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Applying the Constructivist Framework to 
Elementary School Social Studies: 

Benefits for Young Learners and Preservice Teachers 

Nancy P. Gallavan, Ph. D. 
College ofEducation 

University ofNevada, Las Vegas 

ABSTRACT 

The constructivist fi'(UneH:ork 11rovides elernentar;1 school teachers lvith peda-· 
gogical guidance and professional support particularly effectivefbr teaching and 
learning social stu<lies benefiting both their young learners and their jJtcservice 
teachers. Research conducted with approximately I 00 elementary school teachers 
11roduced three k:ey conllitions .for appZying the constructivist fran1ev./ork co11111e
tently to social studies education. Findings fro111 this research revealed that el
e111enta1~y school teachers believe that_/Oren1ost the)' 1nust he cognizant of and JJro
ficient in their: (I) knowledge, skills. and attitudes of social studies content and 
pwposes, (2) understandingjiJr developing social studies curriculum and methods 
for communicating the social studies effectively both independently and integrated 
across the curriculum, and (3) pedagogical expertisefor designing andfaci/itating 
meaning/it! social studies instruction formally and informally. The teachers in this 
study overwhelmingly reported that, based upon their experiences, none of these 
areas nor the conslruclivistfiwnework is highly valued nor adequately supported 
by their school districts and building administrators which greatly impacts their 
success 1vith both their young learners and their preservice teachers. 

"Constructivism refers to a set of related 
theories that deal with the nature of knowledge" 
(Schuerman, 1998, p.6). Schuerman ascertains 
that knowledge is created hy the individual, in
fluenced by past experiences and personal val
ues, and continues to develop with sustained 
inquiry, investigation, participation, application, 
and reflection. The constructivist framework 
differs from the behaviorist framework wherein 
knowledge "exists outside of people and inde
pendently of them. For the behaviorist [and most 
teachers], a good education instills in learners 
an accepted body of information and skills pre
viously established by others" (Schuerman, 
1998. p.7). 

THE ROLES OF TEACHERS IN THE 
CONSTRUCTIVIST FRAMEWORK 

In his research, Schuerman identifies four 
roles of teachers or approaches to teaching in
cluding the functions of: 

(I) transmitter or behaviorist who presents 
information to learners independently of the in
dividual; 

(2) manager or information processor who 
is influenced partially by the individual's prior 
knowledge, 

(3) facilitator or cognitive constructivist 
who guides learners through activities dependent 
on the individual's intellectual development, and 
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(4) collaborator or social constructivist 
who engages learners actively in open-ended 
inquires conducted interdependently among all 

participants. 
Most teachers employ each of these four 

roles or approaches to teaching in varying de
grees and for different purposes and with differ
ent learners throughout their daily classroom 
lessons and interactions. Teachers need to rec
ognize that each role serves a specific function, 
and that teachers and learners benefit when 
teachers incorporate all four approaches quickly 
and naturally throughout the teaching and learn
ing process. However, teachers arc least likely 
to use the collaborator or social constructivist 
framework (Schuerman, 1998, p.9). And it is this 
role or approach that frequently offers the most 
effective method to ensure that all learners en
counter powerful instruction and personalized 
learning experiences that help them to connect 
content with relevance and authenticity, areas 
of major importance particularly for teaching and 
learning clcn1cntary school social studies. 

THE GOALS OF THE 
CONSTRUCTIVIST FRAMEWORK 

Honcbcin (1996, p. 11-13) identifies seven 
pedagogical goals requisite for successful 
constructivist learning. rrhcsc goals urge teach
ers to: 

( l) organize and facilitate learner-centered 
experiential learning opportunities base~ upon 
the construction process, 

(2) provide learning experiences with an 
appreciation for multiple perspectives and vari
ous viewpoints, 

(3) embed learning within realist and rel
evant contexts, 

(4) encourage ownership and voice during 
the learning process, 

(5) integrate learning within the social cx
pcncncc, 

(6) advocate the use of multiple modes of 
representation, and 

(7) empower learner sclf~awarcncss of the 
kno\vlcdgc construction process. 

