CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In order to conduct this study, the researcher depended upon sources that were available through the Ebscohost Academic Premier Service provided by the Congressman Frank J. Guarini Library of New Jersey City.

The articles were reviewed and critiqued.  A discussion follows where the researcher relates information that is deemed vital to the furtherance of this study.  The categories are based upon the grouping of ideas meant to support the research: Constructivism, Authentic Learning and Assessment, and Technology in Social Studies.   First, let us examine Constructivism.

Constructivism


Alesandrini and Larson (2002) discuss the principles of constructivism and what measures must be taken to encourage educators to effectively implement the principles of constructivism in the classroom.  The authors discuss all the components of constructivism and how they apply to the learning process.  They then suggest that teachers learn something using the principles of constructivism before trying to implement the strategies themselves in the classroom.  Because most educators have not learned in this manner, the authors believe that it is essential that teachers experience the benefits and rewards of this learning style.


Alesandrini and Larson discuss what constructivism means to learning.  The authors start by stating that learning results from the learner’s own exploration and discovery.  The learner will collect new information and process it by making connections with previous knowledge and experience.  Because learning takes place in this manner, the teacher must step away from his/her traditional role of information provider and be transformed into the role of a facilitator or coach as students move towards their own meaningful goals.


In the grand scheme of constructivism, it is believed that “learning is a community activity facilitated by shared inquiry” (Alesandrini & Larson, 2002).  Collaborative work groups provide students with an opportunity to reflect upon and share insights within the group infrastructure.  Group work also allows students to see how problems can be solved from various perspectives.  Because individual members of the group bring their own learning experiences to the table, the end product changes.


The authors of this article also emphasize that learning takes place during the constructivist process.  This process eliminates students having to gain an understanding of the content before applying it to concepts already meaningful.  In this theory, students learn while exploring their application.  This unique feature allows for formative evaluation rather than waiting for an end product to be assessed.


Alesandrini and Larson claim that learning results from taking part in authentic activities.  Learning should be based on activities and problems that students may face in their everyday life outside the classroom.  This recipe will produce outcomes that are unique and vary from student to student.  Because students are building on their prior knowledge and making their own “real-life” connections, end products will diverge from one another.

Although Alesandrini and Larson had the foresight to conduct professional development workshops that had participants engage in a lesson using the constructivism theory, the article fails to show any data that would allow the researcher to see how many of the teachers in attendance utilize what they had learned at the workshop.  These statistics would show how effective the professional development was in getting teachers to implement the method in their classroom.

This article provides the background on the constructivist theory that will be followed in the model.  Before proceeding, the principles of the theory must clearly be defined.  The primary aspects of constructivism clearly illustrate how individuals learn.  By following the guidelines provided by Alesandrini and Larson in the model, students will be able to take social studies content and meaningful connections by building on prior knowledge from the “real-world”.


Now the researcher will explore how the constructivist theory ties into social studies education.  Jadallah (2000) provides several factors that must be considered when developing social studies lessons that incorporate the constructivist views.  He uses a scenario where a young girl boards a bus with her father and witnesses an argument between three adults.  In the course of this argument, several racial innuendos are exchanged.  The young girl then asks her father about what had just transpired.  Jadallah proceeds to give two possible responses and explains how these responses affect the young girl’s learning experience.  


In the first scenario, the father simply tells the young girl to forget about the whole thing and fails to explain what had happened.  From this experience, the young girl will use her prior knowledge to help process this new experience.  The result may have the young girl to conclude that people are mean when they argue.


The second and more educational scenario calls for the father to explain the principles of racism based on the color of one’s skin and how some people treat others differently based on these differences.  From this experience, the young girl is learning important concepts that will allow her to analyze and discuss the experience.


From this second scenario, Jadallah builds his case for constructivist methods of learning in social studies.  The scenario just shows that “our life experiences develop into a frame of reference that comprises knowledge, beliefs, and values, which determine who we are and how we behave” (Jadallah).  The fact that all experiences are not of equal value does not mean that students are not constructing relevant and meaningful understandings.  In order to facilitate relevant and meaningful understandings, the experience must provide students with the opportunity to explore, analyze, evaluate, and synthesize knowledge into a frame of reference that can be built on by prior knowledge.


