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The next ten years will require people to think and work across boundaries
into new zones that are totally different from their areas of expertise. They
will not only have to cross these boundaries, but they will also have to
identify opportunities and make connections between them. (Mok, 2003)

The one language we all share is a child's smile. It has the power [0 CIOSS
all boundaries.—Dr. William Magee, Jr., & Kathleen Magee, Operation
Stnile

Alex’s parents had a lot of questions. Just recently, they had been asked to
attend an |1EP meeting at Alex’s elementary school, and they were told that their
third-grader was below an appropriate achievement level for his grade. Alex was
a bright kid, everyone agreed, but he didn't seem to learn as effectively as oth-
ers. The team at the schoo! suggested that Alex be tested, and the subsequent
assessment determined that Alex had a learning disability. Even though Alex’s
intelligence was above average, the educational professionals agreed that he
would require special help 1o reach his potential in life.

iLike many other children that Christmas, Alex received a sophisticated
video game as a gift. He soon was plugged in and playing happily. Over the next
few days, Alex played his game for hours each day, and he kept getting better
at it. Four days after Christmas, Alex’s older cousins, who were in high school,
came to visit. They had received the same game for Christmas, but they had not
yet learned nearly as much about it as Alex had. For two hours, Alex proceeded
to tutor his older cousins in how to play the game, “Jump up and down here,”
he said, “and you'll find some coins.” “Go through that door, and you'll turn
invisible.” The high schoolers were impressed—Alex had learned the entire lan-
guage of the game in only 4 days, and he was only in third grade.
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“How is it,” Alex's parents asked, “that our son has learned so much about
this game, and yet he’s ‘learning disabied’ in school?” “Why does he love learn-
ing the game and hate learning in school?” “Are his teachers really seeing how
smart he is?” “Are they building on his strengths?” “Are they teaching him in
ways that will be best for him?” “Does he really have a learning disability?”

The questions that Alex’s parents asked are precisely the questions that educa-
tional researchers ask. No doubt many researchers would add other, general ques-
tions: “What are the most motivating instructional methods?” “How can teachers
enable students to ‘internalize’ or ‘generalize’ knowledge?’ “What is the teacher’s
role?” “What should students do?” “How does learning occur?” These general ques-
tions, fleshed out in hundreds of more specific research questions, constitute much
of the academic conversation on instruction for students with disabilities.

This chapter provides some notes for understanding aspects of this academic
conversation. Specifically, I consider one central conversation: the sometimes oppos-
ing thoughts and statements of researchers and theorists embracing either a con-
Structivist ot an intensive—explicit (IE) approach to instruction. I chose as a topic this
professional debate, though controversial and unsettling for some, because it is mul-
tiparadigmatic and therefore holds the potential to be fruitful. We can learn a lot
when we listen to someone who views our world from the outside (Bernstein, 1991).

To consider how intensive—explicit and constructivist instruction can impact
instruction for students with disabilities, this chapter: (a) reviews the constructivist
and intensive—explicit approaches to instruction, (b) identifies points of contrast
between the two approaches, and (c) identifies points of convergence between the
two approaches. By seeing the world from within both paradigms, perhaps we may
uncover new and useful ways of seeing instruction regardless of our paradigmatic
orientation.

WHERE DID THE TERMS “CONSTRUCTIVIST” AND
“INTENSIVE-EXPLICIT” COME FROM?

I have chosen to use the terms constructivist and intensive—explicit. Unfortunately, I
cannot give precise, limited definitions of these terms because they are used so dif-
ferently by so many in the literature. I will consider the terms in the manner pro-
posed by Schwandt (who references Blumer, 1954):

As general descriptors for a loosely coupled family of methodological and
philosophical persuasions, these terms . . . steer the interested reader in the

general direction . . . [and] merely suggest “directions along which to
) look™ rather than “provide descriptions of what to see. (Schwandt, 1994,
p- 221)

The terms constructivist and intensive-explicit refer to many different pedago-
gies, some of which are complementary, some of which are mutually exclusive. The
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term constructivist has been used liberally in the education literature to refer to an ontol-
ogy, epistemology, pedagogy, and critical perspective and has been linked with such
concepts as radical constructivism (Glasersfeld, 1995), social constructivism and psy-
chological constructivism (Phillips, 2000). I use the term intensive-explicit nstruction
to stand for an amalgam of individually unique approaches that have been described
variously as strategic (Ellis, Deshler, Lenz, Schumaker, & Clark, 1991), direct explana-
tion (Roehler & Duffy, 1984), and cognitive (Meichebaum, 1977) instruction.

The difficulty in pinning down these definitions is further complicated as many
researchers and authors (Englert et al., 1995; Harris & Graham, 1996; Pressley,
Harris, & Marks, 1992) support practices that share attributes of inrensive—explicit
and constructivist approaches. Before proceeding to the heart of this discussion, 1
will provide descriptions of both terms.

WHAT IS CONSTRUCTIVIST INSTRUCTION?

A central theme in the literature on constructivist instruction is the suggestion that
“aach of us makes sense of the world by synthesizing new experiences into what we
have previously come to understand” (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). Many construc-
tivists contend that this deceptively straightforward idea has radical implications for

 how we live, think, learn, and teach, and even calls into question our notions of truth
and reality. To understand constructivist instruction, then, we need to understand it
as an approach that involves its own ontology, epistemology, and pedagogy.

Constructivist Ontology

If each of us constructs our own unique understanding of the world, it follows that each
of us experiences (Or cOnsiTucts) our oWn unique world: Everyone’s reality is different.
As Glasersfeld (1995) has observed, radical constructivism

___starts from the assumption that knowledge, no matter how it be defined,
is in the heads of persons, and that the thinking subject has no alternative
but to construct what he or she knows on the basis of his or her own expe-
rience. What we make of the world constitutes the only world we live in.
It can be sorted into many kinds, such as things, self, others, and so on. But
all kinds of experience are essentially subjective, and though I may find
reasons that my experience may not be unlike yours, I have no way of

knowing that it is the same. p-1

Constructivists extend this discussion by agreeing with Kuhn’s (1970) asser-
tion that scientific knowledge can be understood as true only within a given para-
digm and not in reference to an immutable standard in objective reality. Our
notions of truth and objectivity, therefore, are open to question.

Furthermore, because some socially construcied terms limit, stereotype, or
oppress individuals (especially women, people with disabilities, people in poverty,
and racial minorities), issues of gender and power take on special significance.
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Words can tell us who we are, and because words are created by humans, thinking
people should reflect on whether the words they live by are authentic for them and
others (Reid, Robinson, & Bunsen, 1995).