28 NORTHWEST PASSAGE 

Each of these goals supports a strong ratio
nale guiding the instrnction of all academic dis
ciplines and arc applicable especially to elemen
tary school social studies for incorporating both 
cognitive and social constructivis1n. 

OVERVIEW OF THE CONSTRUCTIVIST 
FRAMEWORK 

The constructivist framework empowers 
teachers to examine not only how learners learn, 
but to investigate how teachers teach, and is ap
plicable throughout elementary school social 
studies education. In many traditional class
rooms, curricula is presented part to whole with 
emphasis on basic skills; content is teacher-se
lected, teacher-directed, and remains fixed. In
struction relics heavily upon didactic delivery 
of information through unimaginative assign
ments limited to tcxt].iooks and worksheets; 
single, correct answers are assessed prin1arily 
through testing, and learners tend to work alone 
(Brooks & Brooks, 1993). These behaviors limit 
learners' abilities to understand the new knowl
edge fully, to use their acquired skills in a vari
ety of ways, or to develop positive attitudes ei
ther about learning (and school) in general or 
social studies specifically. 

In traditional classroon1s) learners tend to be 
restricted from exploring topics and concerns of 
personal interest and from asking their own ques
tions. They arc restrained from discussing issues 
with their peers, applying the new information 
practically and meaningfully, and reflecting upon 
their new understanding and personal growth 
holistically. Rarely is social studies integrated 
with other learning nor do classroom activities 
connect with young learners' immediate envi
ronn1cnts and co1n1nunitics either inside or out
side the classroom. 

In constructivist classroon1s, curricula is 
examined from whole to pat1 with emphasis on 
major concepts and comprehensive understand
ing; learners' questions and reflections arc val
ued and encouraged. Instruction remains inter
active accessing primary sources of data while 
conducting self-selected and self-directed, on
going investigations. Alternative and authentic 
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assessments match ctmieulum and the interests 
expressed by individual learners, building upon 
strengths while nurturing weaker areas. Learn
ers tend to work more often in well-structured 
cooperative learning groups rather than complet
ing assignments in isolation (Brooks & Brooks, 
1993). 

THE OB.JECTIVES FOR 
IMPLEMENTING THE 

CONSTRUCTIVIST FRAMEWORK 

Additionally, in most constructivist class
roo111s, teachers and learners collaboratively or
ganize the learning processes identifying proce
dures, expectations, paran1cters, and outcon1cs. 
According to Phyc (I 997), the teacher must: 

( 1) create and maintain motivating condi
tions offering a variety of learner interactions~ 

(2) introduce a multitude of challenges and 
situations pron1pting learners to select, organize, 
and pursue their own learning; 

(3) foster retrieval of prior knowledge aid
ing in the acquisition and construction of new 
knowledge; and 

( 4) create social environments emphasizing 
the attitudes associated with learning to learn. 

Elementary school teachers and their young 
learners benefit significantly when teachers 
modify their approaches to teaching and learn
ing incorporating Phyc's ideals aligned with the 
constructivist fran1cwork. As teachers restruc
ture their methods to personalize the context and 
empower their communities oflearners through 
authentic decision-making and problem-solving, 
learners engage respectfully and responsibly in 
higher-order thinking skills and begin to con
struct their own levels of understanding that of
fer them personal meaning and value. When 
young learners become partners in their indi
vidual investigations, they are more likely to 
become life-long participants in the learning 
process. 

Prcscrvicc teachers also benefit extensively 
when they sec the constructivist framework ap
plied naturally and authentically with young 
learners. Prescrvice teachers are more likely to 
transfer and use their teacher education 
coursework into their own elementary school 

classrooms. As teacher education course faculty 
and elementary school teachers model and rein
force the constructivist framework, prescrvice 
teachers acquire n1orc effective teaching strate
gics and learner-centered learning practices that 
establish essential foundations beneficial to the 
prcscrvice teachers' future pedagogical bclicfo 
and behaviors. Likewise, practicing teachers, 
school administrators, school board members, 
and parents will initiate their own paradigm 
shifts when they arc introduced to the 
constructivist frainc\vork as they, too, cn1po\vcr 
and reinforce teachers to incorporate these com
petent teaching strategics focused on learner 
achievement and lil'c-long success. 