Jadallah also states that before planning lessons, teachers should consider how the experience could be made meaningful and relevant to the students.  The use of factual examples should be investigated and analyzed and applied to “real life” experiences, rather than merely tested on an exam.  It is through a deeper factual understanding that the key concept of social studies can be used to build on prior knowledge and provide a meaningful learning experience.


The author believes that in an ever-changing society, it is essential to provide students with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values that will help them successfully apply existing knowledge to new applications.  The idea that there is an absolute body of knowledge that students can learn can be an overwhelming thought, but providing students with skills needed to make connections with concepts from prior knowledge will make this process more meaningful.

Although Jadallah’s article is important to this study, he fails to cite any recent sources throughout his article.  Much has been written on the topic of constructivism, but Jadallah focused much on the work of Vygotsky and Piaget, the forefathers of constructivism, as the center of his article.  Jadallah’s article would also have benefited from having a comparison chart that would display the results the learning experience by the young girl witnessing racism first hand.  This would have provided the researcher with a summary that would have helped to highlight that key point.


Jadallah’s article in pertinent to this study because it demonstrates how constructivist ideas of learning apply to social studies.  This article builds on the principles of constructivism discussed by Alesandrini and Larson’s and describes how these ideas pertain to social studies education.  By providing meaningful and relevant experiences, students will be able to internalize the with concepts from prior knowledge and apply them to real life scenarios.


Rice and Wilson (1999) discuss how to utilize technology in the social studies classroom following the constructivist methods of learning.  This article continues to build on the previous two articles and provides effective measures to incorporate technology into the model.  Rice and Wilson emphasize that providing a computer in the classroom will not foster learning.  In order to promote learning, technology must be incorporated “using collaboration in problems solving, allowing construction of knowledge by students, having learning occur in meaningful contexts, and relating learning to students’ own experiences” (Rice & Wilson, 1999).


The effective use of computers in the classroom can play an important role in developing higher-order thinking skills such as defining problems, judging information, solving the problems, and drawing appropriate conclusions.  Its usage can also aid in the process of gathering information, inquiry, and collaboration with peers.  Several authoring tools that fit within the constructivist learning method in learning social studies include various types of simulation software, videodiscs, multimedia, and telecommunications such as email and the Internet.


Rice and Wilson then go onto discuss these different authoring tools and their capabilities.  This is followed by several social studies lesson ideas that incorporate using technology following the constructivist ideas of learning.  These lessons demonstrate how technology can be used to produce a product that demonstrates higher-order thinking, connections to prior knowledge, and evidence that the students have found the content material relevant to the world around them.

The most useful portion of Rice and Wilson’s article is the section that provides different activities that can be utilized within the classroom.  After searching through many articles on this topic, Rice and Wilson were the only authors who actually provided sample lessons that can be implemented in the classroom that support their claim.  By doing so, Rice and Wilson prevent those who criticize constructivism from questioning how the theory can be applied in the classroom.

Rice and Wilson then discuss the ideas and strategies that are incorporated into the model of this study.  Following the ideals of the constructivists discussed in Alesandrini and Larson’s and Jadallah’s articles on how social studies can be taught using the constructivist methods, Rice and Wilson provide further insight about ways to take the lesson to the next level of higher-order thinking and learning.  This can be accomplished by incorporating technology into the variables within this study.  These articles were relevant because they provided the foundation needed for building a social studies lesson that incorporates technology and follows the principles of constructivism.

Authentic Learning and Assessment

Renzulli, Gentry, and Reis’s (2004) explain how and why authentic learning works and why many educational institutions steer away from authentic learning.  The authors then offer several suggestions to educators about how to effectively incorporate authentic learning into their lessons.


In this document, the authors define authentic learning as a form of higher-order learning in which students apply relevant knowledge and skills to solving real problems.  This type of learning allows students to find and focus on a problem, determine what information they perceive as relevant, organize the information, analyze it critically, and produce a product that shows evidence that the content was understood at a higher level.  In authentic learning, the role of the student shifts from lesson learner to first-hand inquirer.  The role of the teacher in this method also changes.  Teachers abandon their role as a teacher and become more of a coach or mentor.


