Amy McElveen

With a background in journalism rather than education, I found this assignment both challenging and enlightening.  I have certainly heard of these methods before but did not have a deep understanding of them.  Much of my own educational experiences have been with instructivist teachers who provided students with facts, which were considered the only possible answers,  and asked them to memorize those facts for tests.  (Of course, they don’t say it in those terms, but that is the end result.)  I did very well in terms of grades in classes that were taught this way, but I took away very little from them.  It was not until college that I was truly encouraged to think for myself and consider why I believe certain things.  Teaching students to think is the most important role of any teacher.  Children love to explore and discover new objects and ideas, and no one should limit or stifle that discovery.  I found constructivism, resource-based teaching/learning, and project-based learning to be very similar in concept.  These philosophies are all student-centered and encourage students to apply their knowledge and skills.  They focus on the student as an active learner and the teacher as a facilitator of learning.  However, I do recognize a need for instructivism, especially for younger students.  Instructivist teaching should be used to provide a foundation for learning and discovery.  Basic skills and understanding are necessary before a student can use resources or create projects.  Blending teaching styles is necessary to meet the needs of different learners          

Constructivism

Carpenter, S.  (2003).  Constructivism: A prospective teacher’s perspective.

Australian Primary Mathematics Classroom, 8, (1), 29-33.


This article briefly defines constructivism and gives detailed instructions on how the teaching method will affect the roles and activities of both the teacher and students in a classroom.  It offers practical ways to use constructivism.  It emphasizes that how one teaches will result from how she believes that students learn.  The article says that constructivism is a collection of theories that express this concept, “Rather than simply accepting new information, students interpret what they see, hear, or do in relation to what they already know” (Carpenter, 2003).  Students construct their own learning from their previous knowledge and active participation in discovering and receiving new knowledge.  Constructivist teachers promote thinking processes rather than focusing solely on correct answers.  They encourage students to discover and explore on their own in order to learn new things.  


This article reveals many implications for constructivist teachers.  First of all, they need to provide students with outlets to discuss what they are learning with their peers.  This should be done in small groups and with the class as a whole.  Teachers also need to ask open-ended questions and allow ‘wait time’ for students to come up with their own answers instead of trying to guess what the teacher wants to hear or believes to be the right answer.  Lessons should be driven by student questions rather than by the teacher.  With constructivism, it is important to allow multiple ways to display knowledge and not limit students.  Students need time to reflect, and teachers must provide them with ways to apply what they are learning.  Goals should be established for each teaching unit, but these goals should focus on students’ thinking processes.  


Students have roles and duties in a constructivist classroom too.  They should work in groups and share their ideas with others.  They are also given the responsibility of assessing themselves and reflecting on what they have learned.  (Just as we are doing in this assignment.)  Problem-solving is a fundamental part of a student’s experience in a constructivist classroom.


This article helped me understand the application of constructivism and its benefits.  It pointed out that in other more traditional learning activities, most examining and questioning has been done for the students before they begin the project.  Therefore, it does not challenge them to think and discover or to apply their previous knowledge to new experiences.  Constructivism would change a school’s curriculum by shifting the focus from teachers to students.  Teachers would take on the role of guide and facilitate learning rather than simply dispense information and test students over that information.  Teachers would have to ask questions to promote thinking and learning rather than simply giving answers.  They would have to access the learning styles of their students in order to meet each individual’s needs.  Teachers would give up some of their control in the classroom to allow students to share their thoughts and ideas.  Constructivism would also place a greater responsibility on the students, and they would need outside encouragement and motivation to excel at school.  Students would have to learn to interact with their peers and work collaboratively to solve problems.    

Resource-Based Teaching

Meyer, J. & Newton, E.  (1992).  Teachers’ views of the implementation of

resource-based teaching.  Emergency Librarian 20, (2),  13-18.


This article explored the many challenges, benefits, and difficulties for teachers who are implementing resource-based teaching and learning in their classrooms.  It explains that resource-based teaching is student-centered and uses a variety of resources and materials to support student learning.  This method moves away from the teacher-centered instruction and use of a single text.  The article also emphasizes the role of the teacher-librarian (a term I am beginning to like and relate to more each day) in resource-based learning.  The ideal situation is one in which classroom teachers and the teacher-librarian work together to create units of instruction that fully use the resources of the library media center.  This, of course, is a librarian’s dream.  