OVERVIEW OF ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL SOCIAL STUDIES 

EDUCATION 

Many elementary· school teachers strive to 
understand and teach social studies more cfl'cc
tivcly. Teachers often discover that the social 
studies curriculum offers them and their young 
learners exciting and engaging content as they 
actively delve into myriad historical investiga
tions and challenging contemporary issues rel
evant to the complexities of their current indi
vidual existence and group dynamics. Drawing 
from a broad range of academic disciplines, el
ementary school social studies prompts young 
learners and their teachers to query and analyze 
who we are, where we arc, where we con1c fron1 1 

why we do what we do, how we ensure demo
cratic principles and social justice in this time 
and space, etc. The social studies establish im
portant foundations authentically supporting 
highly valued processes such as inquiry, mul
tiple perspectives, higher-order thinking skills, 
problem-solving, decision-making, perfor
mance-based learning, respect, and responsibil
ity. 

However, elementary school teachers do not 
always possess the requisite knowledge nor the 
pedagogical preparation associated with the so
cial stndies content and purposes to guarantee 
successful instructional strategics and acadcn1ic 
outcomes. Teachers tend to be limited in their 
con1pctcncc and confidence for teaching social 
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~)tudies, integrating the curriculu1n) facilitating 
valued-based controversial subject matter, and 
providing alternative and authentic assessments 
(Gallavan ct al., 2002). Too often teachers arc 
not provided the necessary classroom time, re
sources, or reinforcen1ents to teach the social 
studies curriculum adequately. As learner 
achievement, measured by standardized test 
scores and learner pcrfonnancc, begins to reflect 
more social studies knowledge and skills, teach
ers report their concerns and seek effective ways 
to improve the teaching and learning of elemen
tary school social studies. 

EXPECTATIONS FROM THE 
NATIONAL COUNCIL FOR THE 

SOCIAL STUDIES 

The National Council for the Social Studies 
(NCSS) defines social studies as "the integrated 
study of the social sciences and humanities to 
promote civic competence" with "the primary 
purposc()to help young people develop the abil
ity lo make informed and reasoned decisions for 
the public good as citizens of a culturally di
verse, den1ocratic society in an interdependent 
world" (NCSS, 1994, p. vii). The NCSS vision 
stales that five principles of powerful teaching 
and learning occur when classroon1 experiences 
arc "n1caningful, integrated, value-based, chal
lenging, and active" (NCSS, 1994, p. 11-12). 

The constructivist framework provides an 
effective approach applicable to the NCSS 
guidelines to curriculun1 devclopn1cnt and in
structional practices for increasing learner par
ticipation and achicvcn1cnt. An inclusive social 
studies curricula based on the ten NCSS themes 
(NCSS, 1994, p. 21-141) offers a multitude of 
opportunities for designing and in1ple1ncnting 
learner-centered and actively engaging lca111ing 
experiences as learners learn 1norc about thc1n
sclvcs and one another. Learners sclf-selcel and 
self-direct their investigations about people, 
places, and events from the past, present, and 
folurc while examining a diversity ofbclicfs and 
perspectives in a variety of holistic sociocultural 
contexts. 

30 NORTHWEST PASSAGE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research was conducted with approximately 
100 practicing elementary school teachers en
rolled in 1 of 4 foundation of education gradu
ate courses related to effective teaching strate
gics in the elementary school classroom. Fol
lowing an in-class discussion related to a read
ing assignment examining the theories and prac
tices associated with the constructivist frame
work, the practicing teachers were placed in 
groups of approximately 5 teachers each. 
Groups were supplied with large sheets of pa
pers and markers and asked lo describe their own 
preparation for teaching elementary school so
cial studies, to identify benefits of the 
constructivist framework, and to list deficits of 
the traditional approaches specifically for teach
ing and learning elementary school social st.ud
ies. Teachers rccordetj and shared their insights, 
and they were encouraged to record additional 
notes during the open class discussion. Then the 
broad range of teachers' responses were orga
nized into three key conditions that were reported 
as being necessary for applying the constructivist 
framework competently to elementary school 
social studies benefiting both young learners and 
preservice teachers. 

