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ABSTRACT 

Constructivism and constructivist learning places a clear focus on the learner, their self-directed 

activities, and posits that knowledge is created by the learner through their interactions with and 

within their environments.  Distance education has seen tremendous growth in the last decade, 

and is expected to only expand further.  This raises the questions regarding the interaction 

between constructivism and distance learning.  It may be the case that distance learning may be a 

natural fit for constructivist learning and teaching. 
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Introduction 

Theories of learning provide instructional designers with structural foundations for the 

learning activities they create.  However, the selection of particular instructional strategies can 

also be limited by a strict adherence to these same theories (Ertmer & Newby (1993).  Ertmer 

and Newby assert that while instructional designers must understand the learning design issues 

relevant to a given instructional application, they must also be able to connect the instructional 

application with theories of learning as a source of potential solutions (p. 51).  Specifically, 

Ertmer and Newby wrote “The critical link… is not between the design of instruction and an 

autonomous body of knowledge about instructional phenomena, but between instructional 

design issues and the theories of human learning” (p. 51, emphasis original).  This statement 

places a clear focus on the match between instructional design and learning theory.  Additionally, 

it serves as a reminder that for effective learning to take place, design choices should be dictated 

by the learning outcomes desired, given that each theory lends itself to particular types of 

learning.  Although the Ertmer and Newby paper discussed the salient features of behaviorism, 

cognitivism, and constructivism, the current paper will focus on constructivism and how it has 

influences models of instructional design for online or distance learning. 

 While behavioral and cognitivist approaches to learning assume an objectivistic 

perspective on learning in which the world is external to the learner, constructivism places the 

locus of learning within the learner, as a product of personal meaning the learner forms through 

their experiences (Ertmer and Newby, 1993).  In this way, according to Ertmer and Newby, the 

focus of instruction has shifted from teaching to learning and “active application of ideas to 

problems” (p. 62).  Context emerges as critical for the acquisition and understanding of 
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knowledge, as in a constructivist framework, knowledge is the product of the interaction between 

the individual and their environment, and provides the setting in which knowledge is used.  Facts 

and rigidly defined concepts are not the goal of constructivist instruction, but rather the object is 

the learner's ability to elaborate on and use information (p. 63).  In this way, knowledge is not 

static but evolving and flexible.  Thus, successful and meaningful learning includes three crucial 

elements: practice, knowledge, and context.  Lastly, Jonassen (as cited in Ertmer & Newby, 

1993, p. 65) has argued that objectivist approaches to learning are best suited to basic and 

introductory knowledge, where constructivist learning is better suited to the learning of 

advanced, complex, or ill-structured problems.   

 It is the aim of the current paper to demonstrate that these elements combine to make 

constructivism a useful theory for learning and teaching in distance education.  For the purposes 

of the current paper, I will specify where appropriate whether constructivist learning or teaching 

is meant.  Similarly, I will specify constructivism or social constructivism where needed. 

Constructivism 

Constructivist research since Ertmer and Newby 

 While the basic tenets of constructivism have not changed significantly in the years since  

Ertmer and Newby (1993), research on it has not been without controversy.  Mayer (2004) 

argued that the body of accumulated research on pure discovery learning as employed in 

minimally guided constructivist and social constructivist teaching didn't demonstrate a benefit to 

learners.  More recently, typifying the debate on constructivism were two key papers, Kirschner, 

Sweller, and Clark, (2006), who also argued against minimally guided constructivist approaches 

as ineffective in producing learning, and Hmelo-Silver, Duncan, and Chinn (2007), who counter-
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argued that constructivist driven problem-based and inquiry learning contain considerable 

amounts of guidance and have demonstrated effects.  

Tracing research through the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, Mayer (2004) argued that decades of 

research showed that pure discovery learning doesn’t work.  Mayer concluded that while 

meaningful learning is promoted by cognitive activity, teaching needs to be evaluated on the 

basis of how well it advances the “appropriate cognitive processing” (p. 17).  Moreover, Mayer 

notes that until there is evidence to support pure discovery, educators need to focus on guided 

instruction that directs learner's cognitive activities during learning and focuses on defined 

educational goals. 

Based upon a review of the research literature, Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark (2006) 

similarly concluded that minimally guided approaches to instruction are ineffective.  However, 

under the definition of “minimal guidance,” Kirschner, et al. grouped together a rather broad 

swath of teaching techniques – constructivist, discovery, problem-based, experiential, and 

inquiry-based teaching.  The authors grounded their assertions in three key areas: human 

cognitive architecture, expert-novice differences, and cognitive load.  Kirschner, et al. argued 

that minimally guided instruction ignores the limits of working memory when processing novel 

information.  As such, novice learners are not able to properly integrate the information into 

long-term memory during problem-solving tasks. Additionally, Kirschner and his colleagues 

asserted that the body of research indicated that even for experienced learners, guided learning 

was just as effective as unguided learning.  Lastly, Kirschner, et al., also cautioned that the 

evidence suggests that constructivist learning may result in students developing misconceptions 

about what they learn, gaps in their knowledge, and a lack of organization in what they know (p. 