Four schools were studied in this article, and many varying opinions about resource-based teaching were shared.  Some teachers felt that students benefit greatly from this approach and would be missing out if their teachers were unwilling to use multiple resources and the media center.  Most believed that a variety of materials was superior to one textbook and that different materials would meet different individual needs of learners.  Many stated the theory’s child-centeredness as one of its strongest and most positive aspects.  Working with another teacher was viewed by some as a positive feature, while others found it difficult to work with someone who may have different expectations of the students and a different teaching style.  Time constraints were mentioned as one of the main causes not to participate in resource-based teaching.  This is a complaint that I hear from my classmates who are in the field, and it is a real problem that we must consider as the teacher-librarian.  We have to convince teachers that working with us is a worthwhile cause and will benefit learners.  This is why we must understand and promote particular teaching philosophies.  All good educators want what is best for their students, and as teacher-librarians we simply need to show classroom teachers that we can enhance student learning and comprehension by working together, promoting information literacy, and providing proper resources.


The article identified two major influences that affect how much and how well resource-based teaching is used in a school.  It highlighted the importance of a school’s administration in promoting resource-based teaching.  When principals made it clear that they expected teachers to use the resources of the media center and the teacher-librarian’s expertise, implementation of this form of teaching increased.  The other influence was the personality and availability of the media specialist.  Teachers were much more likely to use this method when they developed relationships with the media specialist.    


Although I am not currently working in a school, I believe that resource-based teaching would impact a school’s curriculum.  First of all, it would make the library media center an exciting and busy place, which is certainly my desire for my future school.  Also, it would emphasize the teacher role of the media specialist and allow her to be a significant contributor to the curriculum.  Resource-based teaching would result in a partnership between teachers and media specialists, which students would benefit from in many ways.  They would have access to more resources, the opportunity to choose the resources that interests them, and the expertise and teaching styles of two different educators.  

Project-Based Learning

Wolk, S.  (1994).  Project-based learning: Pursuits with a purpose.


Educational Leadership, (52), 3, 42-46.


This article made me want to go back to fifth grade and take Mr. Wolk’s class.  It revealed how exciting and purposeful project-based learning can be.  Wolk credits William Kilpatrick with originating this teaching method and says, “Kilpatrick was an advocate of basing schools on child-centered projects that engender ‘purposeful activity’.  In other words, projects that originate intrinsically for a real purpose as opposed to extrinsically assigned teacher and school-created tasks” (1994).  Wolk emphasizes that projects should develop from the interests of the students so that they will have true meaning to the students.  


There are two hours of project time each day in Wolk’s classroom.  The first one is spent working on a project created from the student’s interests, and students can work individually or in groups.  The second hour is class exploration of student-initiated topics and fifth grade curriculum topics.  Students must have a plan that is approved by the teacher before they begin a project.  This encourages them to consider resources they will need and a realistic time frame for completing the project.  They are allowed to work at their own paces.  When a student completes a project, she must write a self-evaluation so that she becomes more aware of her own learning.  


Wolk promotes project-based learning by emphasizing its benefits, the most important being that it intrinsically motivates students who are then willing to work harder to achieve better quality.  He also says that it allows students to use the whole world as their classroom.  They work on projects in the library, computer labs, classroom, and the outside community.  This affects the role of the media specialist and again allows her to use her teaching skills along with her information literacy expertise to support learning.  Wolk observes that project-based learning creates a true learning community in which students collaborate with one another and help each other learn.  The teacher becomes a facilitator who listens, challenges, and offers suggestions to students but does not dictate what must be learned from each project and how it should be learned.  He points to its social nature as a strength as students interact and support each other.  Projects allow students to explore multiple disciplines and use their multiple intelligences.  Children experience success and have increased self-esteem due to project-based learning.  One comment Wolk makes states, “Projects enable students to use processes, skills, and ideas as they need them” (Wolk, 1994).   This struck me as very important because projects have real world value to students and encourage them to use their stored knowledge in real ways.


I believe that project-based learning could radically change and improve a school’s curriculum.  In order for it to work best, teachers must have high expectations for all students and encourage those who are less intrinsically motivated.  With this method, students can make choices that are relevant to their own lives and apply their knowledge to create projects that make them feel successful.  This would make curriculum meaningful to each individual student regardless of his learning style.  Also, students’ understanding of certain content will improve through a project related to their interests.  For example, a girl who was struggling in math polled her classmates about their favorite basketball players.  This information on its own is not particularly relevant to the curriculum, but learning fractions and how to create a pie chart are.  This method of learning could also use collaboration with the media specialist and use of the media center.  It may require the teaching of technical skills, but the beauty of project-based learning is that a child who has learned these skills can share them with classmates and the teacher.  However, I realize that time constraints would be a concern to many teachers and that some may fear that students cannot learn the content on their own.  I believe that students would amaze us with their knowledge and abilities if they truly felt that they had ownership in their learning process.

