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ABSTRACT: Constructivism is a teaching philosophy based on the premise that, by reflecting on their experiences, students construct their own understanding of the world. A teacher who wishes to use constructivist methods must provide three things: materials with which the students can create their own meanings, a safe space in which to do so, and a goal. After providing the materials, environment, and goal, the teacher doesn’t interfere until the students are so frustrated that they ask for help. Then the teacher’s response is not to provide the right answer but nudge them back on track. Although the phrases “student frustration” and “sitting on your hands” are not usually associated with good college teaching, it is clear from the author’s experience that most students learned at the high cognitive levels of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. They also reported having enjoyed the semester.

Introduction
I teach an undergraduate technical communication course at Fairleigh Dickinson using constructivist methods. The course, centered on a real-world case study, includes lessons on team roles and learning styles, doing research, running meetings, and brainstorming. The students also learn how to respond to requests for proposals, write professional letters and memos, make recommendations, and work in teams. The goal for each team is to provide a breakthrough solution to the case problem. These solutions are given in oral presentations late in the semester. 

What Is Constructivism?

Constructivism is a teaching philosophy based on the premise that, by reflecting on their experiences, students construct their own understanding of the world. Instruction is a process of supporting that construction rather than communicating knowledge in lectures. Exercises do not reinforce learning but lead to learning—in other words, the exercise comes first, the lecture (if any) later. 

A teacher who wishes to use constructivist methods must provide materials with which the students can create their own meanings, a safe space in which to do so, and a goal. After providing the materials, environment, and goal, the teacher doesn’t interfere until the students are so frustrated that they ask for help. Then the teacher’s response is not to provide the right answer but nudge them back on track.1
Although the phrases “student frustration” and “sitting on your hands” are not usually associated with good college teaching, it is clear that most students in my technical communication class learned at the high cognitive levels of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. They also reported having enjoyed the semester.

Why Use a Constructivist Approach?
I started my teaching career by training adults how to use software applications, and I have built on, rather than ignored, that experience. I assume that the students, like most adult learners, are goal-oriented and prefer realistic tasks. They want to know why they have to learn something; they learn through experience; they approach learning as problem-solving; and they learn best when the topic is immediately valuable. As adult learners, constructivism matches their needs and predilections better than instructivism (i.e., lectures with reinforcement exercises).2, 3
In addition, schema development is nearly impossible without constructive learning. A schema is a framework that organizes an individual’s experiences in such a way that he or she can recognize the pattern to which a new problem belongs and can select the right tools, procedures, and rules to solve it.4 Anyone who can solve problems using schemas is rightly seen as an expert, and teaching expertise, not just facts and formulas, is a good goal for any college-level course.
Necessary Parts of a Constructivist Lesson

For successful constructivist lessons, the teacher must: 

1. Pick good cases or projects, based on the ordinary practices of the profession rather than the artificial ones of school. 

2. Provide scaffolding. The teacher needs to provide support, since the students are often plunged into higher-level tasks without first being trained in the subordinate skills and knowledge. Scaffolding can be job aids, reference guides, or the support of the teacher or peers.

3. Interact knowledgeably with the students. Instead of lecturing, the teacher answers questions as they come up during the exercises and lectures only when a situation is problematic and the students are becoming too frustrated or discouraged.

4. Assess the students' learning accurately. Assessing constructivist learning can be difficult, since everyone learns something different (in fact, some students will know more to start with and will learn more than their less experienced peers). Rubrics and peer reviews both work reasonably well, however, and I use both. 

The example below demonstrates the four teaching responsibilities. 

Example of a Constructivist Lesson
Each semester, the students must do a presentation about their team’s chosen project. For this semester and last, the project has been to assist one of my ex-students specify and plan a primary and secondary school in Léogane, Haiti. This is a real project, and the students have come up with usable ideas and information for Fondation CEBEL, the non-profit organization that will build the school. 
Objectives
I start the lesson on presentations by telling them what the goals are:
· Become comfortable speaking in front of groups (only rehearsal and practice help with this).