84 ). 
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However, Kirschner, et al.'s overly broad definition of constructivist learning and 

teaching serves to undermine their argument, as in practice not all of these techniques can be 

considered minimally guided.  This was the counter-argument put forth by Hmelo-Silver, 

Duncan, and Chinn (2007).  Hmelo-Silver and her colleagues asserted that constructivist 

problem-based and inquiry learning cannot be grouped with pure discovery learning, as they do 

utilize significant degrees of guidance which are embedded into activities the learner is asked to 

perform.  

 For example, Hmelo-Silver, et al. (2007) point out that the scaffolding provided in 

problem-based and inquiry learning afford learners the chance to progress beyond their current 

abilities by making complex or difficult tasks accessible and manageable (p. 100).  Additionally, 

scaffolding techniques employed by instructors guide learners via task structuring and coaching, 

which also model for the learner not only how the task should be done, but why.  These 

scaffolding techniques serve to mitigate the cognitive load and disorganized knowledge as 

warned of by Kirschner, et al. (2006) while also promoting learning in complex domains (p. 99).  

 Another perspective on the question of whether constructivist instructional approaches 

are effective in producing learning is to reconsider whether learning can be strictly categorized as 

falling into one paradigm or another.  Cronje (2006) found that when objectivism and 

constructivism are plotted as different axes on a graph at right angles to each other rather than as 

endpoints on a continuum, it is possible to demonstrate that learning activities can feature both 

objectivist and constructivist characteristics.  This has led him to propose that these approaches 

to learning can be more appropriately conceptualized as “complementary rather than 

oppositional” (p. 387), as most instruction is a combination of elements, as are the situations 

where learning is used.  In this way, perhaps the issue is not that constructivism has failed, but 
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whether the instruction was not in line with the approach it needed to correspond to in order to be 

successful. 

Distance Education 

Instructional Design Issues 

 Although it has been over a decade since Bourdeau and Bates (1996) published, the 

points they made regarding instructional design for distance learning are still salient best 

practices even given the intervening advances in technology and as such bear mentioning here.  

First, Bourdeau and Bates remind us that teaching online is more than transmitting the syllabus 

and course materials from a face-to-face class.  Instead, distance education requires that 

instruction addresses the learning objectives of the program and needs to take into account the 

realities of the medium through which instruction occurs.  

 Furthermore, according to Bourdeau and Bates (1996), there are three main goals for 

instructional design for distance learning: provide accessibility, maintain student motivation, and 

ensure quality.  In providing accessibility, media and course materials must be selected such that 

learners have equal access to instruction. Course materials must also provide guidance to learners 

and be sufficiently detailed.  Motivation in distance education is supported by instructor 

communication, useful feedback, a variety of learning activities, a structured student support 

system, and is enhanced by collaboration between students.  Also, according to Bourdeau and 

Bates, quality in distance education is enhanced through field testing materials, anticipating 

errors by students, clear evaluation standards, and regular revision and updates to materials, 

activities, and program supports. 

Growth of Online and Distance Learning 
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 In the time since Ertmer and Newby’s 1993 article was published, online and distance 

learning has undergone tremendous growth.  For example, according to data reported by the 

Sloan Foundation, in 2008 online course enrollment increased 12% from the previous year 

(Allen and Seaman, as cited in Lee & Choi, 2011, p. 593).  This growth however, has given rise 

to certain challenges, most notably around student retention (Lee & Choi, 2011).  In a meta-

analysis conducted to identify the variables that impact student persistence in online education, 

Lee and Choi found that the variables examined in the studies they reviewed could be grouped 

into three main categories: student factors, course/program factors, and environmental factors. 

 Among the student factors Lee and Choi identified as impacting student retention were 

academic background, relevant experiences, relevant skills, and psychological attributes.  Course 

design, institutional support, and interactions with other students and faculty comprised the 

course/program factors.  Lastly, environment factors were work commitments and supportive 

environments (p. 605).  Lee and Choi went on to point out that although they found online course 

dropout was most often related to student factors, course/program factors were most often cited 

as possible solutions, with a clear lack of solutions directed toward student and environmental 

factors.  Lee and Choi posit that this discrepancy may exist because while institutions can 

address the problem internally through course/program interventions, they have few means of 

influencing student or environmental factors.  Additionally, according to Lee and Choi, there is 

currently a lack of empirical evidence supporting the efficacy of interventions aimed at 

addressing retention problems. 

Constructivist Learning and Distance Learning 

The need for distance education to engage learners in ways other than the traditional 

classroom formats fits well with the learner-directed focus of constructivist theory and teaching.  
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This has inspired various researchers to propose course design models for distance education that 

are either influenced by constructivism or are purposefully constructivist in their approach.  

Moreover, Schultz and Tønnesen have argued that the use of traditional models of instruction and 

a reliance on lecturing have become obstacles in the implementation of distance education (as 

cited in Dalsgaard & Godsk, 2007, p. 30).   