Constructivist Epistemology

Constructivist epistemology is the view that learning occurs because each of us
uniquely creates or builds our own knowledge. In essence, we construct knowledge
based on what we already know, and each idea we learn facilitates our ongoing intel-
lectual development. Phillips (2000) summarizes this view as follows.

[The) constructivist view is that learners actively construct their own
(“internal” some would say) sets of meanings or understandings; knowl-
edge is not a mere copy of the external world, nor is knowledge acquired
by passive absorption or by simple transference from one person (a
teacher) to another (a learner or knower). In sum, knowledge is made, not
acquired. (p. 7)

Constructivist theory is derived in great measure from Piaget (Piaget, 1954,
Poplin, 1988a), who suggested that we construct new knowledge when we experi-
ence new information that is incongruent with our prior knowledge. Learning and
development take place when we try to reconcile new knowledge with what we
already know. A central concept for Piaget is the process of assimilation:

No behavior, even if it is new to the individual, constitutes an absolute
beginning. It is always grafied onto previous schemes and therefore
amounts to assimilating new elements to already constructed structures
(innate, as reflexes are, or previously acquired). (Glasersfeld, 1995, p. 62)

Piaget’s theory was extended by Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development,”
in which intelligence is seen as dynamic rather than fixed. For Vygotsky, the con-
struction of knowledge is a process: “Learning and development do not coincide”
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 84). The zone of proximal development can be understood as the
gap between a person’s current intellectual level and a person’s potential level. That
is, the zone defines “those functions that have not yet matured but are in the process
of maturing” (p. 86).

Thus, the zone is “the distance between the actual developmental level as deter-
mined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as deter-
mined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more
capable peers” (p. 86). Vygotsky also suggests that each child’s development within his
or her zone of proximal development is enabled through frequent, social interaction.

Constructivist Pedagogy

Constructivist pedagogy is more general than specific, thereby allowing teachers
the freedom to construct their own individual pedagogy based on constructivist
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principles. Nevertheless, Brooks and Brooks (1993) offer a list of constructivist
traits, suggesting that constructivist teachers

(a) encourage and accept student autonomy and initiative (p. 103);

(b) use cognitive terminology . - . when framing tasks (p. 104);

(c) allow student responses to drive lessons, shift instructional strategies
and ‘alter content (p. 105);

(d) inquire about students’ understandings of concepts before sharing
their own understanding of those concepts (p- 107Y;

(¢) encourage students to engage in dialogue (p. 108);

(f) provide time for students to construct relationships and create
metaphors (p. 115); and

(g) murture students’ natural curiosity through frequent use of the learning
cycle model. (p- 116)

Vygotsky’s work is especially influential in the literature on constructivist
instruction for students with disabilities (Englert et al., 1995; Mariage, 2000). Belief
in the zone of proximal development repositions the teacher as a facilitator (rather
than an expert), and thus a teacher strives to provide scaffolding (Wood, Bruner, &
Ross, 1976) that enables students to develop their full potential. In addition, the
teacher facilitates discourse and dialogue within the classroom, which enables stu-
dents to internalize learning that takes place in school (Mariage, 2000). Although
Moshman (1982) has described constructivism s occurring along a continuum of
service, depending on the extent of teacher direction, most teachers using construc-
tivist pedagogy spend more time mediating conversations and learning opportunities
than they do directly explaining content.

Constructivist instruction, then, is an educational approach that involves an
interwoven pedagogy, epistemology, and ontology, all based on the central thesis
that people learn by making their own sense of the world rather than by acquiring
fixed knowledge that already exists.

WHAT IS INTENSIVE-EXPLICIT INSTRUCTION?

The loosely coupled group of instructional practices that I refer to as
intensive—explicit instruction has no single ontology or epistemology, although
intensive—explicit instruction is often characterized as empiricist (Heshusius, 1995).
In truth, the border between intensive—explicit and constructivist instruction is less
and less obvious because, increasingly, authors consider themselves constructivists
and still propose an intensive—explicit instruction pedagogy (Harris & Graham,
1999; Mercer, Jordan, & Miller, 1996).

Intensive—explicit instruction, at least for the purposes of this article, refersto a
set of instructional procedures that together efficiently and effectively enable teach-
ers to convey content clearly to students in a manner that leads to students’ master-
ing information. [E is intensive because it involves teaching practices that ensure that
students are engaged in learning and actively mastering content (Ellis et al., 1991).
[E is explicit because it involves teachers’ clearly modeling covert thinking (Mercer,
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Lane, Jordan, Allsop, & Eisele, 1996; Roehler & Duffy, 1984) and providing
detailed feedback as students move toward mastery of content (Kline, Schumaker, &
Deshler, 1991).

Although IE instruction can take place in many rich, meaningful contexts
(Deshler et al., 2001; Grabam, Harris, & Larsen, 2001), a primary goal of inten-
sive—explicit instruction is for students to understand, remember, and generalize con-
tent taught by a teacher. Simply put, instructors use intensive—explicit instrction so
that students will have a picture of knowledge in their head that is similar to the pic-
ture teachers have in their head. Intensive—explicit instruction utilizes most of the
following instructional stages to achieve this goal: describe, model, vocabulary
memorization, practice and feedback, and generalization.

Describe

During the Describe stage of instruction, the teacher explains the content or proce-
dural knowledge the students are going to master (Eillis et al., 1991; Harris &
Graham, 1999). For example, a teacher teaching students the Paraphrasing strategy
(Schumaker, Denton, & Deshler, 1984—Read a paragraph, ask yourself what the
main idea and details are, put the main idea and details into your own words) would
explain the strategy in detail during the Describe stage of instruction. The kind of
discourse that takes place during this stage is highly interactive, much more interac-
tive than some constructivists advise (Poplin, 1988b).

During the Describe stage, an IE teacher uses questioning techniques to main-
tain student engagement and to clarify whether students do or do not understand the
material being presented.

IE teachers who employ the strategic instruction model (Ellis et al., 1991)—for
example, follow a 3-to-1 rule; that is, they do not make more than three statements
without having students respond in some way (for example, answering a question,
turning to a neighboring student to paraphrase content, writing notes, responding to
questions).

IE is designed to compensate for the learning difficulties many students have.
Thus, content to be covered is enhanced to make it more easily understood through
the used of acronymes, visual images, and graphic organizers (Deshler et al., 2001).
In addition, IE provides explicit cues for note taking, and essential content is dis-
played visually, described verbally, and recorded physically by students.

