ten discourage playful curipsity and experi-
mentation and insist onthe-existenee of the
one right answer. Those who espouse such
conventional:practices are impatient with
techniques.that may: lead 1o unconvention-
af thinking, prefersing common knowledge
1o uncommon knowledge and often deny-
irg the existence of fully val;d altemauv
perspectives.

Traditional thinking would have peo-
ple believe that certain theories and beliefs
match an independent reality that exists
*out there.”” Constructivism suggests, in-
stead; that Tor cvery theory, there iy the pos-
sibility' of multiple ulternatives to it. Thus
constructivisin recegnizes the possibility
of constructing the world in many differ-
ent ways, For example, my husband and
[ huve taken our saitboat out of Old Mis-
sion Harbor many times. Each time, we have
uigrageéd 1o -manéuver the ‘boat success-
fully te the open water-of Lake Michigan,
avoiding shallows, rocks, and other boats.
Yet our success.tells us oply:that the rowe
we chose it the constraints of the harbor
at that time, not that we had discovered the
“one true route.” It requires no great leap
of imagination to see that numerous, dif-
ferent routes exist that would: prnbably be
Just as successful,

(,nm,tmc;tmsm suggests that people find
the world as they do becuuse they have made
it so. Accepting the idea that their view el
the world is.onily a fif for a particular mo-
ment in space‘and time makes-it-difficult
to condemn the views of others who sce
the world differently. Fhose who espouse
constructivism can claim no more “trath™
for their experience (in the sense of its
correspondence to some mythical reality)
than, for example, those who believed
that the Earth-was flat. For them, 1t was.
People believed that, if they sailed too
near the edge, their ship would fall into
obiivion, so they stayed-in‘their own. lit-
tle harber until someone tested the limits
of that censtruction of reality and broke
itdown L‘mst von (}htsersfeld' not‘ed llmi‘
llvmg orgdmum. ami eimnnates d." vari-
ants that in some way transgress the lim-
its within-which thiey are viable, so the ex-
periential world acts as a testing ground
for ideas. “Regularities, rules of thumb,
and theories either prove reliable or they
den’t, and in the history of ideas, ‘natural
selection’ . . . simply lets go under what-
ever does not pass the test.”

Constructivism suggests that tcachers

need te help students become active inguir-
ers-who, when they fail to fimd the mean-
ing they seek, do not give up hepe, but
conclude that they have not looked in the
right place. It is the teacher’s job to help
students see that there are aninfinile num-
berof “right” places. Teachers need to coach
students-in the process of construction to
helpthem become aware, deliberate, and re-
sponsible participants.ini the seeming chaos
and:disorder of the postmodem world and
to help them develop a comfort with un-
certainty in order to thrive in an environ-
ment where the only certainty is change.
What teachers must hielp their students
understand is that knowledge of the con-
ventional wisdom is not the end of their
secking; rather, it is the process of diver-
gence, of noticing critical differences, that

leads to unconventional wisdom and un-
COMIMON Sense.

In freeing themselves from the “com-
fort” of conventional wisdom, students must
alsorealize thatthey become answerable
for the choi¢es they muke in constructing
the world asthey do: When things go wrong,
they canmot:escape complicity and place
the blame elsewhete. But they may find
comfort:in knowing, along with T. $. Fliot
in Little Gidding, that “the end of alt [their]
exploring will be fo arrive where [they]
stfirted and knuw the place for the first
lime.”

1. lemme Bruner, Gaing Beyond the Injw muition Giv-
en (New York: Norton, 1973), p. 428,

2. Ermst von-Glasersfeld, *“An Introduction to Radi-
cal Constructivism, ™ in Paul Watzlawick, ed., Fhe In-
verted Reality (New York: Norton, 1984), p. 7.

/e 5.-;?’;tzll Want

To See the Teacher

A master teacher can have a prafomm’ influence on the life of a child,
Mr. Baines and Mr. Stantey respond. This is no time to tell the

teacher 1o sit down and shut up.

T’uYI A\X’RI* N(‘P A BAH\J IuS \\ D GREGOR\ SE A\‘\ILI:Y

* ADLynnC hrcnkd present-
. ed’a body of research that
_ 1y demonstrated the su-
. periority of constructivism

‘as a teaching p}ulmophy, we
would have been more im-
; pressul Imtend Qhe tnes w0

ments trmn de.'ld gemuscs can be claimed
to support constructivism. Unlortunately,
a solid'body of research support does not

(rreen (‘.hazr H Educ Won in a‘he Char ter bchrml
of Education and Human Sciences, Berry Col-
lege, Mount Berry, Ga. GREGORY STANLEY
tecches history at Rome High School, Rome,
Ga.

ex1st5_n-or has it ever existed.

