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Introduction

The purpose of this paper as I understand it, is to reflect on what I believe learning to be.

For this I will identify and explain my mains assumptions and beliefs regarding learning and will identify theories or theorists that reflect my way of thinking. 

Then, I will explain my philosophy of education, I will look at the constructivist approach and at the implications of this philosophy of knowledge for learning into the classroom.

Assumptions, Beliefs and Theories

The task of finding out my assumptions and beliefs about learning is not an easy task.  It requires that I pick my brain a lot!!

In my search to find out what ‘learning’ is, I decided to group my beliefs into categories, which I believe ‘learning to be’. Following is that list:

· Learning is multifaceted

· Learning is an interactive activity

· Learning is a cognitive activity

We will look at each in more details.

Learning is multifaceted

One belief I have is that learning is multifaceted. All learning is not all equal.  I do not believe that a single theory can possibly and adequately explain or account for every types of learning, as there are so many interrelated variables involved in learning.  I believe that different theories provide different perspectives of what learning is.  As Gredler (2001) suggests, having many theories “offers insights that are not provided by others” (p 16).  Yes, the beauty of it is that many theories provide many views to see things.

I find myself agreeing with Gagné’s view because it provides a wider view of the nature of human learning.  Gagné (1970, 1972) in Gredler (2001) believes that learning in not a single process.  In fact he has identified five categories of variety of learning.  They are verbal information, intellectual skills, motor skills, attitudes and cognitive strategies (Gagné 1972, 1977a, 1985 in Gredler 2001). Each describes various capabilities in learning.

Learning is a interactive activity 

Another of my beliefs is that we learn by our interaction with the world and with the people around us. Interacting with others and with the environment provides us with feedback as well as new views and therefore, helps us increase our learning and our view and understanding of the world.  

Interaction with people

One learns from interacting with others.  Vygotsky in Gredler (2001), describes learning as culturally based.  The culture surrounding an individual would have an influence on the development of that individual.  Also Vygotsky believed that human, with their use of a ‘complex symbol system’ in their communication with each other,  “create new ways of thinking” (Vygotsky in Gredler, 2001, p. 284). In other words, the dialog that occurs (exchange of ideas) between people provides many views and increases our learning.  

Interaction with the environment

The constant interaction with the environment provides us with lots of stimulus that keep increasing our understanding of the world.

One of Piaget’s assumptions regarding the nature of intelligence is that, (like in biological organisms,) it interacts constantly with the environment and keeps constructing new structures to keep adapting to the new environment (Piaget in Gredler, 2001).  As we interact with the world around us, we create new structures to adapt to it.  These processes are referred to as assimilation, accommodation and equilibration. Also, because it is seen as an organism, it keeps changing. 

Vygotsky also sees humans, has they are going through an ‘active adaptation’ with their environment, creating new thinking. (Vygotsky in Gredler, 2001)

Learning is a cognitive activity

I believe learning also occurs in the mind of people. Learning is making connections between existing learning & new experiences. It is the acquisition of skills, attitude, knowledge—some deeply integrated, other more superficial. 

The information processing theory sees the learning experience as a process that the learner goes through.  It starts with ‘perception’ (information getting from sensory stimulus), then ‘encoding’ (of the information in the working memory), followed by ‘storage’ (where information is stored in long-term memory) and finally ‘retrieval’ (where information is retrieved from memory). (Gredler, 2001)

Piaget in Gredler (2001) sees cognitive development as stages humans go through.  Knowledge and intelligence are not static rather they are constantly changing. Piaget stated that “intelligence constructs the cognitive structures that it needs in the process of adaptation to the environment” (Gredler 2001, p. 239).  So again, the mind constructs new structures. 

Vygotsky suggests that social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of cognition. The ‘word’ is seen as the basic functional unit that forms the structure of consciousness. The signs and symbol of a culture influence the thinking of it population. (Vygotsky, in Gredler, 2001)

My Philosophy of Education

To discuss my philosophy of education, I will first explain the kind of education I believe necessary nowadays. Secondly, I will reflect on how I see theories in the classroom; and thirdly I will look at the Constructivist approach and its implication in the classroom.

