New CRIEI (Feb 22, ‘10): 

Title:   “Rethinking Constructivism”

Abstract: Some constructivists claim that all knowledge is merely a social construction. This makes science seem to have no solid foundations. Dr. Baldwin will present philosophical and scientific rebuttals to that view. He will discuss behavioral perspectives on these topics--weaving in numerous examples from studies on children.

Start with key ideas of my book (to sell a few copies and draw attn to it and its contributions). Then explain how constructivists see all talk as relative, hence scientific research is no special thing. Hence research on children’s behavior and interventions is “no big deal.” How many education departments let the future teachers of America just “do their thing” rather than sharing techniques that really help children, parents and related social systems. And the USA cannot afford to raise the next generation on hunches and random (untried, untested) ideas and methods. 

How can we move our fields forward, with constructivists devaluing scientific research and data-based interventions. This is a serious challenge! I do not know any really easy answers. I have hopes that the internet is going to make it easier for people to find empirical research and learn the difference between useful and un-useful information…and that is what pragmatism is all about. How do we find pragmatically useful information? How do we create pragmatically useful information? 




100 years ago, the MEDICAL profession realized the need to test their drugs and procedures via the scientific methods. It helped lots. 

PSYCH and EDUC are reaching a similar time—for schools, therapy and counseling. Science can help. 



“Which practices work best?” ---> a boon to kids, parents and all of society. 

BUT there are people—such as social constructivists and deconstructionists—




who distrust and/or dislike science, 





and they are very critical of science. 


They attack science and have created the SCIENCE WARS. 

My wife and I talk about these issues all the time. We have been doing science research since the late ’60 and find it rather valuable. 


First decade = primates in South & Central American jungles.


Studied learning, because young mks learn lots. 


Wrote on natural learning in mks in natural environments. 


Taught, but students were not interested in mks.


So turned to learning in natural environments    ---> BPEL. 








Take book along. 


Then specialized in sex and rels, teaching 2000 Ss / year

We have learned lots about life from behavioral science and


not happy to see science quickly dismissed as a 









“mere construction.”

How do we defend science in face of sometimes withering crits? 

(PS: Behaviorists can be at a loss in JOB INTERVIEWS that ask them to show how their work related to constructivism // ideas about constructivism. It is not us, but we can understand it and see why it is not us … then rebut it. 


A) THE PROBLEM:
Science can be seen as “merely a social construction”



just another form of talk






maybe even B.S.

Skinner’s analysis of VERBAL BEHAVIOR  (VB), gives us 




many sci insights about this. 
Humans can construct  VB very easily > chimps


We create accounts, stories, religions, sciences, etc


We may think ours is best; but it is not so easy. 

Some Exs:

In 1890, many NEWTONIANS  thought alles = explainable by science

LOGICAL POSITIVISM and Bertrand RUSSEL  

· science could lead to impeccable truths, 

· based on “hard facts” and “logic”

But this is now seen as a OVERSTATEMENT. 

By the 1960s, THOMAS KUHN gave people the idea that scientific paradigms can never be compared or evaluated objectively, and many people still think that today. 

Kuhn and mod constructivists can empower manhy people to put down paradigms they dislike, includo behavioral research. 


This leads to a relativism, that  => all talk = constructions. Behavioral science is no more solid 


than theories of internal motivation and cognitive dissonance. 

“My life could be my dream inside of another dream inside of yet a deeper dream. Infinite regresses show how hopeless knowledge is.” 


B) FIRST ATTEMPTS AT A SOLUTION

Back in the 1970s, I thought of writing a BK called “Behaviorism on Paradigms”. BOP




The best paradigms ---> (+) reinfs 





Weak ones ----> failures. 

KET PT: 

Philosophers would not admit that BOP was a sufficient defense of science, since it was using one science to defend the science of paradigm acceptance and rejection. I’m sure cog diss theory can prove its paradigm is best, given its internal system of logic. 
Thus I eventually realized that we need a philosophy that can help us analyze science from a traditional philosophy perspective; and you will see that it is different from my old BOP. 

-------------------

Behavioral psych deals nicely with constructions. People construct things all the time. 


(1) Kids construct blocks into towers: some get tall, rewarding the skills for stacking carefully. Some fall down, punishing sloppy piling. (2) Bridge builders build much more complex constructions. Some fall down, with aversive consequences; and others are aesthetically beautiful and function well, with rewarding consequences. 