THREE KEY CONDITIONS FOR 
EFFECTIVE SOCIAL STUDIES 

EDUCATION 

Findings from this research revealed three 
key conditions. The respondents reported that 
elementary school teachers must be cognizant 
of and proficient in their: 

(I) knowledge, skills, and attitudes of so
cial studies content and purposes, 

(2) understanding for developing social 
studies curriculum and methods for communi
cating the social studies effectively both inde
pendently and integrated across the curriculum, 
and 

(3) pedagogical expertise for designing and 
facilitating meaningful instructional strategics 
formally and informally, specifically for imple
menting the constructivist framework. 
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(1) TEACHERS' KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, 
AND ATTITUDES OF SOCIAL STUDIES 

CONTENT AND PURPOSES 

The respondents in this study stated that they 
possessed limited knowledge about the social 
sciences. As young learners in elementary 
schools, they were not taught social stndies regu
larly either as a subject area unto itself or inte
grated with other subjects across the curriculum. 
During their middle school and high school so
cial studies classes, they were not taught the 
content utilizing incaningful and relevant strat
egics empowering them either to participate ac
tively in the lca111ing process or to retain and 
apply the information to their personal lives. 
During their college courses, the social sciences 
were taught in discrete subject areas that focused 
pri1narily upon n1cn1orization and recitation of 
isolated information. Their social studies meth
ods course taken during their teacher prepara
tion progra1ns concentrated on pedagogy, not 
content. 

Few of the approaches experienced during 
their prcK-12 years assisted the respondents in 
increasing their knowledge level, helped them 
create their own understanding within their ex
isting constructs, or built upon their prior knowl
edge as maturing learners. Rarely did their so
cial studies education connect with their holis
tic, sociocultural existence either inside or out
side of the classroom. The ideals of scholarship 
and stewardship were not viewed realistically 
nor collectively. 

Similar results were reported regarding the 
respondents' learning vital social studies skills 
such as acquiring infor1nation and 1nanipulat
ing data, developing and presenting policies and 
arguments, constructing new knowledge, explor
ing diverse perspectives, and participating in 
groups (NCSS, 1994, p. 3-5). The respondents 
revealed that during their prcK-12 years, few 
opportunities were extended which engaged 
them actively in their learning, patiicularly strat
egics relevant to social studies content and pro
cesses. Their past teachers rarely organized and 
introduced learner-centered learning experiences 
that allowed them to design their own investi
gations, ask their own questions, or construct 

their own new knowledge. Few occasions ex
isted to work with partners or in cooperative 
learning groups, sclf~assess, and/or reflect upon 
their personal growth within the scholastic con
text. Higher order thinking skills, decision-mak
ing, and problem-solving were not emphasized 
although the respondents acknowledged that 
these skills are the most important strengths for 
their own learners to posses as they pursue their 
future coursework and careers. The respondents 
emphasized the necessity for all teachers to in
corporate these skills into their social studies 
instruction and across the curriculun1 to make 
learning more meaningful, engaging, and chal
lenging thusly increasing participation and 
achievement for young learners who may be
come future teachers. 

The same outcomes applied when analyz
ing teachers' attitudes or values toward social 
studies specifically and toward learning in gen
eral. The respondents shared that their social 
studies experiences did not seem to be about 
them or for them; they seemed to be learning 
about the human rights of others with little or 
no relevance to themselves. The respondents 
were not exposed to classroom opportunities that 
featured contcn1porary issues or controversial 
subjects. Important topics such as conflict reso
lution seemed like an imposed learning objec
tive rather than a participatory event. Overall, 
the 1qpondents reported that too often their so
cial studies education was taught via a behav
iorist approach preventing two impmtant out
comes: (I) learners (at all grade levels) did not 
learn valuable social studies content, and (2) 
prcscrvicc and inscrvicc teachers did not acquire 
appropriate or useful pedagogical modeling for 
their own future teaching practices. 

(2) TEACHERS' UNDERSTANDING AND 
ABILITIES TO DEVELOP SOCIAL 

STUDIES CURRICULA 

Few respondents participating in this study 
had been exposed to any in-depth description of 
the social studies curricula or the characteris
tics, principles, or models for developing cur
ricula. They had spent little or no time estab
lishing the goals, objectives, rationale, assess-
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mcnt, or evaluation applicable lo their own so
cial studies programs. Too ollcn they had leaped 
directly into selecting a social studies topic and 
a quick, easily-managed classroom activity. The 
respondents advocated the importance of teach
ers examining their current approaches to the 
teaching/learning process with particular empha
ses upon their methods for organizing and imple
menting the social studies especially in relation
ship to the constructivist framework. 