Model

A central proposition with the IE paradigm is that people learn a great deal by watch-
ing what and how others do what they do (Bandura, 1971). Thus, once students have
heard, seen, and recorded content, they benefit from explicit modeling of the thinking
embedded in the content being learned (Ellis et al., 1991; Roehler & Duffy, 1984).
For example, a teacher teaching the Paraphrasing strategy demonstrates how to
use the strategy on a reading passage. Modeling is highly structured, beginning with
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an advance organizer in which the students and teacher review content that was
explained during the Describe stage of instruction. Following this, teachers deliber-
ately demonstrate the thinking they want students to learn. Thus, rather than simply
“thinking aloud,” teachers using IE are deliberate about clearly demonstrating the
essential thinking they want students to learn (Gildroy, 2001).

Once students have seen a complete model, teachers involve them in the task at
hand—in this example, using the Paraphrasing strategy. The teacher calls on students
to help them complete the task, and the teachers and students discuss the kind of
thinking patterns that will lead to effective use of the strategy. This stage concludes
with a teacher-led review.

Vocabulary Memorization

During the stage of Vocabulary Memorization, the teacher leads the students through
activities that enable them to memorize the critical components of the content being
learned (Ellis et al., 1991). Students learning the Paraphrasing strategy, for example,
memorize the steps of the strategy and the criteria for successful performance of the
strategy.

Activities may include rapid-fire verbal rehearsal, in which the teacher calls on
students to speak back key terms quickly; peer practice, in which two students
question each other about the terms and definitions; games that involve groups of
students in friendly competition; sustained, silent review, and so on. During this
stage the teacher’s goal is for students to understand and remember all the essential
vocabulary.

Practice and Feedback

“The essence of strategy instruction,” Borkowski comments, “lies in explanation
followed by challenging and extensive practice” (Borkowski & Muthukrishna,
1992). Consistent with this tenet, teachers using IE ensure that students master
content by providing practice activities. These practice activities are organized so
students develop their skills progressively; that s, they learn strategies, skills, and
content by mastering increasingly difficult tasks. For example, a student learning
Paraphrasing might start by paraphrasing words, then phrases, then whole sen-
tences. Subsequently, the student might practice on short, easy-to-read materials
before progressing to more difficult longer passages.

During the Practice and Feedback stage, the teacher provides extensive feed-
back to students on their progress, and students often chart their progress.
Specificaily, during each feedback session for Paraphrasing, the teacher (a) authen-
tically praises each student for what he or she has done well, (b) notes a category
of error in the students’ work, (¢) models for the student a way to avoid that error,
(d) and ensures that the student understands what to do differently by asking the
student to demonstrate how to perform the practice attempt correctly (Kline et al.,
1991).
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Feedback of this kind enables students to overcome learned helpless (Seligman,
1992) about major academic tasks by constantly demonstrating to students that they
are developing. As students apply feedback in subsequent practice attempts, they
become more and more skillful until they have mastered the content to be learned.

Generalization

A central goal of IE is that students’ use of strategies, skills, or content becomes
habitual in a variety of settings. As Deshler and Schumaker have observed about
strategic instruction, “Over time, the focus of instruction should shift from teaching
students to use a task-specific strategy to focus on how to meet the demands associ-
ated with a specific problem or to a focus on how strategies can be used to address
similar problems in the same or other domains” (Deshler & Schumaker, 1993, p.
163). For that reason, teachers using IE instruction explicitly guide students to gen-
eralize their use of the information being learned. The teachers describe, when,
where and why students should use knowledge such as Strategies in a variety of set-
tings, both in school and in their lives.

Teachers using IE instruction often have students turn in assignments in which
they demonstrate use of strategies in settings outside of their classroom, provide
feedback on students’ attempts at generalization, and encourage other teachers to coe
students to use strategies taught in their classes. For example, a teacher teaching the
Paraphrasing strategy might discuss with students how paraphrasing could be used
as a listening strategy during conversation, a note-taking strategy during lessons, a
reading comprehension strategy while doing research or reading textbooks, and so
on. In addition, the teacher might have students actively practice use of the strategy
on a variety of academic and less formal reading materials.

Intensive~explicit instruction is an amalgam of teaching strategies used in con-
cert to ensure that students master content. Students experiencing intensive-explicit
instruction receive explicit, interactive explanations of conmtent, watch teachers
model thinking, memorize key vocabulary, practice and receive feedback until they
master content, and ultimately receive explicit instruction, prompts, and feedback to
help them generalize their leamning to other settings inside and outside school.

POINTS OF CONTRAST

One way to better understand the intensive—explicit and the constructivist
approaches to instruction is to look at how they differ with respect to specific aspects
of practice in the classroom and in schools. Each approach includes many practices
that may be contrasted. For example, both approaches see the teacher’s goal as
enabling students to become independent, self-regulated learners (Deshler &
Schumaker, 1988; Reid et al., 1995), and both approaches propose that teachers need
to provide “scaffolds” to accommodate students’ lack of prerequisite knowledge
(Ellis et al., 1991; Mariage, 2000; Pressley, Hogan, Wharton-McDonald, Mistretta,
& Ettenberger, 1996). However, the way teachers go about enabling self-regulation
or providing scaffolds differs greatly between the two approaches.
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The intent here is not to contrast specific constructivist and intensive-explicit
teaching practice (though that certainly would be a profitable, if complicated, task).
Rather, the focus will be on contrasting components of educational practice in the

classroom: (a) the teacher’s role, (b) comnversations, (c) questions, (d) errors, (&)
activities, (f) motivation, and (g) truth and reality.

Teacher’s Role

Intensive-Explicit

The primary goal of teachers using the IE instruction approach is to teach so effectively
that every student masters and generalizes the content being covered. The IE teacher
uses teaching practices that accommodate students’ learning challenges; the teachers are
explicit about thinking processes, feedback, generalization, and so on because they want
stndents to learn and generalize content in pretty much the same form as it is presented.
IE teachers alternate between assessing students and providing instruction
(sometimes almost simultaneously). They assess whether students are comprehend-
ing instruction, or mastering application of knowledge, while teaching utilizing con-
tent enhancements that render content more accessible to students (Deshler,
Schumaker, Bulgren et al., 2001; Deshler, Schumaker, Lenz et al., 2001).

Constructivist

Skrtic, Sailor, and Gee (1996) comment that, “In constructivist classrooms, teachers
are viewed as agents who encourage students to be thinkers and who involve stu-
dents in the whole problem-solving enterprise” (p. 147). A constructivist teacher
plays a less central role in the classroom than does an IE teacher, but his or her chal-
lenge is no less complex.