Although Renzulli, Gentry and Reis acknowledge that teachers must comply with the demands that educational institutions enforce upon them, they make it clear that many teachers have the skills and motivation to become the teacher they always dreamed of being.  The authors then offer suggestions about how teachers can approach reaching their “ideal classroom”.  The first step of this process is to reverse the role of the student.  Allow the students to take the role of a professional in a given situation.  It is here that students can assume the roles as investigators, writers, artists or other types of practicing professional.  This will encourage students to become more engaged and interested in the activity.  Next, educators must create a unique learning activity.  It is important not to over-plan or put too many restrictions on the activity.  The flexibility of the lesson will allow students with different learning styles to take an angle that best suits their learning needs.  Lastly, when struggling for an assignment concept, do not be afraid to consult with others.  Colleagues often provide valuable insight that may benefit your lesson.  

Renzulli, Gentry and Reis make their article easy to read and follow with the use of bulleted lists.  These lists highlight the key components that the authors are trying to make about authentic learning.  The format alone sends a message to the researcher that the information about to be read is of great importance in understanding the article.  The photographs that the authors include within their article also provide a visual of what authentic learning would look like in practice.


This article is relevant to this study because authentic learning is the driving force behind this thesis.  Renzulli, Gentry and Reis provide insight that describes what authentic learning is and its benefits for all stakeholders.  The authors clearly define the roles that students and teachers will have while taking part in an authentic activity. For the purposes of this study, the roles outlined in this article will be followed.

Dils’ (2000) article focuses on the use of authentic activities in order to integrate technology in the social studies classroom.  As the author points out, authentic activities tie into the constructivist method of learning, which calls on students to make connections with real-life experiences in order to obtain a deeper meaning.  Dils demonstrates how this can be effectively accomplished by citing several successful authentic activities that he developed as a middle school social studies teacher.  These constructivist-based lessons provided students with ample opportunities to take the content knowledge and make it relevant to the world today.  The end product created by the students demonstrated that they were able to synthesize the content material and now visualize its relevance to “real life”.  


The author also provides insight about some of the road blocks one may face when trying to persuade other educators to integrate authentic technology activities into their social studies lessons.  One such problem is that by doing so, educators are being asked to step back and allow the students to be the center of the lesson. This is necessary in the constructivist method because:

Student learning outcomes are directly affected by student learning experiences, but are affected only indirectly by teaching performance.  This reflects the fact that learning is something each student must do for him or herself, and that the role of the teacher in the educational enterprise is to see that students have learning experiences likely to result in the kinds of learning outcomes schools are supposed to teach.


Another roadblock discussed by Dils is the lack of classroom-tested examples.  He states that in order to shift from the traditional role of the social studies teacher to one that includes the constructivist use of technology, teachers must have a successful model to use as a guide.  The utilization of these practices can be an excellent way to reform the educational process so that learning is more likely to take place.


One thing Dils may want to consider in revising his article is how he displays his data.  Dils organizes his data in paragraph form.  Had he used a chart or graph instead, the relevance of the statistics could be evident.


Dils’ article helps to provide the foundation on which this study will be conducted.  By building on the principles and guidelines set forth by Renzulli, Gentry, and Reis, Dils scaffolds his model successfully by integrating technology into an authentic social studies activity.  These criterions related variables that will be followed and modeled throughout the study.  Dils also mentions that student learning may have been enhanced had more suitable technologies been available.  This study will examine his suggestions for effective technologies and incorporate them in the model.


Prestidge and Glaser (2000) discuss the different components to be considered when developing appropriate assessment tools for authentic activities for the 21st Century middle school classroom.  What makes authentic assessment different from traditional methods of assessment is that authentic assessment allows for unique and meaningful experiences to be reflected upon by the students in order to create a product that demonstrates student learning.