As BF Skinner knew in Verbal Behavior, (1) kids learn to create verbal constructions early in life. Some work well and lead to rewarding consequences. Others lead to punishment, perhaps the loss of a friend – or the opportunity to do some nice things.” Oops, I said the wrong thing.” 

(2) Adults can produce some very complex verbal constructions, such as theories of behavior psychology. It is very easy for people to criticize these complex verbal constructions as “mere fictions,” especially if they have an alternative view of things. “The behavioral paradigm is nonsense because it neglects deep unconscious psycho-dynamics.” 


C) MORE RECENT SOLUTIONS

George Herbert MEAD

 = a philosopher who can help us. 

founder of pragmatism


gives diff view from Descartes and Plato
(2 key prior guys)
Descartes





Plato


know 



know


nothing



alles (perfectly)

Pragmatism gives intermediate position. 






Abs no E







but VB not ZERO

RFs = best test of any ideas (VB/ social constructions). 


RFs = unwilled, beyond our control

Better Mead Ex? Everyday life? 2nd coming in 1879 no E? 

Mead ex: Newtonians lost credibility with the RFs found by







Heisenberg (19..)







and Einstein (19..)

Even once powerful theories can fall under RFs 

Ideas E on a continuum from 


HI on RFs 







LO on RFs

Some “recalcitrant reality” 




knocks down some ideas more than others


A MODERN PHILOS OF SCI: 

Pickering’s studied the scientists who discovered quarks. 

They CR many hypotheses and ran many experiments. 


Most -----> “resistance” 

RFs



“Resistance” just happens, much as RFs do.
Try again, over & over: 
Most -----> “resistance” 

RFs

Each failure -----> “accommodation” 

over & over






(Beh Mod)

Rare successes (+) = “interactive stabilization”







temporary successes…

But usually, the next trials 
-----> “resistance” 

RFs
RFs >>>> successes


D) Where next?

Philos of Sci   
is similar to BOP







but more acceptable to Philos/rs

BOP ===> that both (+) and (-) 
(and EXT)







shape SCI

Philos of sci is diff

Ps can be easily lulled into ACCEPTING idea-X





by POS reinf that we have to be careful










critical

Actually, Skinner said much the same in 






BEYOND FREEDOM AND DIGNITY

We can become happy slaves to ideas that lull us into happy habits. 

It is the crits and RFs 

that shock us, wake us up



They tell us “NATURE RESISTS”
At the same time, we know Skinner wanted us to have more POS in life,

So we can work on / POS in child rearing, loving rels, etc





at school, counseling and marriage. 

But SCI responds more to RFs and resistance


There is no question that all knowledge in constructed with words and symbols. Einstein tried to capture some useful knowledge with e=mc2. My aunt tells me that e=mc2 is a useless mess of symbols. Who should I believe? What methods should I use to make my decision? 

The fact that all knowledge in constructed with words and symbols does not mean that all knowledge is arbitrary/ random, as some radical constructivists might make you think. 

The meaning of words is arbitrary, hence there are different worlds for “fire” in the various languages of the world. But the statements we make with words are not always arbitrary. Some are meaningless gibberish; but some contain interesting information, and some contain extremely valuable information. 

We can test some constructions; and Karl Popper tells us that these are the most valuable of constructions. 

We test them in various ways. Mead => repugnant facts are the strongest test. 

But we behaviorists know that there are other tests that are quite valuable, even if not as strong as Mead’s repugnant facts. 

When we act on any particular piece of knowledge, what are the consequences? How about the theory that “treating others nicely increases the chances of having rewarding interactions?”

What can we learn from the consequences of our actions when we put various theories of behavior into action. 

Do acts of kindness often lead to rewarding interactions? Do insults often escalate into ugly interactions?

Cite Michael Shermer’s Skeptic webpages and article from Science American; along with BF Skinner’s work. 
Nice to create a virtuous spiral of positive feedback. It is not “out of control.”

AVOID talking about needing to increase US education in order to compete with China and India in the international marketplace. BUSINESS = a red herring at academic venues and may make people suspicious or wary of the speaker. 


A talk to the annual meetings of the CRIEI 

12/12/09 reworking = 

I know behaviorists who have been applying for jobs and did not know how to answer the question: “What is your take on constructivism?” Their failure to answer this question caused them to lose the job. To many behaviorists, constructivism seems like a bit of a mystery. But it need not. Let’s start with the basics and work to a behavioral analysis of constructivism. 

