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Abstract
Context: The present study was conducted to explain the curriculum characteristics (including, goal, content, teaching-learning
strategies, and evaluation) of the e-learning system based on principles of the constructivist approach.
Methods: The current study used the document-analysis method. The analytical codes were extracted from the main components
of the curriculum in the constructivist approach presented by international and Iranian eLearning theories. In this research, qualitative content analysis using a deductive method was also applied. Discussion and conclusion about the research questions was
done, after analyzing the research codes and establishing a relationship between the codes. Furthermore, 30 faculty members of the
field of distance learning evaluated the validity of research findings and confirmed the validity. The study population consisted of
all articles and theses related to the research subject in scientific databases. The method of sampling in the selection of articles and
theses was the “purposive-theoretical” method and the snow ball sampling method, as a systematic sampling method, was used to
select the specialists
Results: According to the epistemological principles of constructivist approach, the nature of subjective knowledge, cognitive practices, such as discussions, conversations, and personal mental representations, are symbols, and there are no independent-of-mind
facts.
Conclusions: Educational goals are employed to strengthen communication skills, negotiation, decision-making, problem-solving,
and critical-thinking. The instructors’ duties are not to present facts but to create grounds for thought. The goals are determined
through the negotiation process between the instructor and learners. The content features the reliance on selection and adaptation
of diverse contents with learners with the problem-based approach. In the eLearning system, however, the evaluation is evolutionary and qualitative.
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1. Context
In every society, education depends on educational
perspective and approach towards it, influenced by a dominant social philosophy of the society. This dominant social
philosophy appoints the views and visions of epistemology. Epistemological attitudes generally answer questions,
such as “what is knowledge?”, “how is it acquired?”, and
“what are the knowledge resources?”. Epistemological attitudes specifically explain educational dimensions, such as
the nature of knowledge, learning, content, and approach
towards education (1).
However, various approaches exist in the nature of educational contexts. This variation comes from different attitudes towards the nature and the way of acquiring knowledge. This diversity of attitudes in the learning of different

fields is beholden to the variance in epistemological and
philosophical approaches. According to Knoblauch, epistemology is the main key to select educational and training methods, it is the core to identify, differentiate, and distinguish the effective action and application of these methods (2). Since learning deals with epistemology, it is the
main focus of learning theories.
Epistemological perspectives impact all educationalsystem approaches, including the e-learning educational
system. The impacts of epistemology on the e-learning system are considered through the curriculum. However, the
education system in the modern world is faced with three
signs of progress, in which each influences important elements of the educational system, such as instructors,
learners, goals, contents, and teaching-learning strategies
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when the generation of open and distance education is established.
Emerging and developing open and distance education, the epistemology impacts on teaching-learning approaches of open and distance education in any educational generation in forms of positivism, hermeneutics,
and relativism (or post-modernism). As a result of these
views on the curriculum, the modern world faces three
signs of progress in the curriculum, in the educational system, as follows:

• The curriculum based on the behaviorist psychology or
transitional approach (1900 to 1950).

• The curriculum based on the epistemological psychology or process approach (1960 to 1980).