Rather than wait for a final product to evaluate how much students have learned, Prestidge and Glaser suggest that students be evaluated throughout the creation of the product at different intervals for both individual and collaborative work.  The authors provide an example in which middle school students design a multimedia project for social studies class.  In this scenario, Prestidge and Glaser use reflective journals to help evaluate what students were learning while conducting research on their topic.  By keeping an open line of communication with the students, feedback was provided when needed, in order to get students to explore the topic further for a deeper understanding.  This also served as an opportunity to evaluate student writing, provide insight on the writing process, and get student journals in a condition in which they can be utilized in the final multimedia product.


Next, Prestidge and Glaser touched upon the need to evaluate the social skills within a collaborative setting.  By including this assessment component, students needed to work together to synthesize the material and decide how this information would be best presented.  It should also be noted that all students should be responsible for presenting a portion of the final product.  Consequently, “the learning environment provided opportunities for a more comprehensive assessment of individual students’ academic and social growth as well as providing an authentic environment in which to teach those skills” (Prestidge & Glaser).


The authors recommend including a self-assessment and a group performance assessment.  Self-assessment requires students to evaluate their own participation, work completed individually, and within the group.  This form of assessment is beneficial because it provides an opportunity for students to reflect upon their performance and evaluate their progress at attaining the predetermined learning objectives.  Prestidge and Glaser also stated that having the groups participate in their own group evaluation helped to facilitate productive discussions among group members.  Group evaluations also enable group members to discuss expectations and group obligations that were or were not being fulfilled by other members.  This will encourage all members of the group to participate in meaningful learning activities.


Lastly, Prestidge and Glaser highlight rubrics as the best form of assessment to evaluate the final product submitted by groups.  “These rubrics should include elements that illustrate students’ understanding of the content, represent students’ technical expertise, and demonstrate students’ oral presentation.” (Prestidge & Glaser).  The authors also encourage a rubric which the students help to design, in order to help them clearly understand the expectations for quality work.  It is also important to review the rubric with the entire class before the onset of the project.  This will ensure that the students are aware of the criteria by which they will be evaluated and what is expected of them.


By including a sample of the self and peer assessment form, Prestidge and Glaser provide the researcher with an idea of how to incorporate this strategy into the study.  However, the authors fail to include a sample of the rubric used to grade the final product of an authentic activity.  Although these rubrics vary depending on the assignment requirements, the inclusion of one would have been beneficial to the researcher to use as a guide.


Prestidge and Glaser provide the documentation that is needed to build upon Dils work.  Dils’ article provides a framework from which to construct an authentic social studies activity that utilizes technology.  Unfortunately, Dils fails to provide any insight on how to assess the activity.  Utilizing Prestidge and Glaser’s research on authentic assessment, one could easily create effective assessment strategies for Dils’ activities.  For the purpose of this study, the researcher will utilize Prestidge and Glaser’s ideas on authentic assessment to evaluate student learning.

Technology in Social Studies


Articles related to technology in the social studies classroom will be examined in this section.  Glenn (2002) examines the trends in technology integration over the past five decades.  His findings show that in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, social studies education focused on inquiry as its primary instructional strategy.  It was commonly agreed that inquiry would revolutionize instructional practices in social studies classes across the country.  It was also believed that emerging computer technology would provide educators with the necessary tools in order to best facilitate the inquiry process in social studies.


Glenn then highlights the 1970’s as a time in which emergent, but effective software was created to enhance student learning in the area of social studies.  The software created was designed to foster an inquiry style of learning; however, many advocates of the inquiry method in social studies failed to embrace the new technology as an effective tool.  Thus, the common trend was for social studies teachers to select software in which the content was mostly “drill and kill” and low-level learning.  Software that would call for higher-order thinking skills were often shied away from and using technology for the inquiry process would be put on the back burner.  Inquiry-based programs such as “Oregon Trail” were seen as more of a game, and the content behind the program was often overlooked.


By the end of the 1970’s and early 1980’s, the support of technology in the social studies classroom was losing its effect on many proponents of social studies education.  Much lobbying had to be done in order to keep technology on the agenda of social studies conferences across the country, but with an overwhelming response from social studies educators, proponents of the use of technology in social studies were able to continue to work and improve the way in which technology would be integrated into social studies.  At this point, guidelines were created to help social studies educators better evaluate the software that they were using in their classrooms.  


