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I believe that we shall be able to interpret meanings and meaning-making in a principled manner only in the degree to which we are able to specify the structure and coherence of the larger contexts in which specific meanings are created and transmitted. 









- Jerome Bruner
Introduction


The current trend in education is toward a traditional, teacher-directed learning approach. This allows for the standardization of education and is a direct result of the dire texts A Nation at Risk, America 2000 and the subsequent development of standardized testing mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act. The punitive nature of the government interventions on education reform has created a frantic desire among school administrators and educators to raise test scores at just about any cost. Thus, the back-to-basics, i.e. teach-to-the-test approach is in full force. Students are asked to be passive recipients of knowledge; processing thought in identical ways, and delivering proof of their conceptual knowledge in gray-scale, pencil-to-paper. Wash, rinse, repeat ad-nauseam.

There is another school of thought, however, in the form of the Progressive movement, and more specifically, for my purposes, the Constructivist theory of learning. This theory was based on the ideas of so-called Progressive educational philosophers, who theorized that students approach their educational environment having some understanding of the world and a distinct point of view through which they process new information. This can be contrasted against the “Traditional” view of children as blank slates.   Constructivism narrows the overarching Progressive view to further theorize that people learn by constructing knowledge through actively engaging with authentic and meaningful problems and experiences. 
Choice as an Integral Part of a Constructivist-Based Pedagogy


Student choice is an essential part of the Constructivist learning theory. As teachers act as facilitators, guiding students and providing structure through reasoning and questioning; so then do students act as primary decision-makers, formulating choices and coming to conclusions. Having a choice in their education provokes students to develop theories, answers, and justifications based on prior knowledge, belief system, and culture. In other words, students are asked to become creative and critical thinkers. Again, in contrast to the traditional educational view of children as empty vessels to be filled, and thus creating carbon copies of knowledge, Constructivist pedagogy looks to the whole-child as a potential inventor, creator, enhancer, and member of society. 
            Applications of choice in this context are inherent in virtually every step of all Constructivist pedagogies. Students either develop or select from a range of topics, processes, and products. They have the opportunity to tailor learning to their own needs, interests, and purposes. Students choose materials, time allotments, and even assessment guidelines. While the teachers provide support, guidance, and structure, the goal is for students to feel responsible for their learning.    
The Value of Student Choice in the Classroom:
Many Theoreticians Approve

One of the most fundamental tenets of Democracy is the freedom of individual choice. Whether it was government, religion, or any myriad of social issues, the recognization of individuals as having value made choice an inalienable right. It should be of no great surprise then that many proponents of progressive education were also those who envisioned and supported democracy. In 1725 Giovanni Vico proposed the theory that understanding is developed through personal experience and each understanding should be equally honored. 

Another theorist for both democratic governance and education was John Dewey, who spoke of the need for a public versed in ethical decision-making to fix an ailing democracy. He further proposed that children should be allowed to determine the course of their learning and teachers should strive to understand students’ experiences in order to help them choose that path. (1959)

Jerome Bruner argued that the mind develops and organizes understanding through mediation of narratives constructed upon an individual’s unique cultural context. Therefore, in order to organize and develop understanding, students must be able to specify the contexts in which they can best assimilate knowledge. Bruner saw children as active problem-solvers, able to solve problems often considered to complex, if they are allowed to develop their own context and learning is structured to meet their needs. Also, Bruner felt that students should at all times take an active role in the learning process. (Bruner, 1963)
`
In 1969, Rugg & Shumaker again linked education to democracy by stating that the ability to self-govern is learned through the practice of self-governance. This would mean making informed choices. Students should learn to govern through taking an active role in the lesson planning, ‘administering of the curriculum’, and in the course of their school social interactions. The educational theorists compare the cognitively active life of a progressive school’s student body to the bore and passive population of a traditional school.   

Finally, Susan Wade, in 2000, declared that student choice and opportunities for leadership in learning are essential to the constructivist model. Wade and others argue that without providing students with options and personal choice, we are denying them input into their own learning. In essence, we are denying them. 
Research of the Connection Between Choice & Intrinsic Motivation

It has been proposed that the implementation of choice in the classroom allows students to see the value of their contributions and helps them feel included, honored in their classroom environment, and gives them a deeper understanding of meaning. This translates into motivation for learning and, specifically, into a continued engagement with learning. There have been many studies done as testament to the efficacy of choice as a motivating factor. The following are two of the most well-known of the studies.


A well-known study on the effect of choice on motivation was conducted in 1978 by Zuckerman et al. In this study many children were grouped and paired homogeneously, then separated to compare reactions to the study. At different times, both students in each group were asked to enter the same environment and solve a puzzle. The only difference was that one student was allowed to choose the puzzle while the other was directed to solve a puzzle (the same one the yoked child chose). The child who was allowed choice of puzzle was also allowed to switch puzzles and allowed to choose the amount of time they spent in the room. It was predicted and found that subjects who chose the activities and time spent in the environment demonstrated greater motivation, cognitive activity, and perseverance than the group that was not allowed choice.  

A second study by Cordova and Lepper (1996), evaluated choice as a motivator in context of teaching methodology. This experiment utilized four classes of elementary students; one in a control group that received lessons via a traditional, teacher-directed method. The other three groups were offered the same material but delivered in a variety of contexts, either generic or tailored to their learning styles, interests, or real-life contexts. Significantly for the purposes of this paper, half of the students in each group were offered choice of activity or various incidental aspects of the learning contexts.  Researchers concluded that the addition of choice to student curriculum produced dramatic increases in students' motivation, cognitive activity, meaningful connections made to subject matter, their feeling of competence, and their desire for continued learning. 
* These and other studies have shown that structured choice is more conducive to learning than no choice or free choice.  
Conclusion

It is from the creation and discussion of democracy that the progressive movement of education finds its roots. From there, the Constructivist learning theory evolved. Though the current trend in education is somewhat opposed to this view, constructivism has much support in research, literature, and practice. 


Choice is a central feature of any child-centered instructional program. The motivating and differentiating factors of student-chosen, open-ended activities have been touted by many educational theorists and researchers. Through choice students have the opportunity to take responsibility for their learning and develop decision-making skills to last through their lives. Through choice students can become critical thinkers, life-long learners, and socially responsible adults.  Yay choice!
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