• The curriculum based on the constructivist psychology
or interactive approach (1990 until now).
The third generation of open and distance education, the e-learning system, is accompanied by a relativist
approach to epistemology. This approach has affected
many educational theoreticians. Adopting the fundamental epistemological principles with constructivist psychology, the theoreticians often emphasize on this approach in
their curriculums (3). When the constructivist approach is
practiced in the educational cycle, the questions of “how
would be the main elements of education will be influenced based on the approach?” will arise. One of the main
elements is the curriculum, since it has the main role in
the e-learning system. Being at the heart of any educational system, the constituent elements of the curriculum
are enormous, as many as researchers. These researchers
all believe that their elements should be considered in all
curriculums. For example, Tyler (4) expressed that four
elements should be included in all curriculums, including identifying goals, selecting contents, organizing experiences, and evaluating effectiveness. In addition, based on
the need assessment, Taba and Spalding (5) found that setting goals, selecting content, organizing content, choosing
learning activities, organizing learning activities, and evaluating effectiveness are important elements of the curriculum. However, in line with Tayler, some other researchers
summarized these elements to four main elements, such
as goal, content, performance, and evaluation of the curriculum and these elements are recognized and practiced
in the curriculum cycle (6). The third generation of open
and distance education, the e-learning educational system, is accompanied by a relativist approach to epistemology. This approach has affected many educational theoreticians. According to the adaptation of fundamental epistemological principles with the constructivist psychology,
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theoreticians often emphasize on the relativist approach
in their curriculum (3).
However, this study is first to explain and to analyze the
educational principles of constructivism. Below, Tyler’s (4)
elements are deduced, including goals, contents, teachinglearning strategies, and constructivist evaluation methods
in the e-learning educational system. Accordingly, this research proposes four questions based on the research objectives, as follows:
1. What are the dominant epistemological principles,
constructivism, in the e-learning system?
2. What are the characteristics of the goals in the curriculum of eLearning system, based on the proposed principles of the constructivist approach?
3. What are the characteristics of the content in the curriculum of eLearning system, based on the proposed
principles of the constructivist approach?
4. What are the characteristics of the teaching-learning
strategies in the curriculum of eLearning system, based
on the proposed principles of the constructivist approach?
5. What are the characteristics of the evaluation in the curriculum of eLearning system, based on the proposed
principles of the constructivist approach?
2. Methods
The current study used the document-analysis
method. The analytical codes were extracted from the
main components of the curriculum in the constructivist
approach presented by international and, subsequently,
Iranian eLearning theories. In this research, qualitative
content analysis was applied using a deductive method.
Prior to conducting the research, the researcher, by assuming and presenting the specific definitions, examined
specific texts and compared the pre-determined definitions. Then, the analyzed texts were judged by the
extension or non-extension of the definitions in the text.
The discussion and conclusion about the research
questions was done, after analyzing the research codes and
establishing a relationship between the codes. Furthermore, 30 faculty members of the field of distance learning evaluated the validity of the research findings and confirmed the validity. The note-taking method, using the
wave-like reading technique, was used as the data collection tool. In this technique, after reading several resources,
the researcher wrote the theoretical implications and the
thoughts about them (7). Figure 1 demonstrates the steps
of the research process.
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ple, knowledgeable individuals were consulted, who the
researchers about suitable study subjects.
Search in the scientific database based on the related
keywords

Idenfication of the 108 articles and 30 theses related to the
Human Sciences Index

Selection of 50 articles and 10 theses related to the
subject through reviewing the titles and abstracts

The content analysis of articles and theses and extracting the
curriculum features of eLearning system influenced by the four
components of constructivism approach including goals,
content, teaching-learing activities, and evaluation

The evaluation of the curriculum features (goals, content,
teaching-learing activities, and evaluation) of the eLearning
System Influenced by the constructivist approach based on the
perseprtives of the distance learing experts

Figure 1. Steps of the Research Process

The study population consisted of all articles and theses related to the research subject in scientific databases
(including EBSCO, NOORMAGS, MAGIRAN, SID, GIGALIB,
and IRANDOC).
In the document-analysis method, the sampling was
“purposive-theoretical” method, by which the researcher
selected resources based on the research objectives. Using
the method in the first part of the research, 108 articles and
30 articles related to Human Science Index and 50 articles
and 10 theses related to the study subject were drawn by
reading the titles and abstracts.
In the second part of the study, snow-ball sampling as
one of the systematic sampling methods that is commonly
used in qualitative research, was applied to evaluate the
findings of the research by specialists in the field of distance learning. In addition, in order to find the best samInterdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci. 2017; 8(4):e15088.