· Learn how to keep within timeframes (requires rehearsal).

· Be prepared to speak well in professional situations such as sales calls and conferences. 

· Learn to repeat important messages (the rule of three: tell them what you're going to tell them, tell them, and tell them what you told them). 

· Learn to find something interesting to say; learn to be interesting (this is where grammar, syntax, tone, and standard English become important—errors make it difficult for people to understand the speaker or become enthusiastic about what they're saying). 

Scaffolding 

As the teacher, I also provide these types of help:

· Help with team work, based on Meredith Belbin’s research on team roles.5 

· The project’s overall theme and some preliminary research. The students come up with their own projects based on a presentation by the head of Fondation SEBEL, detailed research, and their own interests. 
· For help with the overheads, a handout and a PowerPoint presentation of really bad slides (as counter-examples, of course). 

· The four-part public-speaking rule, which I explain and then ask them to repeat out loud in three classes: “first and third” (sweep your eyes across the audience from first base to third base), speak slowly, repeat the questions, and thank the audience.

· In-class practice giving short talks on easy topics. 

Main Exercise

Here are the instructions for the main presentation: 
You are going to try to convince the Fondation SEBEL to accept your team’s recommendation for the Haitian school. Do a fifteen-minute presentation with a handout and overhead slides that you think will impress the foundation. Remember to rehearse the talk before presenting it.

The teams have been working on papers—recommendation reports, proposals, and so on—related to their project for weeks, but the presentation assignment forces them to focus on the points they want to make. Although I know approximately what each team’s topic is since I’ve read and graded the papers, I really don’t know how the team members are communicating with each other, how they’ve divided up the work, and how they’ve decided what information to present. They are responsible for their own work. 
Assessment and Feedback for the Students
All five teams give their talks on the same evening and fill out rubrics for speakers from the other teams. At the end, I ask them to decide how much money they’d award each of the teams. This part of the feedback tells the students whether they made their points or not.
The talks are videotaped, and during the next class, the students review the videotape and see how they looked and sounded on tape. They fill out rubrics for themselves as they watch. At the end, I collect all of these and fill in my own copy of the rubric for each student while reviewing the tape at home. On my copy, I also indicate problems that I noticed and what the student can do about them.

Does constructivism work? Perhaps: Last semester, one team came up with a workable plan for contacting celebrities who might be willing to do fundraising concerts. Another team collected information (by interviewing administrators from their old high schools) on what proportion of a school’s operating costs is paid for by tuition and how much money the school has to raise from other sources. A third team compared foundation systems that might be usable in the sandy, wet soil of Haiti. A fourth came up with an energy system that would keep the Haitian students’ computers humming no matter what. It included solar, wind, battery, and generator power supplies that automatically switched from one to the next as needed. The fifth team recommended a concentration on visual arts from kindergarten through high school, with funds coming into the school from sales of the students’ artwork in the U.S., Canada, and Europe. 
Assessment and Feedback for the Assignment

When you work as a trainer, the students evaluate you, you don’t evaluate the students. I put aside this lesson from my training days until I stumbled across the Angelo and Cross book, Classroom Assessment Techniques.6 The authors, saying that your teaching can only get better if you regularly ask your students for feedback, provide four dozen assessment techniques, most of which the teacher can create in half an hour and the students can finish in five minutes. 
I discovered the book only at the end of last semester, however, so it was too late to get ongoing feedback for that class. But I did manage to add a few questions to the final exam, one of which was, “What was the best class (least confusing or most startling)?”

As unlikely as this may sound (most people list public speaking as the last thing they’d ever want to do), out of 25 students, 11 liked the presentation class the best. The runner-up, at six students, was the job interview class. 
Students usually take my class in their sophomore year, so they have at least two more years to practice what they learned and reinforce the schemas that they developed during the class. The ultimate assessment will occur over time: Will the other professors in the department find that the students who took Technical Communication are more polished speakers than those who didn’t? Will they handle interviews better and be better able to think on their feet? Will they be more conscious of audience needs than other students? I don’t know yet, but I have high hopes.
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