A constructivist teacher is interested primarily in enabling all students to con-
struct and internalize their own unique knowledge. Toward that end, constructivist
teachers are mediators; they mediate the community of the classroom so the dialogue
enables students to develop intellectually, and the teachers put in place scaffolds that
enable students to develop within their zone of proximal development (Moll, 1990).
Poplin’s (1988b) comments clearly illustrate this new understanding of the teacher’s
role: “The more control educators have over the content, the less likely students will
be to maintain and generalize skills and/or strategies.”

Conversations

Intensive-Explicit

When using IE instruction, the teacher structures the conversation to ensure that stu-
dents master content, aithough a good deal of conversation is interactive. During IE
instruction, conversation serves two purposes.

1. The teacher explicitly explains the thinking embedded in the strategies,
skills, or content (Pressley et al., 1990; Roehler & Duffy, 1984).
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2. The teacher guides students to write appropriate information during note-
taking, models thinking processes, and so on.

IE instruction is not a lecture, however, Teachers using IE use their entire
repertoire of teaching skills to ensure that students are engaged and understand
whatever is being discussed (Harris & Graham, 1999). Once students have mas-
tered content, the teacher shifts the conversation to discuss how students can use
what they have learned in a variety of settings in school and real life. Strategy
mastery serves “as a good point of departure for stimulating dialogue between the
teacher and student about ‘learning how to learn’” (Deshler & Schumaker, 1993,
p. 155).

A flowchart depicting the direction of conversation in an IE classroom would
show conversation taking place between students (when they practice learning in
teams or groups) and from students to teachers (when students ask for clarification
of content, or when they extend the conversation based on teacher prompts).
Nevertheless, the majority of conversations during IE instruction start with the
teacher and end with the student.

Constructivist

Dialogue is the mode of discourse in constructivist classrooms. Dialogue is seen as
a way for students to share their knowledge and thereby facilitate each other’s con-
struction of knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). Bohm (1996) sheds light on the meaning
of dialogue by uncovering the etymology of the term:

Dialogue comes from the Greek word dialogos. Logos means “the word”
or in our case we would think of the “meaning” of the word. And dig
means ‘through’... A dialogue can be among any number of people ... the
picture or image that this derivation suggests is of a streaming of meaning
flowing among and through us and between. (p. 6)

For constructivists, dialogue is a necessary means to develop further thinking.
In this sense, the contructivist understanding of dialogue is Frierean (Friere, 1997).
That is, by providing us with a variety of perspectives on ideas, dialogue creates the
freedom for us to re-create knowledge. For Friere, reflection that occurs through dia-
logue—the opportunity to recreate our own knowledge—is an essentially humaniz-
ing activity. Poplin (1995) builds upon other aspects of Friere’s “revolutionary ped-
agogy” by suggesting that authentic education should empower students to reflect on
and transcend their situation in the world.

By contrast to intensive—explicit instruction, a flowchart of the direction of
conversation in a constructivist classroom would look quite chaotic, with multiple
conversations between students working on authentic tasks, and between students
and teachers. Unlike intensive—explicit instruction, more conversations would start
with students and end with the teacher, or start with students and end with other
students.
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Questions

Intensive-Explicit

Teachers using IE pose questions p imarily to gauge whether students understand or
are mastering content. In addition, teachers pose question to help students clarify
their own understandings and misunderstandings. Students ask questions when they
are unclear about the content or the components of an assignment. This is not to say
that IE teachers refrain from offering provocative, challenging questions. This sort
of questioning is a characteristic of most exciting learning situations. During 1E
instruction, however, questions help the student and the teacher better understand
whether a student has acquired the knowledge being taught. Also, because questions
are used to assess student comprehension and development, they usually have right
and wrong answers.

Constructivist

In constructivist classrooms guestions are posed to inspire authentic problem solving.
That is, questions bring to the surface incongruities that students have to address, and
students frequently work in groups to construct new knowledge. Questions help stu-
dents develop higher forms of knowledge by pointing out the limitations of their cur-
rent thinking. Furthermore, because each individual makes her or his own sense of
knowledge, questions often do not have “right” answers, Questions are points of
departure for each individual’s development and construction of knowledge.

Errors

Intensive-Explicit

Within IE instruction, errors are viewed within the larger context of students’ devel-
oping, mastering, and fluently using knowledge. That is, the TE instructional process
is seen as a methodology for students to gain confidence and develop skills by point-
ing out errors and explaining how they can be eliminated. Teachers address errors in
a routine that begins with authentic acknowledgement of students’ achievement on
practice attempts. Following this, one or two categories of error are identified, and
the teacher explains and models for students how to overcome the error.

By progressively overcoming errors, and building fluency, students overcome
learned helplessness and become independent learners. Therefore, learning how to
overcome erTors is an important way in which students develop during IE instruc-
tion. Pressley (in Pressley et al., 1992) comments that during “good strategy instruc-
tion . . . errors are used not to penalize students, but rather as diagnostic tools, per-
mitting the strategy teacher insights into the student processes” (p. 19-20).

Constructivist

Poplin comments that “probably the most significant and obvious difference
between constructivist notions of learning and reductionist theories is the way in
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which error is perceived in the classroom” (Poplin, 1988a). In a constructivist class-
room, errors are seen as the natural outgrowth of risk taking and meaningful learn-
ing. Mistakes are an essential component of the construction of knowledge; they are
indicators that learning is taking place. “Constructivists . . . seek to create environ-
ments where ‘penalty-free’ errors can emerge and be realized” (Poplin, 1988a). In
this sense, errors are to be celebrated, and teachers should not attempt to correct stu-
dents when they are trying to learn.

As Brooks and Brooks (1993) state, “ *No’ hurts, and makes students feel inval-
1dated and foolish. ‘No’ communicates to students that their idiosyncratic thinking
about issues is not particularly valued. It erodes their desire to think about and
explore issues™ (p. 86). In addition, constructivists suggest that it is often naive to
assume that there is a “right answer.” Heshusius (1995) states, “The WIODE answer
can be perfectly right where it is the result of a personal and often complex process
the child goes through™ (p. 182).

Activities

Intensive-Explicit

During IE instruction, Jearning activities are set up so that students can become inde-
pendent, empowered learners through activities that lead to mastery and fluent use of
content. Students engage in a variety of activities. For example, they may watch or
interact during teacher modeling of content, respond to questions, practice developing
skills and strategies, listen to instructions or feedback, or apply new knowledge as they
build their abilities. Assignments are structured so students can build their under-
standing of complex content through practice on increasingly difficult materials.