3. Results
According to the history of epistemological philosophy, the understanding of knowledge moves from a static
and inactive view towards an active and flexible view. Early
theories stressed knowledge as awareness of identified elements that are independent of any observer. According to
this objectivist approach, the identified elements have an
innate concept, and knowledge is a reflection of the reality adaptation. In contrast, the relativist approach, as the
philosophy of the fundamental e-learning system, relies
on the notion that reality does not have absolute and objective values or, at least, a man has no way to know reality. According to the relativist approach, humans do not
have direct access to realities. Instead, they only mediate
the construction between facts and realities.
Unlike objectivists, who believe in reality as an independent and out-of-mind entity, the relativists recognize
reality with psychological aspects that individuals perceive. According to relativists, the subjective criterion of
reality is not the adaptation of the subjective reality with
objective reality, but rather reality is a relative matter.
The last claim of relativists, however, is that exterior
knowledge about the world does not exist, and knowledge is subjectively constructed. According to their opinions, since knowledge continuously changes within cultures and societies, and creates different definitions, it is
casual and dynamic.
Constructivism is the antithesis of behaviorism and
cognitivism. These approaches are based on realistic philosophy. Realists believe that reality exists out of mind,
and the goal of education is to transfer construction of reality to the learners’ mind. However, constructivists define learning as the creation of concepts of experience. Unlike behaviorists and cognitivists, constructivists do not
define knowledge as an independent phenomenon from
the mind. However, although they do not deny the outof-mind world, they believe individual’s knowledge of the
world based on interpretative results of individual’s experience. From constructivists’ point of view, the world of individuals is created in the mind and the world of an individual is not more realistic than the other one. Therefore,
concepts are created, not reproduced. However, since concepts vary as much as individuals, they are not acquired. As
a result, the acquirement of a concept, which is created before, is impossible, because knowledge representation in
individual’s mind changes continuously.
The strategies and methods of the constructivist approach are to focus on helping learners examine complex
3
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situations and subjects as a specialist. Therefore, learners
are asked to construct self-perception of a subject through
their own interpretations. In this approach, the content
is not previously assigned and seeking different resources
is accentuated if information could be applied to various
contexts, the methods that promote the multi-contextual
learning should be applied. Thus, learning shifts from
the one-way instructor-learner method to the constructive
and heuristic knowledge method.
Constructivism helps learners to construct new concepts by applying information and knowledge. In this approach, educational designers rely on newly found educational technologies, and instructors and learners have a
transactional relationship in order to build knowledge.
Constructivism emphasizes on personal experience
and learning is developed by implementation at the best
level. Constructivist theories challenge the traditional
approach of teacher-orientated or teacher-spoken classrooms, and stress on knowledge building and mental models. From constructivists’ point of view, learning occurs
through presence and corporative activities in groups.
Thus, e-learning provides learners with the possibility of
presence in social networks and with a suitable environment for the implementation of this learning approach.
Table 1 demonstrates the proposed principles of constructivism in relation to knowledge and learning.
Table 1. The Proposed Principles of Constructivism in Relation to Knowledge and
Learning

knowledge

Learning

Humans do not have direct access
to realities. Instead, they only
mediate the construction
between facts and realities

Learning as the creation of concepts
of experience

The relativists recognize reality
with psychological aspects that
individuals perceive

Individual’s knowledge of the world
is based on interpretative results of
individual’s experience

The subjective criterion of reality
is not the adaptation of the
subjective reality with objective
reality, yet reality is a relative
matter
Knowledge is subjectively
constructed
The world of an individual is not
more realistic than the other one

Concepts are created, not
reproduced

Learning is developed by
implementation at the best level
Learning occurs through presence
and corporative activities in groups

3.1. Constructivism in the E-Learning System
In this part, according to the proposed principles
of constructivism, four elements of the curriculum in
the e-learning system are explained (e.g., goals content,
teaching-learning strategy, and evaluation).
4