What kind of education is necessary nowadays? 

Obviously the purpose of Education is to educate people; however, the question we need to ask is ‘what kind of education is necessary nowadays?’

Nowadays with ‘Globalization’ as a key word, changes in the world and in society are happening at a thrilling speed. Students are facing the need for a different education that will fulfill the needs of their future.  The industrial age is over and with it a need for change has emerged that makes itself more and more pressing everyday.  Students need to adjust to a new job market but also to a new view of the world and the society at large.  Our general focus and view need to become wider, encompassing a broader knowledge of the world around us, and how we impact on that world.   The social conditions around the world need to be taken into consideration, as globalization has become a reality.  We need to start concentrating on the bigger picture.  We cannot continue to have a narrow view of the world.  It’s not in our common interest.  

How do I see theories in the classroom?

Suppes (1974), in Gredler (2001) identified four general functions of learning theories.  

· To serve as a framework for research

· To provide an organization framework for specific items of information

· To reveal the complexity of apparently simple events

· To reorganize prior experience 

Gredler suggests a fifth one.

· To serve as working models of complex events

Gredler (2001) provides four specific functions of learning theories.  They are:

· To serve as a guide for planning instruction,

· To evaluates current products for classroom use and current practice,

· To diagnoses problems in classroom instruction,

· To evaluates research conducted on theories (p.16).

My position

The functions that resonate the most with me at this point in time are the followings:

· To provide an organization framework for specific items of information

· To serve as working models of complex events

· To serve as a guide for planning instruction

· To evaluates current products for classroom use and current practice

· To diagnoses problems in classroom instruction

Theories can help us structure instruction.  They can give us an organizational framework with which we can work with to develop instructional material.  Theories can also help us in evaluating the work of students.

I like the new function that Gredler (2001, p. 14-15) added in the general functions section from Suppes (1974): 

· To serve as working models of complex events

I like the function Gredler brings to light because it brings realism to the current state of affair.  By this I mean that society, knowledge is not static, it changes/ develops with time.  Therefore, having a ‘working’ model of complex events help to bring flexibility to the process where ‘change’ and evolution become parts of the equation.  Theories develop, they change, they must adapt as we get more info from the world.  Theories need to be reconceptualized.

Constructivist Approach

The theory I will look into more details is the constructivist theory, which views knowledge as a human construction. In fact, there is more than just one perspective under constructivism.  Nevertheless, “the various perspectives within constructivism are based on the premise that knowledge is not part of an objective, external reality that is separate from the individual” (Gredler 2001, p. 71), suggesting that learning is not an external condition but rather happens internally as a human construction.

Dewey had a big influence on the development of the constructivist philosophical perspective of knowledge.  

Smith (1997-2002) suggests that Dewey’s (1859–1952) “concern with interaction, reflection and experience, and interest in community and democracy, were brought together to form a highly suggestive educative form”.

Following are four areas that reflect Dewey’s thinking: 

· The belief that education must engage with and enlarge experience (significant trend).

· The exploration of thinking and reflection—and the associated role of educators (continue to be an inspiration).

· The concern with interaction and the environment for learning (framework for practice).

· The passion for democracy (rational for practice in current school setting).

According to Gredler (2001) the current constructivist view is the meshing of the two views (radical and social views) together.

The radical constructivism is derived from Piaget’s cognitive development theory. Two differences with it , however, are:

1. The Piagetian theory believe the existence of an external reality but not in the radical view.

2. The focus of radical constructivism is not logical thinking but Piaget focus is. (Gredler, 2001)

The social constructivism on the other hand is more in tune with Vygotsky thinking. 

