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(After reading through several articles within the Master Teacher Program
curriculum over the past 2 years and instructing/interacting with Cadets, | became more
interested in the dichotomy of beliefs about knowledge and learning between teachers
and students. In our environment, Cadets often think differently from their Instructors
and vise-versa. After having a discussion with a Plebe earlier in the academic year about
his traffic ticket, | was convinced that there is a difference. This Plebe could not
understand why he was singled out of a group of six cars (all speeding) and received a
speeding ticket while the others did not get stopped. His rationale was that everyone else
was speeding rather than the fact that he was breaking the speed limit law. His beliefs
were different from mine. Coupled with reading several articles from the Master
Teaching Program curriculum, I was led to the Student and Teacher epistemology study
subject. It is a vast, abstract, and complex realm. Little did I know that | was attempting
to “boil the ocean” on this topic.) The challenge is for teachers to adjust their pedagogy
based on their epistemological perspective to best educate the student with their own
epistemology.

Topic Overview:

Over the last 30 years, there seem to be a significant increase in the amount of
literature on epistemological developments of students as well as the influence of
teaching and learning paradigms and methodologies. The concept of epistemology was
introduced by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BC). According to Webster’s
Dictionary, epistemology is the study or a theory of the nature, origin, and limits of
human of knowledge. In other words, epistemology is the study of beliefs about
knowledge and learning or how we know things. Scholars are studying this symbiotic
relationship of how a student understands knowledge and how a teacher uses his/her
beliefs about knowledge and learning to teach (pedagogical technique). In this
epistemological process, it is essential that scholars think about the specific and different
methods teachers and students use to transfer and acquire knowledge. As you would
expect, there is a growing interest to attempt to understand what teachers believe about
the nature of knowledge and learning and how these beliefs affect their approach to
teaching and, subsequently, how it is passed down to the student. A teacher’s
epistemology directly affects their pedagogy or profession of teaching as well as how a
student’s epistemology impacts how they receive knowledge. Additionally, a student’s
“perceptions of instructional practices are interpreted through the lens of their
epistemological assumptions, but that such perspectives are evolving and instructors may
influence them in multiple ways.” (Hofer, 2002) Invariably, this has a direct impact on
the various academic arenas and this suggests that differences in instruction and
evaluation may account for some of the differences in how students approach studying.
(Palmer, 311) There are several reviews that discuss differences in methods based on
academic disciplines.



Key issues in Epistemology

There appear to be several different views/concepts in epistemological belief
change. All of these models seem to be debated regularly.

According to Schraw & Olafson (2002), “teachers' epistemological worldviews
influence the ways that they make important instructional decisions related to the
curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment.” They describe three kinds of epistemological
world views; realist, contextualist, and relativist. A realist assumes that knowledge is
acquired through experts and learning is a passive act. Contexualists see themselves as
facilitators, who along with the learners collaboratively construct shared understanding.
While the relativists view learners as independently and uniquely creating their own
knowledge.

One scholar, Marlene Schommer, views that the belief system is comprised of
five independent dimensions: the structure of knowledge, the certainty of knowledge, the
source of knowledge, the control of knowledge, and the speed of knowledge acquisition
(Schommer, 1992). However, Barbara Hofer and Paul Pintrich articulate the belief the
epistemological change is predicated on four aspects: certainty of knowledge, simplicity
of knowledge, source of knowledge, and justification of knowing. (Hofer, 2002)

Marcia Baxter Magolda (1992) developed an Epistemological Reflection model
that is comprised of four types of knowing: absolute, transitional, independent, and
contextual. This model emphasized the importance of the patterns of knowing used by
students, and how important those patterns are to the creation of learning environments.
In absolute knowing, knowledge is certain or fixed. Absolute knowledge is obtained by
the student from the teacher. In this type, it is incumbent upon the teacher to
communicate knowledge properly while ensuring that is understood by the student.
Transitional knowledge, is partially certain and partially uncertain. Therefore, rather than
just acquiring knowledge, it is the student’s responsibility to understand. With
independent knowledge, knowledge is uncertain because a student has his/her own belief
which requires the student to think for themselves and come up with their own
viewpoints. The teacher must encourage independent thought. Finally, contextual
knowing, knowledge is determined on the basis of evidence in context. The teacher must
present information in context and facilitate a discussion with different perspectives.
Meanwhile, the student must think through the information, compare perspectives, and
apply the knowledge accordingly.

Beneficial Attributes

The benefits to this study revolve around gaining a better understand of how we
can best bridge epistemological gaps and at what education level. An important question
concerns to what extent students are “ready to restructure their epistemological views to
focus more “constructivist” issues: the conjectural, explanatory, testable, and revisable
nature of theories” (Smith, 1997). Regarding the undergraduate education level,
Schommer conducted studies that compared junior college students and university
students and between technological science majors and social science majors on their
degree of belief in simple knowledge, certain knowledge, innate ability, and quick



learning. She discovered that Junior college students were more likely to believe in
simple, certain knowledge, and quick learning. While University students were more
likely to believe in innate ability. Technological science majors were more likely to
believe in quick learning. (Schommer, 1993)

Controversial Aspects

At a cursory level, there seems to be many shortcomings in the study of
epistemology primarily due to its recent resurgence as professional discussion. S. Welte
believes that our “ideas about education are so ingrained in our own experiences and
ways of knowing that not only are they unspoken, but they are also often unconscious.”
(Welte, 1997). The question is: are we transforming our educational practice to
accommodate the newer generation appropriately? Welte also states that teachers “must
believe that knowledge is socially constructed and then practice that belief” (Welte,
1997). All of the studies show that personal epistemology has significant influence on
comprehension of material, the way students study, their learning process and, ultimately,
a student’s academic performance. As teacher learn to more about student’s
epistemological perspectives, it is imperative that the teachers develop curriculum that
will bridge any gaps in knowledge.
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