Conundrums for Constructivists

By David N. Cox
A recent article by Virginia Richardson titled “Constructivist Pedagogy” was very illustrative of the conflict the constructivist philosophy is causing some proponents.  Dr. Richardson is Chair of Educational Studies, School of Education, University of Michigan, and Professor of teaching and teacher education. Her research interests focus on teacher change through teacher education, professional development, and organization change as well as the moral dimensions of classrooms. She has written and edited a number of books, including the Handbook of Research on Teaching (4th ed.), and Constructivist Teacher Education: Building a New World of Understanding, and many articles and chapters. She recently received the Lifetime Achievement Award in Teacher Education from the American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education.  I don’t know of anyone who has a more thorough understanding of or history of promoting the constructivist viewpoint than she does.  Yet she is seeing some problems.

In “Constructivist Pedagogy” she writes as part of her conclusion the following:


This critique suggests that we should remain semi skeptical about our sense of constructivist pedagogy, and resist considering it best practice and turning it into standards for educational practice. If we accept constructivist-learning theory as a way of describing how students learn, we must also acknowledge that students will learn from many different forms of instruction. The constructivist pedagogical approach captured within the five elements described above is only one way of helping students learn. A theory of teaching could, in fact, encompass a constructivist theory of learning and look very different than the constructivist pedagogical approach described in the literature. It would be well worth re-examining our sense of constructivist pedagogy and, with the help of more empirical research that focuses on student learning and a sense of cultural responsiveness, a teaching theory could be developed that allows for multiple strategies for obtaining goals as well as a sense of effective teaching that rises above and beyond our current conceptions of constructivist pedagogy. (Teachers College Record Volume 105 Number 9, 2003, p. 1623-1640, Underlining added)

After extensively differentiating and defining constructivist philosophy and implementation, she contrasts two Michigan schools.  The first was an inner-urban school she calls an Afro-centric school, which, “…did not conform to the constructivist instructional approach advocated by many of the national standards documents.”  The teachers were very definitely and knowingly using a “transmission model” as opposed to a constructivist model in their teaching.  The other was a suburban school that was very constructivist in approach.  Her conundrum is that both are very successful.  She attributes this to cultural differences, opining that “psychological constructivism’s roots are western, liberal, and individualistic (Eurocentric), and much of the current approach to constructivist pedagogy, at least in the United States, was developed within privileged classes.  It is not clear to me that the less privileged and minority cultures are interested in the strong individualistic approach suggested in current constructivist pedagogical approaches to teaching….”

She goes on to say that perhaps minorities may do better with a more teacher-centered, transmission model, and that different cultures may do better with different teaching methods.  She states that, “The most serious problem with the use of the constructivist pedagogy construct occurs when it becomes valued as best practice for everyone. The discussion of the differences in the two schools described above suggests that in our enthusiasm for constructivist pedagogy and our advocacy of this particular vision of instruction as represented in national and state standards, in our teacher education classes, professional development, and calls for reform, we may be imposing a dominant model of pedagogy on those who wish- and may have good reason- to operate differently.” (Underlining added)

I find it interesting that the constructivist approach was sold as being friendlier to minorities and women who were supposed to think this more holistic way!  I also find it interesting that the inner-urban, minority school, which would not be expected to be successful, was just as successful as the higher socio-economic, white-dominated school that was using the constructivist methods.  My experience has been that different theories are usually tried on these upper socio-economic schools, who would be successful anyway due to parental background, and the methods are then declared successful and proven.  My contention is that the transmission model helped these inner-city students overcome their situation where the suburban school students succeeded despite the method used.