In the 1990’s, research on the topic of technology in the social studies classroom revealed that there was a “low use of interactive technology in social studies classrooms and a very thin knowledge base from research” (Glenn, 2002).  Although this study appeared to be a blow for the proponents of technology in the social studies classroom, the research also stated that new tools were being created that could prove to be promising if social studies educators would embrace the technology, receive adequate training, and were willing to devise ways to implement them into their classrooms.


The author then points out that social studies has entered the new millennium and social studies teachers today find themselves in the same predicament as their predecessors in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  Inquiry is still the primary teaching method of choice, but the utilization of effective technologies to foster the learning process are generally not being used.  

Glenn’s article gives the researcher an overview of what has happened in the integration of technology in the social studies classroom for the last 30 years.  This overview would have been easier to follow had a timeline been included.  Sub headings for each decade could have also been created so that the researcher would be able to identify each time period more readily.


This article proved beneficial to this study because it offers insight into what teaching method is believed to be the most effective in social studies education and highlights how technology has been ineffectively utilized in the social studies classroom.  Glenn clearly reiterates that the technology for successful social studies teaching was available, but it was not utilized.  Proponents of technology in social studies have been making their arguments for the past 30 years, but unless these methods are clearly demonstrated, the trend will continue.


Berson (2002) discusses how technology has been an ever-expanding commodity, but when it comes to instruction, traditional methods are still being used.  The author suggests that this phenomenon occurs because teachers lack the theoretical basis needed to adequately determine what is beneficial, effective, or informative in integrating technology into the social studies classroom.  As a result, much time and money are spent on training educators to use new programs.  Teachers are left with the task of trying to figure out how to reconceptualize their teaching methods to effectively integrate technology.  


The author states that schools cannot simply place a computer in the classroom and expect its presence to effectively improve the way social studies is taught.  It is crucial that educators engage their students in activities that foster critical thinking and problems solving.  Berson then claims that the assimilation of technology into existing social studies lessons is a common trend that does little to differentiate from the traditional methods of teaching.  But with dynamic modifications of technology integration, Berson states that the classroom can become a place where active learning and thinking can flourish utilizing technological resources available.


Essentially, Berson supports the claims made earlier by Glenn.  The technology is available, but teachers do not have adequate training in ways to effectively incorporate technology into the inquiry-based method of learning in social studies, as was the problem 30 years ago.  In this study, the aim is to support Berson’s statement that technologies can be modified and integrated into social studies lessons, transforming the students into active learners.


Although Berson’s article provides the researcher with useful information for this study, his document is lacking in sources.  The only citation provided by Berson is for an article that he himself had written.  Further documentation should be provided where the researcher can obtain transcripts from the different conferences that were held on the topics discussed.


Bass and Rosenzweig (2001) seek to answer four questions about integrating technology into the social studies classroom.  First, what are teachers trying to accomplish by integrating technology?  Second, what approaches tend to work best?  Third, what dangers do teachers face as they selectively incorporate technology into the social studies classroom.  Fourth, how can teachers encourage and support the use of best practices in a classroom setting?


The authors attempt to answer the first question by stating that teachers are trying to help students gain a deeper understanding of the material presented rather than pure memorization and regurgitation of facts.  Their research highlights an article written in The Journal of Educational Psychology in 1917, in which the author stated that students more often than not forget the social studies material they were taught after a short period after they have taken the test.  Almost 100 years later, teachers face the same problems in social studies classes today.  Many students are so removed and disinterested in the content that they do not actually learn the material.  To reiterate this point, Bass and Rosenzweig discuss a study they conducted in 1994 in which they asked 600 Americans nationwide what their recollection of their social studies courses was like.  An overwhelming response stated it was boring because as students, they were forced to remember mundane facts such as names, dates and places. The few positive responses that they received recalled students’ experiences in their social studies classroom as being fun and engaging.  It is within these few responses that the authors are able to answer the first question.  The goal that teachers should be trying to accomplish is getting their students to become active learners.