1. Goals: Setting educational goals is the most important element in the e-learning system curriculum. According to constructivism and relativism, as Holmes
noted, the goal is to prepare the learner to build and
to produce knowledge as well as to develop and provide deep learning with insight and understanding.
In addition, the most important goals of learning are
to develop problem-solving (active knowledge seeking
through different activities to discover solutions, concepts, principles and roles), argument, critical thinking, and self-paced learning skills, fostering the ability to think independently. In brief, the main aim of elearning curriculum is to nurture the individuals, who
are actively able to solve problems. However, in this
approach, emphasis on memory alone does not play
an important role, yet this approach emphasizes on insight and reflection.
2. Content: The second element of the curriculum in the
e-learning system is to select and organize the content.
Content defines a set of organized knowledge, facts,
concepts, principles, methods, generalizations, attitudes, and research methods related to a subject. The
content of the e-learning curriculum has to be based
on criteria, including being deep, rich, and specialized,
as well as leaner-, and problem-oriented. Thus, facts,
concepts, and principles should be organized based on
multimedia and hypermedia technologies that lead to
deep understanding, learning motivation, and knowledge building. Therefore, in the e-learning system, it is
not possible to provide the same content for all learners, and instead provides learners with various contents matched with their abilities and learning style
based on the learner and problem orientations of the
e-learning system. In fact, the content is not predetermined, the focus is on the access to various sources.
In addition, the content of the curriculum should be
arranged through the participation of learners. Moreover, the curriculum content should provide learners
with the opportunity of social interactions, as an inseparable part of learning. For example, in problemsolving, learning in the form of a social group, perceiving other’s views, and defending a self-view are important and should be reflected.
3. Teaching strategy in the e-learning system: Teaching
strategies are activities, by which an instructor persuades learners towards educational goals in the smallest unit of time. However, learning strategies are activities, by which learners achieve educational goals
of the eLearning curriculum. In the constructivist approach, unlike behaviorism, the goal of teaching is not
to change learners’ behaviors, and it is to promote class
Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci. 2017; 8(4):e15088.
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activities and interactions between learners and teachers. In the constructivist approach, teaching does not
start by presenting facts, and it creates opportunities
for learners to think independently. Thus, one of the requirements of this method of teaching is “the instructor’s belief in the learners’ ability to think”. Therefore,
the instructor’s duty is not to present facts, and instead
is the creation of opportunities for learners to think,
independently. During the teaching process, thinking
is the main point that the instructor should promote
among learners. Instructors often apply the problemsolving method and cooperative learning as teaching
strategies, in which learners have the chance to compare their experiences with other classmates. Thus,
one of the main characteristics of the constructivist approach is learning in form of a cooperative group. In
the e-learning system, teaching is affected by the constructivist and relativist approaches, through super visional actions and directional activities, providing feedback, participating in discussions, and instilling motivation. In this educational setting, the instructor plays
the role of a facilitator or e-mediator and seldom represents the information.
In summary, it can be stated that e-learning settings are
activity-oriented environments, where the learners construct their knowledge through various activities. The role
of instructors is the facilitator of discussion, advisor, appraiser, and consultant.
4. Evaluation: The changes in the evaluation system in
order to improve the learner’s learning status is the phenomenon that is practiced in the majority of countries.
This phenomenon can be described by two related roots.
First, a new approach in educational psychology, such as
constructivist and cognitivist approaches. Second, a movement of the educational reform and changes in curriculum, an international comparison in the various curriculum subjects, and a demand for the increment of educational standards.
Overall, constructivists stress on evolutionary evaluation, compared to other evaluation systems. Scriven
coined was the term of evolutionary evaluation in the curriculum for the first time. Evolutionary evaluation is not
only valuable for setting the curriculum and is also useful for teaching and educating learners as the attention
to constructivist views change. Classroom evaluation is
used as a tool to improve the learning process and, consequently, it is increasingly emphasized. Accordingly, the
evolutionary evaluation has a critical role and is deemed as
an important factor. Nevertheless, constructivists, instead
of evaluating the goodness or badness of learners’ performance, consider how much and what kind of help learners
Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci. 2017; 8(4):e15088.

