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CONSTRUCTIVISM 

Constructivists believe that education should be child-centered, focusing on the unique experiences, capacities, and insight of each child as a starting point for curriculum. Constructivists attempt to make otherwise inert and academic learning problematic and related to the child in genuine ways. Teachers facilitate curriculum by helping students connect it to their lived experience. Constructivists are somewhat evasive about the need for foundational knowledge, preferring a scaffolding approach to learning wherein students connect novel ideas with existing cognitive schema. They are not necessarily opposed to the notion that there are fundamentals of learning but generally part ways with perennialists and essentialists in the process by which those fundamentals should be taught. Whereas the other two perspectives both contend that educational foundations must be laid before student-led inquiry begins, constructivists argue that "the basics" are only meaningful when they arise naturalistically from the experiences and felt needs of the child.

Constructivism entails the following four presuppositional orientations with regard to curriculum: Human nature tends to be good; culture is inside the individual; consciousness should be focused on the present; and value is found in the synergy of mind, body, and soul. Construcivists believe, first and foremost, in the essentially good disposition of the child. The child is an innately curious knowledge-seeker, continually engaged in the process of trying to make sense of his or her world. Although the curious nature of the child needs to be directed toward social ends by more experienced adult community members, the impetus for learning always emerges first from the child. Rather than a coercive model of acculturation, constructivists seek to draw out the culture of the children and help them meaningfully clarify and connect who they are and what they know with their social environment. Temporal considerations are focused primarily on the present or the children's current lives, rather than on some oblique past or uncertain future. Rather than educate the children's minds, constructivists contend that education should uplift the "whole child"--mind, body, and soul--and that development in all three domains is equally important.

With regard to the NAEP-US, constructivists would argue that the results of the test are proof of the failed pedagogy of traditional U.S. history. John Goodlad (1984) documented the repetitive, rote, and meaningless manner in which social studies is typically taught in schools, and it seems that not much has changed in the years since that landmark study. Despite pockets of exemplary practice, social studies remains a moribund field that emphasizes "conservative cultural continuity" (Vinson and Ross 2001, 50). Rather than an alarm for change, the NAEP-US results, from a constructivist point of view, are in fact a cry for help on the part of U.S. youth.

Constructivists would argue that students are seeking relevancy in social studies, searching for connection and meaning to otherwise sterilized academic content. Devoid of meaning and controversy that would make U.S. history engaging and real, the field has been reduced to a mindless heap of information to be absorbed and regurgitated. Constructivists would consider NAEP-US to be a clarion call for a new pedagogy in U.S. history. 