Students might work together or work independently. However they learn, the
overriding goal is to learn the material that the teacher has presented. Students in an
effective IE class are highly engaged, motivated by the progress they experience and
by mastering knowledge.

Constructivist

Constructivist instruction involves students in activities that enable them to construct
and reconstruct knowledge. Constructivist learning experiences may take many dif-
ferent forms. The Early Literacy Project (Englert et al., 1995) provides one example
of how Vygotsky’s social constructivism can be embodied in student activities.
Students participating in the Early Literacy Project are engaged in “meaningful, pur-
poseful, and integrated activities,” and they take part in classroom dialogues that
involve them “in social interactions within a cognitive apprenticeship model” (p.
254). Students experience “scaffolded instruction (word banks, partner reading) that
... [allows] . . . them “to engage in reading and writing in advance of independent
performance” (p. 261).

Students in a learning experience that is truly constructivist should find them-
selves swept up in activities that they find meaningful. In addition, they should
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progress and develop at the pace that is uniquely appropriate for them. Their
learning experiences are interdisciplinary and not restricted by subject area. Thus,
students may tackle complex problems that require knowledge from several
disciplines.

Motivation
Intensive-Explicit

Student motivation in the intensive-explicit approach arises from a variety of factors.
To begin with, in some approaches involvement is cast as a choice, with students
being asked to make a personal commitment before instruction begins (Ellis et al.,
1991). Teachers using IE are also explicit about the rationales for learning content
and guide students to se¢ the value in the learning they are experiencing through
direct explanation in classroom conversation.

In addition, IE instruction is structured specifically to encourage student moti-
vation, sharing many of the structural components of what others have identified as
motivating or optimal experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). That is, learning is set
up so there is an ideal balance between the challenges of the activity and the skills
of the student. Learning starts at an appropriate skill level for each student and then
gets progressively more challenging as the children master content.

Also, while they are learning, students set goals and receive feedback on their
progress toward their goals (Kline et al, 1991). Pressley (1992) comments,
“Throughout instruction, teachers attempt to keep motivation high, largely by high-
lighting the empowerment that accompanies acquisition of powerful procedures that
accomplish important academic tasks”™ (p. 11).

Constructivist

Students are motivated to learn during constructivist instruction because the learning
they experience provokes their interest, inspires their curiosity, or is pleasurable.
Students are motivated because they are curious to learn more about whatever prob-
lem they are considering. Students work on, explore, and play with material that is
personally meaningful for them because “learners learn best from experiences about
which they are passionately interested and involved” (Poplin, 1988a, p. 405).

Assignments also are “holistic activities” (Englert & Marriage, 1996) that pro-
vide students with the context for understanding why they learn what they learn.
Thus, students who are learning about literacy experience it in the broader context
of communication to create a community of learners. Students may write in journals,
share their writing with others, engage in dialogues about writing, have their writing
displayed in the classroom, write for multiple andiences, write with partners and in
groups, and so on (Graham et al., 2001).

During constructivist instruction, teachers pay particular attention to creating an
environment that frees students to experience the inherent joy of learning.
Constructivist instruction emphasizes the important role that community plays for
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students’ developing knowledge. In addition, constructivists try to create a setting in
which students feel free to learn, by reducing disincentives in the classroom. Thus,
as noted, teachers using constructivist instruction deemphasize students’ errors so
students will trust their teachers and be willing to take risks (Poplin, 1988a).

Truth and Reality

Intensive-Explicit

As noted, the intensive—explicit approach to instruction is not the product of one
ontology, and it is possible to support both constructivist and IE instructional prac-
tices (Harris & Graham, 1996; Mercer, Jordan et al., 1996; Pressley et al., 1992).
Nevertheless, a pedagogy intent on ensuring that students master the content chosen
by teachers would seem to be most appealing to a teacher who believes there is an
objective reality that everyone can reference and understand.

Perhaps IE teachers take a practical approach, choosing to assume, for the
moment at least, that we can know laws and facts and act on them with certainty.
To be sure, when we are riding a commercial jet, it is more reassuring to assume
that the pilot believes in an objective reality than to believe that the pilot has con-
structed his or her own unique understanding of piloting and now will fly the plane
accordingly.

Some IE instructors are impatient with constructivist theorizing. As one teacher
and graduate student commented, ‘““You have to stay in school a long time and read
a lot of philosophy before you can start to wonder if reality is real or not.” An instruc-
tor taking the IE approach may be inclined to put brackets around theorizing, and
focus instead on enabling students to master essential skills and strategies (such as
the ability to read and communicate orally and in writing).

Intensive—explicit instruction takes the perspective that there are rules, laws, con-
cepts, and terms that competent people know, and that one important task for a teacher
is to ensure that students have acquired that knowledge. Thus, IE instruction positions
the teacher as an expert teaching students who have varying degrees of expertise.

Because it assumes the existence of objective reality, intensive-explicit instruc-
tion also places particular emphasis on how the environment affects student behav-
ior. Consequently, intensive-explicit instruction is more behaviorist in orientation,
often employing progress charts, goal-directed behavior, and the use of extrinsic
rewards to shape behavior (Deshler & Schumaker, 1988).

Constructivist

From the constructivist perspective, the individual nature of constructivist episte-
mology renders objective reality a myth (Segal, 2001). “There is nothing ‘out there’
that 1s separate from our own construction of it. Reality is mind-dependent. In other
words, we construct what we know. Who we are, with all our values, interests, and
various needs, is part and parcel of what we come to construct as knowledge”
(Heshusius, 1995, p. 175).
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A constructivist epistemology leads to a different understanding of what a
teacher’s job is. Constructivists reject the idea that the teacher is the source of most
knowledge in the classroom, and, indeed, they hold open to question all knowledge.
Thus, the constructivist teacher’s task is “to help students to search rather than fol-
low” (Brooks & Brooks, 1993, p. 102).

Constructivist and intensive—explicit approaches to instruction differ in many
ways, including the teacher’s role, the type of conversations and questions, the way
erTors are perceived, what students do, how they are motivated, and even how real-
ity and truth are perceived are all points of contrast between these two approaches.
Despite these differences, however, I believe that constructivist and
intensive—explicit instruction can be used together to accommodate the weaknesses
in each approach. For that reason, we will next consider points of convergence
between intensive-explicit and constructivist instruction.