need to be successful. In other words, the constructivist
approach seeks for removing rankings and standardized
tests and tries to involve evaluation as part of the learning
process, in which learners play a bigger role in the evaluation of their own development. As Sanders noted “evaluation is one of inseparable steps of constructivist education,
which is involved in the educational process, rather than
presented at the end of a course”.
Lastly, it should be kept in mind, since curriculum
goals of the e-learning system is based on the constructivist approach, and this includes multi-targets; the evaluation of learners should be based on the principles of
a) appropriating the evaluation strategies with the goals
of the curriculum, b) being progressive and being in a
continuous process, and c) using various and authentic
approaches. Following these principles may lead to the
achievement of e-learning goals. Some evaluation methods in the e-learning system are to prepare scientific articles, self-evaluate, create e-folders, carry out projects, and
assess the classmates, by which learning improves and
they help achieve multi-goals in the curriculum. Figure 2
demonstrates the Conceptual Model of the E-Learning System Curriculum

4. Discussion and Conclusion
As the results illustrate, the relativist approach is one
of the fundamental philosophies in the e-learning system,
derived from the epistemological principle. Unlike the realists, the relativists do not pay attention to the existence
or non-existence of the out-of-mind world, yet emphasize
on social and cognitive realities, as a human perception
of the world. Thus, dissimilar to realists, who consider
that reality has an entity independent from the mind, relativists believe that reality has a psychological aspect, which
is based on the individual’s perception. However, in the
relativist approach, the main criterion of reality is a relative matter, not a mental adaptation with objective reality.
Similarly Glasersfeld (8), Remhof (9), and Boghossian (10)
reported the same results.
However, constructivism believes that learners build
knowledge and learners create the concepts through experience. In contrast to behaviorism and cognitivism, they
consider knowledge as a concept independent of the individuals’ mind. Although they do not deny the out-of-mind
world, they believe that knowledge is derived from individuals’ interpretation of experience. Therefore, in their
opinion, concepts are created, not acquired, since these
concepts can be differently created from person to person.
Similarly, Boghossian (10), Komperda (11) and Martinez (12)
found consistent results.
5
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Learning activities:
collaborative and group
learning, classroom
negotiation, project and
experiment conducing,
various learning activities
(such as role playing,
simulation, drama, etc.)

Teaching activities:
Encouraging the
negotiating and social
interaction, facilitating the
learning, encouraging and
accepting innovative ideas,
providing thought-provoking
questions

Evaluation: Evaluation through written
activities (research reports, projects,
article, portfolio, etc.) and through
observation of oral performance
(presentation of conferences, group
work, etc.), Succeeding in the
continuous and developmental
evaluation

The eLearning
system curriculum
influenced by the
constructivist
approach

Content: Deep, profound,
specialized, studentcentered and problemoriented

Goals: Deep and
sustainable learning,
problem-solving skills,
creative and critical
thinking, real -life-related
training, thoughts-opposite
tolerance

Figure 2. Conceptual Model that shows the E- Learning System Curriculum

Achieving a correct concept that is previously established is not possible, and knowledge representation in
individuals’ mind is constantly changing. The constructivist methods in the e-learning system are based on helping learners examine complicated subjects and situations
and create a specific opinion in a special context, similar
to an expert. Thus, the learner is asked to develop a selfperception of a subject by social interactions and to use different resources without paying attention to any previous
content. Similarly, Nelson (13) and Kharrazi (14) reported
the same results.
Constructivists, moreover, observe learning as a contextual matter. In the learning process, learners allow
application of information by various activities in different contexts and situations. If the information can
be applied in different context, the methods that promote multi-contexts should be applied. Thus, learning
shifts from a one-way teacher-learner education to a constructive, heuristic one. In addition, constructivism has
changed to a different pedagogy and epistemology, and
become an alternative for a new design of learning. It offers various social and cognition learning theories that are
closely linked to contextual learning characteristics in the
6

post-modern world. By the examination of constructivism,
it could be concluded that the cognitive constructivism
emphasizes on the method of learning, and social constructivism stresses contextual learning. Therefore, the dialogue between learner and others in the cognitive constructivism limits the dialogue between the individual and
his/her own mind. However, the role of culture and context
is sensible in the social constructivism. However, research
findings are consistent with several studies (9-11, 15, 16). The
results demonstrated the constructivist characteristics of
elements of the curriculum of the e-learning system as follows:

