and these harder-to-measure outcomes.  

-‐ Ties to privilege and access. Postmodern theorists have offered critiques of 
constructivism that cast it as another privilege enjoyed by the White middle class 
(Popkevitz, 1998). Lower class, high minority schools are rarely the innovators in 
this area. In work settings, lower paid workers often receive technical training that 
is less engaging and authentic when compared to management training. Access to 
enabling technologies also varies across class, race, and culture. When learners 
are not well prepared with prior knowledge and academic study skills, 
constructivism may be seen as a dispensable luxury. Even when constructivists 
lessons are employed, do all students really benefit? Critiques of privilege and 
power tend to examine the winners and losers of any ideology or intervention – 
and constructivism needs to undergo the same scrutiny. 

Concluding	  Thoughts	  
Instructional design depends on good theories of knowledge, learning, and instruction. 
Constructivism in its many faces and forms contributes to that theory base. At the same 
time, the field depends on skilled professionals who know what to do with a good theory 
– to use it in combination with local knowledge and ideas for making good instruction. 
Moreover, instructional designers need the moral grounding to ensure that the right 
people benefit from their efforts, particularly those who may not be in positions of power 
or influence (Wilson, 2005).  
 Constructivism continues to be part of the discourse and practice of instructional 
designers. In a way its generality (or fuzziness) works to its advantage – it stands for a 
whole family of strategies and models aiming to make instruction more meaningful and 
authentic.  A key characteristic of most of those strategies and models was touched upon 
by Martin Ryder (2008), who offered a definition of constructivism as “a philosophical 
position that views knowledge as the outcome of experience mediated by one's own prior 
knowledge and the experience of others.”  Note the emphasis on experience, essentially 
people’s encounters with their worlds (Parrish, Wilson, & Dunlap, in press). It’s that 
bigger picture of learning from experience – from their world encounters – that seems to 
be taking root among many instructional design theorists (see, for example, the special 
issue of Educational Technology, in press, edited by Georghe Veletsianos and Brendan 
Calandra, on the topic of transformative learning). 
 As a current philosophical or scientific theory, constructivism is showing signs of 
wear. However, until a better “ism” comes along and makes a splash, constructivism is 
good shorthand, denoting our general aims for making instruction more meaningful, 
authentic, and problem-based. These are enduring values among instructional designers 
and will have a place in our discourse for many years to come. 
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