PLANNING A TEACHING SESSION – using a Constructivist approach

 “We make up the world inside our heads”

By Roland Spencer-Jones
Constructivism is a theory, used to explain how people come to know what they think they know. Our perception and understanding of the world “out there” is partial. We get information through our senses, which we try to make sense of. That sense therefore depends on our previous experience and expectations. We apply filters to any incoming information to sort it out and make sense of it. So, we may not really see what is there but only what our filters allow us to see. Think of the famous vase/heads picture, or the old/young woman. 

The relevance for teaching is that learning only occurs when information is internalized and made sense of by the learner. That will come after it has gone through the internal filters. So, at its crudest, learning is not just absorbing what is said or seen. It demands complicated screening and processing mechanisms to make sense of the teaching that is going on. 

Teachers working to a constructivist model create learning situations for their learners to maximize the internal processes needed to learn. Lectures may not do that. Experiential learning – ie “learning in the muscle” – is more likely to. For more info, read John Biggs (try pages 14 – 18) 7
In trios, say hello to each other. Make sure you know who the other two people are, what they do and why they came to this workshop.

Each person in the trio spends a few minutes identifying a learning or teaching situation that poses them a particular challenge or difficulty. It may be a particular learner that is the problem, or the teaching session itself. In the trio there is A, B and C.

A identifies an issue or problem that he or she would like to learn more about.

B is going to help A explore that issue, in particular to answer the following questions:

1. As a “teacher” where are you trying to get to? What is it that the learner needs to learn? 

ie, start with the end in mind. Try to establish not just the knowledge that needs to be learnt, but the skills that are required.

2. How are you going to get there? How is the learner going to acquire that educational end-point? What will the learner actually be doing to construct his/her own understanding of the material? What situations will you have to set up to allow the learner to construct his or her own meaning? 

Consider the range of teaching activities that are available to you. 

3. How will you know that you have got there? Are your proposed assessment methods aligned with the objectives identified in question 1? How will you know that you have been successful in achieving learning in the learner?

For example, an objective to develop skills in taking a medical history should not be taught by a lecture and assessed by a MCQ! So, what assessment methods can you think of that are appropriate to the objectives you have identified?

C is there to watch and learn! And keep time. Try to limit the above series of questions to about 10 minutes (almost impossible, I know, but try!). 
That gives about 5 minutes for a debrief:

· How did that go? 

· What was learnt?

· What were the hard bits?

Then rotate positions and spend 15 minutes going through the above sequence with someone else as A.  Then rotate again.