Once educators know what they are trying to accomplish, they must decide what practices work best.  Bass and Rosenzweig then provide three frameworks for using technology to promote active learning.  One method discussed is inquiry-based learning.  It is believed that utilizing technology to expose students to actual historical documents, diaries, and artifacts is much more meaningful than reading about these items in a textbook.  The Web and various multi-media software are the resources available that make this endeavor possible. 

 The next approach discussed is the use of online interaction.  By providing students with the technology to encourage an open line of communication with their peers, teachers, and the world, a deeper learning experience can be achieved.  Technology such as email, discussion forums, bulletin boards, and webblogs are several examples of the tools that foster online interaction.  

The last topic covers ways to make student work public in new media formats.  This “encourages constructivist pedagogies through the creation and exchange of knowledge-representations, and creating opportunities for review by broader professional and public audiences” (Bass and Rosenzweig, 2001).  The students will be able to publish their work using a technology format so the whole world can witness their learning first hand at the click of a button.

Next, the authors discuss the dangers that teachers need to stay away from when attempting to integrate new technologies into their lessons.  One thing that must be avoided is the use of new technologies just for the sake of using them.  If its usage does not make sense within the structures of the lesson, do not use it because it will not be effective.  Another thing that must be avoided is selecting technology that promotes passivity within students.  The goal is to get students to become Active learners, not robots pushing buttons.  Adequate assessment tools are also needed to gauge technology’s effectiveness within the infrastructure of the social studies classroom.  Because most forms of assessment are pen-and-paper based, new forms of evaluation must be developed.

Lastly, Bass and Rosenzweig urge us to look at ways to encourage and support the integration and development of technology lessons within the social studies classroom.  To effectively meet this need, teachers must break away from traditional forms of training in which the presenters are usually experts in the field of the technology, but have little experience in classroom applications.  These goals are best fostered when a person presents training with an expertise in taking the technology and relating it to realistic classroom practices.

Bass and Rosenzweig’s article reiterates what Glenn and Berson said.  In order for technology to be effective in social studies, teachers must devise ways to produce active learners.  However, Bass and Rosenzweig’s article helps to formulate questions and answers to these questions pertaining to effective integration of technology into the social studies curriculum.

Although Bass and Rosenzweig’s article helps to provide the researcher with a deeper understanding of what direction social studies education is headed, their work at times was repetitive and tended to be drawn out.  The authors could have been more concise when writing the article and the importance of their message would not have been lost.  Bass and Rosenzweig’s thoughts and ideas were clear, but it often took them a long time to get to the point.

Their article is an important component of this study because the authors discuss their positive experiences in school that revolve around teachers who actively engaged students rather than teaching mere facts.  The lesson modeled in this study will also support Bass and Rosenzweig’s explanations and descriptions of effective technology integration into the social studies classroom. 

Summary


In Chapter II constructivism is reviewed in order to understand its significance in the classroom.  Three articles are highlighted in order to gain a better understanding of the role that constructivism plays in integrating technology into the social studies classroom.  Alesandrini and Larson provide a basic overview of the principles of constructivism as a learning theory.  Jadallah then takes these principles and relates them specifically to the area of social studies.  Rice and Wilson go a step further and discuss how to effectively incorporate technology into the social studies classroom while following the principles of constructivism.


Next, authentic learning and assessment were discussed in order to provide a better understanding of how the activities in this study will be constructed and assessed.  Renzulli, Gentry, and Reis’s article provides valuable insight about what authentic learning is and how it can be implemented in the classroom.  Dils builds on these ideas and discusses methods of incorporating authentic learning into social studies lessons.  Prestidge and Glaser then offer suggestions about how to develop authentic tools of assessment for assessing these authentic products.


Finally, the topic of technology in the social studies classroom is discussed.  In this section, Glenn provides an overview of technology integration since the 1960’s.  The ideas, misconceptions, and needs of each decade are displayed, and present day classrooms are compared to those of previous decades.  Berson adds that many of the problems with technology integration in the social studies classroom come from lack of proper professional development to train teachers to create authentic activities.  Lastly, Bass and Rosenzweig pose several questions and answers that may be asked when thinking of integrating technology into the classroom. 


In the next chapter, the researcher will document the procedures that will be followed in conducting this study and the methods in which the data will be collected and presented.