Some constructivists claim that all knowledge is merely a social construction. This makes science seem to have no solid foundations. As a behaviorist, I first felt threatened by this theory of knowledge and science. It is often associated with a radical version of relativism that makes all knowledge seem to be completely unfounded. All knowledge is merely a bunch of stories, and who can possibly know which stories are correct, since everyone seems to have different “takes” on life and tells different stories about life, values, purposes, and even the “facts” we experience in life. 

But on second analysis, we can see constructivism as saying that all knowledge is couched in terms of words and symbols. If we only have collections of words and symbols, it might seem that there would be no way to tell if one set of words and symbols is any better than any others. If we do not have access to some perfect set of observations about absolute truth, how could we tell which symbolic construction is “the right one”? 

If we take the approach Skinner took in Verbal Behavior, the stories, words and symbols are part of our behavior repertoire. Most accounts about the world are created on an ad hoc basis and have very little claim to “perfect accuracy,” though some do contain useful information. ((73% of all stats are invented on the fly/ moment.))

Many are CVB—cheap verbal behavior and listeners often don’t even seem to notice. You may have run experiments in which you say things just to see if people are paying attention. I attended a lecture once in which the speaker tossed in random schnurds from time to time and most of the listeners did not notice. He told me later that he did this first as a challenge to himself to spice up his statistics lectures with different gerbil patter to keep his own mind perked up as he explained things for the twentieth year. (A BS detector might have caught some of it, but most people didn’t. Lots of social talk just blends in and people keep talking as if the BS were pretty much like everything else that was being said. 

So who cares which words people use? Comedians do, or they lose their audience and lose their bookings. Even though many casual conversations are full of CVB and no one seems to notice, there are times when the choice of words (and the stories that we construct) do have important consequences. If you say things that are not “PC” on many college campuses, you can be censured. If you say something heretical in a religious setting, you can end up in deep do-do. So there are social consequences to at least some of our symbolic constructions. 

All through history, there have been certain things that could not be said and certain other things that had to be said. Who cared? For many centuries, usually the king, pharaoh, emperor or other alpha male (or in some cases, alpha / ruling female) was quite concerned that his followers did not criticize him or his rule. People at various ranks in the social structure could get into serious trouble by uttering the “wrong” words; and they might rise to higher positions if they said the “right” words. The wrong words could land a person in the dungeon or hanging at the end of a rope. 

With the emergence of modern democracies and the rule of law, some nations have veered away from tyranny and made sure that people have more freedom of speech. There are still alpha males and females at the top of the system, but they have less power than dictators, and it is possible to be critical of them without losing ones head. In fact the free give and take of positive and negative comments about the leaders and their policies is part of the democratic process; and many nations have become more vibrant and strong by allowing such critical give and take. 

Leaders who create horrible policies usually suffer the consequences and lose their leadership roles. 

And that brings us to science. Scientists have to pick their words carefully in part to avoid social censure from colleagues and/or nonscientific onlookers. But scientists also have to frame their scientific theories so they can be tested by the consequences that may emerge after putting the hypothesis to the test. ………more……….

Repugnant facts count more than positive consequences because…. (in my book). 

Creativity counts less than the test of consequences. 

History leads to some good thought experiments (Gedanken experimenten). Five centuries ago, the book “The Good Shepard” summarized the information shepherds needed to know to take care of their sheep: What plants were good or bad for sheep, etc. The book was very pragmatic, sharing as much information as the people had at the time. Today, the book looks quite primitive compared to modern books on animal husbandry, but it was full of useful information for the people of the time. In addition, most people could not read, so the local priest had to read the book and share the information with shepherds who wanted to know. Most people needed only narrow ranges of information and even limited information was pragmatically useful. Today’s world is far more complex and people hunger for far more information: How pick retirement investments wisely, how to use new internet portals, how to help your child have better friendships, and countless other topics. Many people learn by trial and error, but increasing numbers realize that they can do better. They also realize that they need to tell which information is likely to be more reliable; so more individuals are hungry for cues. Telling people that our information is based on careful research. The “gold standard” can involve various methods, and you know the ones that work best for your particular problem. Some like to say that the “gold standard” involves having individuals randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with double blind data collection and analysis. But we know that there are many gold standard methods. The sooner we can help people to see that our work fits one kind of gold standard or another, the better. We should brain storm various ways to plug our work for the good of individuals who want to tell pragmatically useful information from random constructions. 

Gold standard is different for different branches of science and fields of study. Think of familiar and catchy words that YOU like: such as, top gun, alpha, seal of approval, parent’s choice, gold star, going platinum, king. Chinese people seem to like imperial quality. 