• The most important goals of learning are to develop
problem-solving skills, argument skills, criticalthinking skills, and self-paced learning that are to
enhance the ability to think independently. The study
findings are in line with the research of Kharrazi and
Kareshki (14), Fox (17), Holmes (16), and Buchanan (18).

• The main characteristics of content are to be deep, rich,
and specialized as well as learner- and problem–oriented. It is important to note that the content principles (e.g., multimedia, psychical proximity, coherence,
Interdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci. 2017; 8(4):e15088.

Dastanpour T et al.

Table 2. Constructivist Characteristics of Elements in the Curriculum of the E-Learning System
Constructivist Characteristics
To build and produce knowledge and to create deep learning with understanding
and insight.
Goals

To develop problem-solving skills, argument skills, critical thinking skills, and
self–paced learning (independent thought).
To strengthen discussion and participation skills.
Emphasis on various contents.
Selection and organization of contents with learners’ contribution.
Usage of the multimedia principles.

Content

Being deep, rich, and specialized.
Learner- and problem-oriented approach.
Instructors do not represent facts. However, they provide learners with context to
think independently.
Collaborative learning.
Instructor is a facilitator or e-mediator and seldom represent facts.
The course goals are determined by learners in negotiation with instructors.
Learners have a significant role in reforming and controlling the education.
Learning setting, skills, contents, and homework are realistic and authentic.
Teaching- Learning Methods

Emphasis is on the knowledge building, not reproducing.
Learners build knowledge by participating in various activities.
Emphasis on promoting the learners’ sense of curiosity.
Qualitative and evolutionary evaluation.
Classroom evaluation as a tool to improve the learning process.
Removing the rankings and standardized tests.

Evaluation

Evaluation become a part of the learning process.
Using various methods for the evaluation by self- and peer-assessment.

presentation quality, redundancy, and personalization),
improve the quality of the curriculum in e-learning and
help learners with better understanding of the content.
Similarly, Driscoll (19), Light and Cox (20), Eitel (21), Seraji and Attaran (15), and Remhof (9) reported the same
results.

• Regarding the learning strategies in the e-learning system, instructors’ duty is not to represent the given facts
and instead provides learners with the opportunity of
thinking. Instructors in an educational setting have the
role of a facilitator and e-mediator and seldom present
information. Learning is acquired through participation, and learning has a fundamental role in reforming and controlling learning. Similarly, Seraji and Attaran (15), Fox and Helford (17), Komperda (11), Duffy (22),
Holmes and Gardner (16) found consistent results.

• Regarding the evaluation, it is a qualitative and evolutionary process. Classroom assessment is a tool
for improving the learning process. Rankings and
standardized tests are removed. Thus, evaluation becomes a part of the learning process and, in evaluation,
various strategies, including self-evaluation and peerInterdiscip J Virtual Learn Med Sci. 2017; 8(4):e15088.

evaluation are used. The findings of the study were analyzed by Buchanan (18), Seraji and Attaran (15), Scriven
(23), and Duffy (22).
In summary, it can be implicated that the e-learning
system creates a new paradigm in the educational system. E-learning has a fundamental role in creating a socialinteraction-oriented setting that is at the center of constructivist theories, concentrating on active learners. The
current research findings are consistent with several studies (24, 25). Table 2 demonstrates the constructivist characteristics of elements of the curriculum in e-learning.
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