POINTS OF CONVERGENCE

Contrasting intensive-explicit and constructivist approaches has brought to light the
significant differences between these two approaches. I believe that classrooms inte-
grating both approaches might serve students better than classrooms adhering to one
or the other of these approaches do gmatically. Each approach has limitations that are
accommodated by each other’s strengths. For that reason, we can better understand
how constructivist and intensive—explicit instruction might be integrated more effec-
tively by first reviewing the criticisms of each approach.

Looking at each instructional approach from the outside, so to speak, brings out
possible limitations in both approaches, thereby suggesting points at which the two
approaches might come together. Once we have considered the critiques of both
approaches, we will offer some ways by which the two approaches might work
together.

Constructivist Critique of
Intensive-Explicit Instruction

From the unique perspective afforded by their paradigm, constructivists, have criti-
cized IE instruction as being “reductionist” According to Poplin (1988b),
“Reductionism is the natural process by which we break ideas, concepts, and skills
into parts in an attempt to understand and deal better with the whole” (p. 394).
Constructivists contend that this “bits and pieces” approach to education (Heshusius,
1995, p. 178) removes the real meaning and pleasure from learning. Life is much
more complex, ambiguous, and messy than learning that can be summarized on a
learning sheet, and effective pedagogy should, therefore, recognize and privilege that
ambiguity. _

Another criticism leveled at intensive—explicit instruction is that it involves stu-
dents in learning experiences divorced from real, meaningful life. For example,
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Heshusius rejects the teaching practices of “mastery of components . . . the idea of
additive and linear progress, and the view of the students as reactive (meaning active
only in reaction to the teacher’s curriculum . . . [as being based] on outdated beliefs
inherent in the mechanistic paradigm” (p. 171).

IE instruction is criticized as a model that leads teachers to spend the bulk of
their time preparing students, leaving little time for meaningful learning experiences.
To illustrate, Heshusius cites a student’s comment, “When are we going to stop
readin’ reading and start reading something?” (p. 178).

Constructivists cite Friere’s notion of banking education, that teachers do not
enable students to experience meaningful dialogue, as a critique of IE instruction.
Although IE is interactive, and although during IE instruction there can be mean-
ingful dialogue about how, where, and why to generalize learning, there is little dia-
logue in the sense Friere proposes. Dialogue during IE instruction, then, is not a
form of praxis—that is, an activity that involves authentic reflection and reconstruc-
tion of knowledge (Friere, 1997).

A final critique, offered most forcefully by Poplin (1988b), is that IE fails to
properly enable students to generalize learning. Although IE often involves practice
and feedback, as well as the teaching of prerequisite skills and strategies, construc-
tivists contend that because this is learning in preparation for real tasks, as opposed
to real experiences themselves, students fail to generalize IE learning.

Learning a skill one day and forgetting it the next is often implied as a
characteristic of the learning disabled student. I propose, however, that this
characteristic is more a result of reductionistic methods we employ than a
characteristic of the students we serve. (Poplin, 1988b, pp. 393-394)

Intensive-Explicit Critique of Constructivism

When viewed from the perspective afforded by the IE paradigm, or at least from van-
tage points that are not entirely constructivist, the constructivist approach to instruc-
tion is also seen as having limitations. The constructivist predilection to deempha-
size the limitations of students with learning disabilities (Poplin, 1988b), for
example, has been criticized for putting students into learning situations from which
they are unable to benefit fully.

Researchers who adopt an IE perspective believe that students with learning dis-
abilities are students who come to learning with challenges that make it difficult for
them to complete certain tasks (for example, decoding or comprehending texts, writ-
ing, social discourse, or reasoning). A learning disability, by definition, denies learn-
ers access to learning experiences that other children experience fully. Rather than
deemphasizing limitations, the IE perspective holds that a central goal of special
education is to ensure that students with disabilities develop the strategies and skills
they need to ultimately have barrier-free access to curriculurn (Deshler et al., 2001).

A second criticism of constructivism is that by ignoring mistakes and cele-
brating risk taking, teachers may not adequately attend to the important goal of
ensuring that students acquire foundational knowledge essential for independent
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performance (Cromer, 1997). Teachers who adopt a constructivist approach to
teaching reading may provide students with stimulating learning activities that
enable students to piece together their own understanding of reading, but from the
IE perspective such an approach might leave students dangerously at-risk because it
does not systematically teach students essential components such as phonemic
awareness. For example, Stanovich (1994) comments:

The idea that self-discovery is the most efficacious mode of learning, that
most leaming can be characterized as “natural,” and that cognitive com-
ponents should never be isolated or fractionated during the learning
process have been useful as tenets for comprehension instruction, but are
markedly at variance with what is now known about the best ways to
develop word recognition skill Research has indicated that explicit
instruction and teacher-directed strategy training are more efficacious, and
that this is especially true for at-risk children, children with learning dis-
abilities, and for children with special needs. (p. 259)

First Point of Convergence:
Mechanical versus Metaphorical Knowledge

Both IE and constructivist instruction may address some of the limitations of each
other. For example, as noted, IE instruction has been criticized for reducing rich
leamning experiences, whereas constructivism has been criticized for not ensuring
that stadents master essential skills. Allowing students to discover how to read texts
without IE instruction in some essential decoding skills might leave students unpre-
pared for some academic tasks. At the same time, a step-by-step strategy to teach
students how to determine the correct meaning of a story might significantly inter-
fere with a student’s meaningful appreciation of the story.

Appreciating a story seems to be an especially appropriate kind of activity for
constructivist pedagogy. Wolfgang Iser has suggested that the act of reading a story
is inherently -constructivist, with readers identifying “gaps” in the text and con-
structing their own reading by filling in the gaps. In addition, readers create their
own pictures of the setting, connect the narrative with their personal experiences,
interpret the message of the story, if one exists, through the lens of their own moral-
ity, and so on.

In a very real sense, we all read our own story. Poplin comments that, for this
reason, “Two adults reading the same novel often see the novel’s message very dif-
ferently because each person brings to the novel different experiences that interact
in the text with significantly different ways” (Poplin, 1988a).

I refer to knowledge, such as that derived from reading a story, as metaphor-
ical knowledge. It is by definition ambiguous, and functions indirectly.
Metaphorical knowledge has no clearly right or wrong outcome. For example,
each person determines and develops his or her own understanding of intellectual
attributes such as aesthetic response, personal attributes such as compassion or hero-
ism, and many creative acts such as higher-order writing activities. Metaphorical
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knowledge is complex, so ambiguous, and so uniquely individual that we damage it
if we reduce it. For that reason, constructivist instruction may be more appropriate
for metaphorical knowledge.