It was reported that developing the social 
studies curricula exemplifies powerful social 
studies teaching and learning in itself as curricu
lum development relics upon vital content 
knowledge, learning skills, and open attitudes. 
Most respondents in this study had been prepared 
to teach social studies to various extents through 
their teacher education programs. Superficially, 
they had examined the related social studies dis
ciplines as valuable content areas to be incorpo
rated into the social studies curricula. Most re
spondents had practiced integrating social stud
ies into interdisciplinary then1atic units of learn
ing emphasizing the importance for teaching 
social studies as a subject area of its own and 
some respondents had been introduced and val
ued integrating social studies authentically 
across the curriculunl. 

Few respondents participating in this study 
had selected social studies themes as the central 
focus of the thematic unit or felt that could inte
grate all subject area successfully with social 
studies as the focus. Only a few respondents had 
learned the ten NCSS thematic standards or ap
plied these guidelines to their curricular devel
opment. These respondents stressed the value 
of the ten NCSS thematic standards for compe
tently organizing their curricular development. 

The respondents reported that teachers usu
ally arc provided the school district scope and 
sequence curriculu111 guide, the suggested 
amount of time to allocate toward the teaching 
of social studies, and few books or teaching re
sources. Some respondents shared that teachers 
seem to be aware that social studies content 
would be included on the annual standardized 
testing during the upcoming years. However, the 
respondents in this study did not identify a single 
inscrvice or staff development opportunity dedi-

32 NORTHWEST PASSAGE 

cated to elementary school social studies cur
riculum or instruction other than an occasional 
inscrvice addressing cultural diversity. They 
could recall few times in which they had ana
lyzed the social studies curriculum or discussed 
it with other teachers. 

(3) TEACHERS' PEDAGOGICAL 
EXPERTISE FOR DESIGNING AND 

FACILITATING EFFECTIVE 
LEARNING 

An emerging trend in this research revealed 
the respondents' observations that teaching and 
learning frequently is not learner-centered nor 
does it actively engage the learner in meaning
ful or challenging experiences in any subject area 
particularly within the social studies. Respon
dents openly reported their hesitations and limi
tations for empowering tl.1cir young learners, 
again especially during social studies. The re
spondents described their needs to cover a large 
amount of content quickly while managing the 
diverse learning styles and needs of learners 
enrolled in their overcrowded classrooms. The 
respondents also stated that they had been ex
posed to several effective teaching and learning 
strategics during their teacher education pro
grams that were engaging and enriching. How
ever, during their own prcscrvicc teaching ex
periences and first years of teaching, those ex
citing models had been supplanted with tech
niques learned from cooperative teachers or col
leagues appearing as more efficient approaches 
requiring less preparation (and, frequently, 
learner participation). 

The respondents in this study emphasized 
the importance for professionals to rethink their 
practices and revisit many of the effective strat
egics emphasized during their prcservice teacher 
education programs. Respondents suggestions 
for applying the constructivist framework to 
social studies education advocate that teaching 
and learning social studies should be: 

organized and facilitated via a multitude 
of approaches: 
(a) singularly as identified content knowl

edge emphasizing the specific social 
science disciplines of history, geog-
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raphy, economics, political science, 
sociology, and anthropology; 

(b) integrated within the social studies 
drawing from two or more of the so
cial sciences; 

( c) integrated across the curriculum in
corporating social studies with other 
subject areas such as language arts, 
math, science, technology, and the 
fine arts, and 