Dalsgaard and Godsk (2007) identified four major challenges when converting traditional 

courses using a problem-based social constructivist approach: formulating problems, developing 

open-ended materials, restructuring the course itself, and the changing roles of instructors and 

learners (p. 32).  The first of these concerns, formulating problems, required reconceptualizing 

the curriculum in terms of problems instead of as content or knowledge.  For example, rather 

than the content being handed down from the instructor to the student, the student is asked to use 

available materials to complete assignments organized around addressing a given problem.  The 

second challenge identified by Dalsgaard and Godsk, the development of open-ended materials, 

is a reconsideration of instructional materials used by instructors as resources for student use.  To 

accomplish this,  Dalsgaard and Godsk (2007) converted traditional materials such as lectures 

and PowerPoint presentations into online multimedia resources students could access as needed, 

and online discussions were created. 

Restructuring the course, the third of the challenges identified by Dalsgaard and Godsk 

(2007), addressed the delivery of instruction and focused on supporting the learner's self-directed 

activities and opportunities for interaction.  The redesign shifted the sequence of the course from 

the traditional background reading, class lecture, and individual assignment.  After the 

transformation, the course lecture content was repurposed as an overview of the topic and an 

introduction to the assignment and its corresponding resources.  Learners would then work 
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individually or in groups as required by the assignment, with the instructor available to answer 

questions as needed.  In sum, the course activities were used to guide learning rather than to 

impart it. 

The shifting role of the instructor in Dalsgaard and Godsk's transformed course mirrored 

how the lecture portion of the course was repurposed.  Rather than the instructor delivering a 

lecture, instructors became guides to learning.  They provided an introduction and background 

for student work, directed ongoing discussion, and assisted students as needed.  The student role 

in the redesigned course shifted as well, in response to the increased responsibility imposed by 

the focus on self-directed and problem-based work.  

While the model proposed by Dalsgaard and Godsk (2007) is probably best employed by 

instructors or instructional designers familiar with both constructivist teaching and online 

environments used for distance education, Bird (2007) has proposed a model of social 

constructivist online course design for the mainstream faculty member who may not be early 

adopters of new technologies.   

 Bird (2007) proposed that courses be built according to the 3 “C” model of online course 

design, which defines the three core elements of online learning as “ontent or new concepts, 

knowledge construction, and consolidation of learning through reflection” (p. 155).  Content is 

declarative knowledge contained within the course, construction is the social construction of 

knowledge that happens during learning activities, and consolidation is reflection in which 

learners form new understandings of their world.  Additionally, Bird reminds instructors that 

student engagement is more likely when relevance is inescapable, when “learning activities are 

the assessment tasks” of the course (p. 159).  Underlying Bird's model is a focus on learning as 
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an active process including collaboration and social interaction, consistent with social 

constructivism. 

 According to Bird (2007), application of the 3 “C” model can be accomplished in three 

stages.  In stage one, a course analysis grid is developed to examine the three components of the 

model and the required course elements in terms of the time allotted to them as expressed in 

instructional hours.  From this analysis a road map for the learning experience emerges which 

can elicit the desired learning outcomes.  During stage two, a course activity map is created that 

translates the course elements identified in stage one into learning activities.  Finally, in stage 

three, the course activity map is packaged into discrete assignments for students. 

 In practice, the 3 “C” model was found to be flexible and provided a framework and 

rationale for the course design process. This framework enabled instructors to better structure 

their presentation and articulate course requirements for students.  Moreover, even when the 

instructor was not the course designer, instructors were able to deliver a rich course experience. 

Applications and Conclusions 

 Given the growth of distance learning discussed earlier, applications of constructivism in 

distance education are not difficult to envision.  Distance education courses provide colleges and 

universities flexibility in course scheduling and allow students to pursue degrees that they might 

have been unable to otherwise due to competing time demands or local availability.  Most 

importantly, given the use of constructivist techniques, distance education may be well suited to 

courses where an in-depth understanding of the concepts under study is a key instructional goal.   

 However, constructivist distance education courses can be used for situations other than 

as replacements for face-to-face classes.  A possible example of this are undergraduate 

internships where the student is off-campus, but is expected to acquire specific skills from the 
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work they are doing and or produce a written project detailing their experiences.  By using 

course management systems such as Blackboard or Moodle, the student completing the 

internship may interact with classmates on similar assignments and be assigned collaborative 

work.  As the student is completing an internship, they are deeply engaged in relevant contexts 

they may not have had in a campus environment, and the situation requires the application of 

knowledge.  In a similar fashion, constructivist distance education techniques may be used to 

direct the learning of graduate students who are away from campus conducting field research.  

Their instructors and advisors would still have the capacity to guide learning, where the student 

may have the opportunity to actively apply the learning they are acquiring in a relevant and 

engaging context.  

 Thus, distance and online education courses are a natural fit for constructivism from both 

a theoretical perspective and in terms of instructional technique.  From the standpoint of 

instructional design, learning activities can be designed that encourage the student engagement 

with the material in ways they find personally interesting and meaningful.  As such, 

constructivism may have a positive impact on student motivation and the depth of understanding 

of advanced concepts.  Given the availability of design models that make constructivist distance 

education accessible to both instructional designers and interested faculty, it may be easier than 

ever to meet the growth toward online learning in effective and substantive ways.   
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