Not all knowledge to be learned is as complicated as our aesthetic response to
narrative. When the content to be learned in a class is not ambiguous, and when the
outcomes are unmistakable, perhaps an IE approach is more appropriate. For exam-
ple, learning how to identify subjects and verbs in sentences (a skill that is necessary
for meaningful conversation about many editorial concerns, such as run-on sen-
tences, sentence fragments, subject-verb agreement, and verb temse) is fairly
straightforward. Whether someone has or has not correctly identified the subject of
a sentence is easily determined without ambiguity.

Knowledge that is unambiguous, when 2 ri ght and wrong answer can be clearly
identified, I have come to refer to as mechanical knowledge. Examples of mechani-
cal knowledge are phonological awareness, some learning strategies, memorization
of essential concepts terminology, and grammatical terms and concepts.

On the surface, IE instruction seems to be a superior pedagogy for enabling
students to acquire mechanical knowledge because mechanical knowledge is unam-
biguous. When teachers can clearly identify a correct answer, they might find it
more efficient to teach in a way that ensures that students share the same knowl-
edge they do. IE instruction is a method for ensuring mastery of content, and for
that reason it seems to be the most efficient and effective way to teach mechanical
knowledge.

By the same token, constructivist instruction could be a superior pedagogy for
metaphorical knowledge. If knowledge is so complicated and ambiguous that it can-
not be reduced to a simple and clear explanation, perhaps the best way for students
to make sense of it is through exploration, and dialogue, social construction in the
classroom. When knowledge seems uniquely personal, such as how to define empa-
thy or respect, perhaps a constructivist approach is more effective.

If students are failed by the education they receive today, perhaps that is because
they experience the wrong pedagogy for the kind of knowledge they are learning.
Perhaps, when students are taught five steps to understanding a poem, or are com-
pelled to memorize the names of famous authors during literature classes, they lose
sight of the emotional power and beanty of poetic expression.

In addition, when they are left on their own to discover how to construct a cor-
rect sentence, and not given intensive—explicit instruction on grammatically correct
forms of expression, perhaps they are frustrated by what they do not know. By reduc-
ing the experience of literature, teachers can take the heart and soul out of it
Similarly, by leaving students free to construct their own sentences, without ensur-
ing that they master some basic rules, teachers can frustrate students who are tenta-
tive and unsure of their abilities.

Mechanical knowledge is like the rules of a game that everyone must know
before the game begins. Once the rules are mastered, however, the artistry of the
game begins, and that is when metaphorical knowledge becomes more important.
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Second Point of Convergence: Tacit Knowledge

Michael Polanyi’s work represents an alternative way of considering constructivism
that also represents a point of convergence between constructivist and IE instruction.
Polanyi (1966) distinguished between the “tacit” and “explicit” aspects of knowl-
edge. The tacit dimensions are those aspects of knowing that are so well internalized
that we are unconscious of them. According 10 Polanyi, “We can know more than we
can tell” (p. 4).

We can better understand tacit knowledge by considering an example. Imagine
an outstanding hockey player. 1f we watch him or her play the game, we’ll notice that
the player performs with a Jevel of expertise that is superior to others. Maybe the
player seerms t0 know just the right time to shoot the puck to Score, the most efficient
way to avoid opposing checkers, the best time to pass the puck to teammates, of the
tmost appropriate place to skate to intercept a pass. An outstanding player seems t0
have an almost innate ability to see, act, and anticipate that enables outstanding per-
formance. As the greatest hockey player of all time, Wayne Gretzky, has said, “1
skate to where the puck is going to be.”

1f we were to interview such an outstanding player and ask him or her to explain
how we could become similarly expert, chances are the player would not be able to
tell us what he or she does to attain it. Expert performance is often something that is
constructed and internalized over time. Polanyi called this process “indwelling.”
Once tacit knowledge becomes internalized, it can shape the way we think, move,
and perceive, and often it is invisible to us. I would argue that there is a significant
tacit dimension to the expertise of any skillful actor, whether we are talking about a
hockey player, an airplane mechanic, a teacher, or & reader.

According to Polanyi, explicit knowledge stands in contrast to tacit knowledge.
Explicit kxnowledge refers to knowledge that can be articulated in language and
shared. Explicit knowledge, for example, 1S represented by grammar, mathematical
formulas, and the specifications written in manuals. Explicit xnowledge, because it
has been encoded in language, can be shared. Explicit knowledge is the principal
form of knowledge in schools today.

If we return to our hockey player, we will see that explicit knowledge also plays
an important role in the player’s development. Not all learning occurs on the fly, in the
midst of the game, and most skillful players leam a great deal from various forms of
IE instruction that teach them explicit knowledge. For example, masterful players
might have attended power skating sessions to develop speed and agility on skates, or
learned a step-by-step procedure for how 10 pass or shootina variety of effective ways.

No doubt, if they received effective instruction from coaches, they heard explicit
instructions, watched multiple models of expert performance, developed their skills
through progressively more difficult practices, received constructive feedback that
enabled them to master their skills, and then generalized their developing skills in
real-game situations. Tacit knowledge may be the dimension of knowledge that is
most important, but much tacit knowledge is constructed, in part, as a result of
explicit instruction.
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Our example suggests another way in which the interplay between construc-
tivist and intensive—explicit instruction might be structured. Perhaps IE instruction is
necessary for some forms of explicit knowledge, whereas constructivist pedagogy is
necessary to enable the “indwelling” of knowledge. IE instruction, then, can be used
to teach students the knowledge that is codified in language and easily communi-
cated, but constructivist instruction can be used to help students transform explicit
knowledge into the tacit dimension.

Third Point of Convergence:
Competence and Connoisseurship

The potential for interplay between constructivist and intensive—explicit instruction
is broadened by work in linguistics, literary criticism (Culler, 1975) and aesthetic
response (Eisner, 1991). All of these writers posit ways in which tacit knowledge
enables us to masterfully interact with the world.

Eisner (1991) agrees with Polanyi that tacit knowledge plays a significant role
in how we experience and appreciate the world. “Perception,” he says, “is a function
of the transactions between the qualities of the environment and what we bring to
those qualities” (p. 63). Eisner explores this phenomenon by discussing connois-
seurship. According to Eisner, a person develops the abilities of a connoisseur by
internalizing knowledge that enables the masterful perception of some object.