Carl writes: 

The Good Shepherd (original title Le Bon Berger) was composed in1379, according to the preface to the work itself. No manuscript copy survives, so we have had to work from a 16th-centuryprinted version. 

What you've written about the Good Shepherd is fine. You could change "five centuries ago" to "more than six centuries ago", since the book was composed in 1379. In addition to information about which plants are good and bad for sheep, Jean de Brie (the author) discusses remedies for various sheep illness--though for many of them he concludes that "there is not remedy" or "the disease is usually fatal". Another area he discusses is the weather, and how to tell, from the behavior of birds and other animals, what sort of weather is in the offing. And twelve chapters are devoted to the activities of the shepherd, what he needs to do in each calendar month.

1) Start with key ideas of my book (to draw attn to it and its contributions). Then explain how constructivists see all talk as relative, hence scientific research is no special thing: It's just more talk. Hence research on children's behavior and interventions is "no big deal." How many education departments let the future teachers of America just "do their thing" rather than sharing techniques that really help children, parents and related social systems. And the USA cannot afford to raise the next generation on hunches and random (untried, untested) ideas and methods. 

2) How can we move our fields forward, with constructivists devaluing scientific research and data-based interventions. This is a serious challenge! I do not know any really easy answers. I have hopes that the internet is going to make it easier for people to find empirical research and learn the difference between useful and un-useful information…and that is what pragmatism is all about. How do we find pragmatically useful information? How do we create pragmatically useful information? 

3) History leads to some good thought experiments (Gedanken experimenten). Five centuries ago, the book "The Good Shepard" summarized the information shepherds needed to know to take care of their sheep: What plants were good or bad for sheep, etc. The content of the book looks very primitive compared to modern books on animal husbandry. In addition, most people could not read, so the local priest or pastor had to read the book and share the information with shepherds who wanted to know. Most people needed only narrow ranges of information and even limited information was pragmatically useful. Today's world is far more complex and people hunger for far more information: How pick retirement investments wisely, how to use new internet portals, how to help your child have better friendships, and countless other topics. Many people learn by trial and error, but increasing numbers realize that they can do better. They also realize that they need to tell which information is likely to be more reliable; so more individuals are hungry for cues. Telling people that our information is based on careful research. The "gold standard" can involve various methods, and you know the ones that work best for your particular problem. Some like to say that the "gold standard" involves having individuals randomly assigned to experimental and control groups, with double blind data collection and analysis. But we know that there are many gold standard methods. The sooner we can help people to see that our work fits one kind of gold standard or another, the better. We should brain storm various ways to plug our work for the good of individuals who want to tell pragmatically useful information from random constructions. 

We need to do some creative constructivism ourselves, not to cheapen our product, but to increase its visibility to users who want pragmatically useful programs. We need SDs that will cue people that we have powerful tools and want to join with us in our approaches to behavioral development. 

For example, telling people about the benefits of 10,000 hrs of practice really catches their attention, and that new book (Outliers, by Malcolm Gladwell, 2009?, Back Bay Books) uses this to its advantage. People do not like uncertainty: It is aversive. So clues that reduce uncertainty and reveal which information is pragmatically useful are secondary reinforcers in and of themselves—especially if the follow up consequences are valuable. Telling people that our science is based on gold standard methods can help. Saying that our studies have a diamond ring is good, too. Platinum. Let’s get creative. All science is a construction, so we are only helping people find the work we have constructed. 

Let me make a proposal that would affront some scholars: We have a right to “sell” our best stuff. Platonic tradition tells us not to “sell” our ideas with “ad hominem” arguments; but pragmatism shows how wrong Platonic logic is. Plato valued reason over everything else. Plato did not want poets to write because they spoke to people emotions rather than reason. He wanted government to be run by philosopher kings who used reason and transcendental logic, hence did not trust democracy. Many of us were told to respect the ancient Greek logic, but pragmatism tells us a different story: Expose you ideas to the test of the consequences that follow from putting those ideas into action. The best ideas win and earn reinforcement. We have a right to feel the emotions of pride in our ideas. We have a right to package those ideas in ways that non-specialists can remember and put into action. If we do not, lots of children and adults will lead less happy and creative lives. 

Our knowledge can help people turn their lives into art forms full of quality behavior. Once people learn to do this, it is effortless to share that behavior with others and let them see the beauty of it. Observational learning is often quite effective in spreading ideas and behavior, but we have to be able to articulate our ideas in words can others can use as rules for guiding their rule-governed behavior, too. Different reinforcement is the prime mover of behavior change, so it is needed too—but using it subtly is often far more effective than hammering it home. 
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