(d) as interdisciplinary thematic units of 
study with social studies as the cen
tral focus; 

included daily and idc11tificd as both the 
specific social science and as the general 
field of studies; 
clustered into both long-term and short
term units, themes, or theme cycles of cur
riculum and instruction that arc based 
upon learners' needs and interests where 
learners self-select and self-direct their 
own learning processes; 
facilitated through powerful learning ex
periences where learners conduct investi
gations involving inquiry, cxan1ination, 
discovery, participation, and reflection; 
lcan1cr-ccntcrcd featuring topics and is
sues that address contcn1porary issues and 
controversial subjects that challenge 
learner beliefs and behaviors; 
supported with a multitude of resources 
including textbooks, pri1nary sources, 
technology, literature-fiction and non
fiction, maps, globes, atlases, reference 
materials, experts, etc. 
guided hy well-developed goals and ob
jectives with matching assessment and 
evaluation developed with or by learners. 
Alternative forms ofassessment should be 
generated by learners and designed to fol
low the constructivist framework as learn
ers establish their own learning expecta
tions and methods for demonstrating new 
knowledge. It is equally important for 
learners to assess their procedures for es
tablishing their learning expectations and 
interactions with others throughout the 
learning process while reflecting upon 
their outcomes and achievement. These 

assessments address both the cognitive 
and social aspects of the constructivist 
framework. Assessment should be authen
tic; learners exhibit the most growth when 
their school experiences replicate the real 
world (Alleman & Brophy, l 998); 
shared as meaningful outcomes and prnd
ucts allowing learners to teach one another 
and demonstrate their new knowledge, 
skills, and understanding. Learners tend 
to motivate one another as they continue 
their own explorations and discoveries; 
integrated to pron1otc social action out
comes prompting learners to connect with 
their neighborhoods and communities in 
the most authentic way possible. When 
lcan1crs design and fr1cilitatc social stud
ies investigations via the constructivist 
framework that result in positive social 
actions, learners become true participants 
in the world around them and learners of 
and for life. 

BENEFITS FOR YOUNG LEARNERS 
AND PRESERVICE TEACHERS 

A synopsis of the findings demonstrate that 
young learners benefit when teachers apply the 
constructivist framework sincerely, thoroughly, 
and authentically through their individual peda
gogical expertise in conjunction with three con
ditions. Elementary school teachers must be cog
nizant of and proficient in their: 

( 1) knowledge, skills, and attitudes of so
cial shrdies content and purposes, 

(2) understanding for developing social 
studies curriculum and methods for communi
cating the social studies effectively both inde
pendently and integrated across the curriculum, 
and 

(3) pedagogical expertise for designing and 
facilitating meaningful instructional strategics 
formally and informally, specifically for imple
menting the constructivist framework. 

The elementary school teachers in this study 
reported that young learners who participate in 
approaches utilizing the constructivist frame
work to teaching and learning acquire a n1orc 

positive, energetic, and genuine cxcitc1ncnt 
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about learning. The learners' enthusiasm, in turn, 
rnotivatcs and vitalizes the teachers; thus, dy
namic communities of learners and learning de
velop and perpetuate the teacher's competence 
and confidence while empowering learner cn
gagcnicnt and achicvcn1cnt. 

Prcscrvicc teachers benefit greatly from field 
experiences where teachers model the applica
tion of the constructivist framework to their so
cial studies education and across the curriculum. 
The prcscrviec teachers experience theory in 
practice as they transfer the nnivcrsity 
coursework to their own pedagogical repertoire. 
They, too, reflect the same motivation regard
ing teaching and learning as the elementary 
school learners while the prcservice teachers 
ncgoliatc their roles between learners and teach
ers. Early in their profossional careers, prcservicc 
teachers establish their understanding and ex
pertise for applying the constructivist framework 
to the social studies curriculun1 c111powcring 
themselves and their young learners. 

However, the teachers participating in this 
study overwhelmingly reported that none of 
these areas is highly valued nor adequately sup
ported by their school districts and building ad-
1ninistrators which greatly in1pacts their success 
with both their young learners and their 
prcservicc teachers. As the respondents de
scribed their knowledge and experiences related 
to teaching social studies education, most of 
them frequently reported that the ideals pur
ported by the National Council for the Social 
Studies and the constructivist framework arc not 
the "norm" in most elementary school class
rooms. The respondents shared that few elemen
tary school teachers possess the competence and 
confidence to facilitate powerful social studies 
education via the constructivist framework as 
they would like to be implementing with both 
their young learners and prcscrvice teachers. 
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