To illustrate his idea, Eisner uses the example of a wine connoisseur. A wine
connoisseur’s expertise has to enable him or her to perceive and differentiate taste,
color, and scent. The connoisseur has to place wine in its appropriate class, under-
stand the science of winemaking, and bring other components of “antecedent knowl-
edge” into play so as to fully appreciate a wine. Eisner extends the concept of con-
noisseurship to life in general:

To some degree all people have some degree of connoisseurship in some
arca of life. In virtally all cases, however, the level of their connoisseur-
ship can be raised through tuition. Teachers of literature can help people
learn how to read a novel. . . . Coaches help players learn how 1o read a
field of play in motion. . . . Critics of film and painting help others learn to
see what they might otherwise not notice. . . . In the process, people’s con-
sciousness is raised, and they become more able to notice and respond to
such material. (p. 69)

Culler (1975) makes similar claims about the role of knowledge in appreciating
experience in his description of “literary competence.” Drawing on Noam Chomsky's
notion of linguistic competence, like Eisner, Culler sees our experience of the world
as a being shaped by what we bring to experience. He summarizes Chomsky’s notion
of linguistic competence, an explanation of how our understanding of language is
predicated upon a complex web of tacit and explicit knowledge, as follows:

Whenever a speaker of a language hears a phonetic sequence, he is able to
give it meaning because he brings to the act of communication an amazing
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repertoire of comscious and unconscions knowledge. Mastery of the
phonological, syatactic and semantic systems of his language enables him
to convert the sounds into discrete units, 10 recognize words, and to assign
a structural description and interpretation to the resulting sentence, even
though it be quite new to him. Without this implicit knowledge, this inter-
nalized grammar, the sequence of sounds does not speak to him. (p. 113)

Culler extends the idea of competence to include the appreciation of literature
and, like Eisner, concludes that the ability to sense a work in all of its richness
requires extensive tacit knowledge. Just as we need lin guistic competence to under-
stand a speaker of a langnage, so we need “literary competence” to appreciate liter-
ary works.

To read a text as literature is not to make one’s mind a tabula rasa and
approach it without preconceptions; one must bring to it an implicit under-
standing of the operations of literary discourse which tells one what to
look for. . . . Anyone lacking this knowledge . . . would be unable to read
it as literature . . . because he lacks the complex ‘literary competence’
which enables others to proceed. He has not internalized the ‘grammar’ of
literature, which would permit him to convert linguistic sequences into lit-
erary structures and meanings. (p. 114-115}

By describing how tacit knowledge enables learning, Culler and Eisner provide
a final point for considering how constructivist and IE instruction can be integrated.
Perhaps IE instruction is necessary for clear and efficient teaching of skills, strate-
gies, conceptual knowledge, and so on, which are necessary components of being a
connoisseur or of being competent in a discipline in the way Culler defines compe-
tence. Our rich construction of experience can be enhanced through intensive-
explicit instruction.

CONCLUSION

In recent years, several authors have reconsidered the contention that constructivist
and intensive-explicit instruction are mutually exclusive pedagogies (Harris &
Graham, 1994; Pressley et al., 1992). I believe we will all benefit if this integrative
exploration continues to be an important part of the conversation taking place in the
research literatare and in schools.

I have offered additional conversation starters and points to ponder by compar-
ing and contrasting constructivist and intensive—explicit instruction and suggesting
ways in which the two approaches may be integrated. Perhaps the strengths of each
approach can accommodate the limitations of each. For example, if intensive—explicit
learning takes place within the authentic, holistic learning experiences proposed by
constructivist instruction, students will be more likely to generalize and internalize
their learning. In the same light, if IE instruction is used to teach essential communi-
cation, literacy, computational, and social skills and strategies to students who are
experiencing constructivist instruction, perhaps students will be better prepared (o
participate in activities that call for social construction of knowledge.
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More research can help educators better understand how the two approaches can
be integrated. My conception of mechanical and metaphorical knowledge may be
one starting point. Although both mechanical and metaphorical knowledge exist
along a continuum, the suggestion that intensive—explicit instruction is more appro-
priate for mechanical knowledge and that constructivist instruction is more appro-
priate for metaphorical knowledge appears to have face validity.

Polanyi’s work provides another way of thinking about how to bring together
the two approaches. Specifically, the distinction Polanyi makes between explicit and
tacit knowledge provides a framework for better understanding how constructivist
and intensive—explicit instruction can be integrated. The goal of internalization or
generalization, central to both instructional approaches, may be better understood as
the transformation of explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge, the act Polanyi refers
to as “indwelling.”

Finally, Culler’s “competence” is a possible model for bridging the gap between
constructivist and intensive-explicit instruction, as is Eisner’s “connoisseurship.”
Chomsky’s linguistic competence can be extended, as Culler suggests, to include lit-
erary competence and, I submit, scientific competence, mathematical competence,
historical competence, as well as competence in many other disciplines. Therefore,
if our experience of a phenomenon is dependent upon the development of “compe-
tence” throngh internalization of extensive tacit and explicit knowledge, educators
need to consider carefully what kind of knowledge enables competence in each dis-
cipline. We need to better understand when IE instruction and constructivist instruc-
tion are most appropriate for teaching prior knowledge for these competencies, com-
petencies that will enable people to construct richer, more meaningful experiences in
life.

FINAL THOUGHTS

This chapter began with the story of Alex, who was diagnosed as having a learning
disability but who learned a complicated video game so quickly that he mastered it
in 4 days. The two instructional approaches considered here suggest different rea-
sons that Alex learned his video game so well.

A constructivist might suggest that Alex was successful because he was work-
ing on an authentic task that was meaningful to him, that he felt free to make errors,
that the game provided him a chance to internalize learning in a real-world, (if a
video game can be considered real world) experience. Alex was not learning prereq-
uisite skills for video games; he was learning while playing the game.

A teacher using intensive—explicit instruction might see Alex’s success from a
different perspective. Perhaps Alex learned the game quickly because his learning
was goal-oriented, and his practice attempts were structured with increasing diffi-
culty so he was able to master skills and keep moving forward to more complicated
levels of the game. Maybe Alex was successful because he received immediate feed-
back on his correct and incorrect moves, and thus learned to eliminate errors and
play the game with mastery.
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Looking at Alex’s leaming from these different vantage points provides us with
a much broader picture of the boy’s learning experience. In brief, we have the poten-
tial to see more because we see from two different perspectives.

I hope that this discussion illustrates how better understanding constructivist
and intensive—explicit instruction holds the potential to help us see more. By contin-
uing to look at constructivist and intensive—explicit instruction from each other’s
vantage point, and by looking for innovative and powerful ways to integrate these
two approaches, I hope we will Jearn how to Tender education more effective,
authentic, and enjoyable for ail children. Perhaps by learning how to better blend
constructivist and intensive—explicit instruction, we can learn how to better create
learning experiences that children find as captivating as Alex did his video game.
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