1. One perspective of this would be the ability to analyze learning from both levels: the group (social) and the individual (psychological) perspective. (Cobb, 1994, as mentioned in Gredler, 2001)

2. Another perspective, would be the apprentice perspective of Lave (1991) as quoted in Gredler (2001). Characteristics of situated learning would be read as a “seamless immersion of the learner into a community of practice” (Gredler, 2001 p.74).  Another point is to develop the larger ideas in a discipline to help students develop a larger understanding (Prawat & Floden, 1994, as quoted in Gredler, 2001).   

Discussion

Piaget in Gredler (2001) suggests that teachers must provide rich activities so children can explore and learn from them. Although he sees interaction among peer as important, his goal is not to become a community of learners. His focus is rather on the student and his/her learning (not the group) and how teachers provide activities to accommodate that learning.  Piaget, in Gredler (2001), suggests that the teacher’s role is to create and to organize classroom experiences.  Unfortunately he does not describe guidelines for instruction.  

The Radical Constructivism suggests problem-based learning, students need to explicate their reasoning, confirm their assertions, discuss and question their thinking (Lampert, 1990; NCTM, 1989, in Gredler, 2001).  The teacher role is 1) to select problems that can be solved in diverse ways and 2) probe students’ thinking as they discuss their solution (Lampert, 1990, in Gredler, 2001).  

Vygotsky theory “establishes the sociocultural setting as the genesis for cognitive development and learning” (Gredler 2001, p. 304).  Children thinking develop in ways that are encouraged and developed within that culture.  He also suggests that instruction and imitation play a big role in the child development (Vygotsky in Gredler, 2001). The role of the teacher is to find ways to exchange with the child so the child can make sense of, and participates (imitate and practice) in the task demonstrated by the adult. (Gredler, 2001).  Vygotsky in Gredler (2001), suggests that teachers need to be sensitive to the action and word of the child and to structure children’s activity accordingly.  However, like Piaget, he did not develop precise principle of instruction, making it more difficult to implement. 

The Social Constructivism view the teacher role “to be actively involved in assisting students to overcome obstacles by probing the limits of their understanding with difficult cases and helping students manage uncertainty” (Gledler, 2001 p. 74).  Gredler also points out the similarity with the classroom discourse Piaget’s recommended. 

Bruner, in Kearsley (1994), suggests learning to be “an active process in which learners construct new ideas or concepts based upon their current/past knowledge.”  The role of the instructor is to provide content in a way that “encourage[s] students to discover principles by themselves” and also to provide “active dialogue” for learning to occurs.  Content should also be set up in a “spiral” manner. (Bruner, in Kearsley, 1994)

Problem with Implementation

According to Gredler (2001), implementing a constructivist approach is not without challenges because at this point in time, there are still no explicit principles of learning or prescribed instructional activities guidelines. But, this is a double edge sword.

Cobb & Bowers (1999), in Gredler (2001), suggest the following points when questioning the practice of creating prescribed instructional activities: 

1. Learning involves the negotiation of meaning, therefore discussion between students is always necessary.

2. The requirement that students should always work in groups.

3. Activities should always be grounded in an authentic real-world setting.

Two major concerns stated for implementation are:

1. Learning opportunities vary across classes as a result of the requirement for social negotiation (Popkewitz, 1998, in Gredler, 2001).

2. The implicit nature of the constructivist curriculum can lead to mislearning (Green and Gredler, submitted, in Gredler, 2001). 

So one can see that for a constructivist perspective to be implemented successfully in the classroom, the skills of teacher are very important as they will be the ones required to use good questioning techniques, to use reflective dialog to spark students interest and direction, assist students and challenge incoherence and inconsistencies in their thinking.  (Gredler, 2001) 

Conclusion

To pinpoint what learning is was not an easy task.  I tried to identify and explain my mains assumptions and beliefs regarding learning as well as theorists that reflect my way of thinking.  I explained my philosophy of education; I looked at the constructivist approach and at the implications of this philosophy of knowledge for learning into the classroom. I still feel that I just barely touch the tip of the iceberg.  Much more research is needed from me to comprehend it all —if this is at all a possible thing.
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