Ay it is practiced in instimtions of high-
er education, constrietivism has become
akind of intolerant 'vehgmus order, replete
w1th an aneompanymg doctnne a m’uldate

breadth and depth of knowledge, a Lhdi‘lb-
mati¢ pérsonality, a ntasterly command of
language; and a brilliance in leading discus-
sions, constructivists have decreed, *“i'iou
shalt not lecture.” In many schools of ed-
ucation, the prejudice against lecturing as
a method of mstruction has reached as-
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tounding new heights.:- :
One letter we received:in. msp(mst, 10
our December article came-from a doe-
toral student who lamented: that schools
of ‘education seem to focus:enly on the
theoretical dimenstons:of constructivism,
“withlittle concern forknowledge.” Over
the course of her academic career, this stu-
dent had attended New York University,
Pace University; Columbia University, and
a state: school: in Florida.. She-wrote that,
“in these institutions, I was:surrounded by
theorists and professionals who thought
‘teaching nothing” was okay because ital-
lowed for studm{ sdf discoverv " Recent-

suhool mld us 1hdt lhe\f were ddmomshcd
nof to leciure by their supervising profes-
sor. The professor told them, “If'F ever
catch you lecturing, vou will receive an in-
stant F for r]m lx:r'n ”

creasmﬂiy rare in pubhc ‘sLhGOlh An e‘i-f

pert does not try to stamp out intellectu-
al inquiry but helps guide it. Because the

2 1st century promises to bombard students §
'coaple thousand miles away to tell them

with unprecedented amounts of data, mis-
information, and propaganda, they will need

a sage with a wealth of experience t_(j'];_lc_:jlp- e

then: distinguish between the authentic and -

he forged, between truth and quac kery.

Sometimes; telling students to-find their
OwR-answers:is tantamount to leaving thern
stranded ‘in a dark forest wnhout 4 COMm-
TASS.

The radical. proposal put torth in our
dr’ucle was that a tcachershould have the
right to cheose among instructional meth-
odologies based on goals. his or her pat-
ticilar talents, and the characteristics of
the students who make up the.class. Lec-
turing is not the subterfuge of the wicked;
it.is a teaching: methedology, like coop-
erative learning or simulation. At fimes,
aleeture can be stimalating and-highly ef-
foctive. Fven Platu (probably before he shift-
ed his allegiance to eonstructivism) was
knowi to engage in lecture and discussion
upon oceasion. To proclaim the gulde on
the side” model of teaching as the “cne,
true way” for now and all times is ludi-
crous. If Aristotlc shows up you don’t f or-
momsh Mary Cassatt to kecp her hands
off the blue paints, and you den’t-forl
Beethovento dictate where thé shir
flats go. These individuals understood thclr
talults and shortcomings. ‘They did not need
TR O7Y CATIpUS 3

whatto do and how to do it. E

“I think it's the best thing you've ever donel”
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and-kill,” or even-‘regurgitation.” Despite
the protestations against il, memorization
has the advantage of artomatizing aspects
of problem: solving and.so freeing the mind
for more abstract thoughts. For example,
a student who has memorized multiplica-
tion-tables can tackle. a complex. algebraic
cquation more readily than a student who
must think deliberately about each indi-
vidual operation. Similarly, a student who
has memorized the:meanings-of certain vo-
cabulary words can read-and understand
ani essuy better than the student who must
contimaily stop and shuffle-throtigh the
dictionary. While it-is understandable that
we want to: g0 beyond memorization to
more challenging activities, a'stadent must
start somewhere. Anether powerful aspect
of ‘memorization is’ that, in some ways,
what you commiit to memory -gets uinder
your skin and becomes-a patt of you. When
astudent memorizes a song or poem, that
student understands it in ways:that some-
one. who reads it only ‘once cannot hope
to-match:: . :

-Aswe noted inour dmdc, n,onstructw-
ism, as a theory, Yias. definite merit.. Stu-
dents who are active and involved prob-
ably learn mibre than students who arc pas-
sive and bored. However, as it is practiced
and preached; construetivism has become
an all-encompassing theory-that many ac-
ademics attenpt to apply to-every leaming
situation, irrespective of the subject mat-
ter, ihe teachers, or the students.involved,
The constructivist model of teacher s be-
nigr helper - - everready lo pieach the gos-
pel of “social justice” =~ has become, for
trug believers, not a way o teach but the
only way. If professors of education who
have not tanght in'a public schoal since
Watergate do not think fhat-this “ene in-
structional approach fits ali” theory: is-a
problem, then they need to quil playing
racquetball at lunch and start'teaching some
classes in:their local public schools,

-- When students ask,*“Who was the first
President of the United States?” or *What
does 12-x 12 cqual?” or “Who wrote The
Catcher in the Rye?” they deserve straight
answers. Whenstudents ask, “Ts my com-
position any good?” they desérve toknow
the paper’s strengths and weaknesses; as
well as some ways o impreve it. A mas-
ter teacher can have a profound influence
on the life of 2 child: Ratherthan tell the
teacher to sitdown and shut up, we think,
now more than ever, that students want to
see the teacher. K
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