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Abstract

Various perspectives, different interpretations, and uncertainties 
often make military operations multidimensional and fuzzy. Re-
cent research shows that officer cadets find it difficult to cope with 
such military operational settings. Consequently, there is a need 
for a learning theory to deal with such complex situations during 
military operations. With its multidimensional worldview, con-
structivism can provide that learning theory. Furthermore, due 
to the advantages of online learning catalyzed by the COVID-19 
pandemic, the usage of online education is growing. That leaves us 
the general question of how we can adequately provide online con-
structivist education to officer cadets and officers. Therefore, we 
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sought answers to two specific questions. Firstly, what is a suitable 
instructional design method to enable online constructivist learn-
ing? Secondly, how can we use such an instructional design method 
to create an online constructivist course for officers? To this end, 
we examined the online constructivist courses of an educational 
program for physicians in training at the Academy for Postgraduate 
Medical Education of the Maastricht University Medical Centre+. 
We then used the instructional design underlying those courses to 
create an online constructivist course for officers at the Civil-Mil-
itary Interaction Command of the Royal Netherlands Army: the 
Good Governance introduction course (Good GOV course). We 
described per phase the learning activities, including some exam-
ples of questions and assignments. The design of the Good GOV 
course shows how the military can employ an instructional design 
commonly used in another field to improve military education. 
Further exploration and research are required to answer the ques-
tion of how military education can reap the benefits of learning 
sciences and take advantage of the learning experiences of other 
professions and organizations.

Uruzgan, Afghanistan, 2009. Dutch military forces operate in this area as part 
of the multinational Provincial Reconstruction Team Uruzgan under Dutch 
command. Kitzen (2019) defines the objective of the provincial reconstruc-

tion team as “enhancing stability by promoting good governance and facilitating re-
construction” (p. 46). Some parts of the population favor the foreign military forces 
and their plan of strengthening and consolidating the Afghan government. However, 
other parts of the population resist openly or covertly. The Dutch armed forces must 
make contact, negotiate, and cooperate with both the leaders of the Afghan people 
in Uruzgan and the representatives of numerous domestic and foreign organizations. 
Consequently, the Dutch armed forces must manage many different actors simul-
taneously; among others, government officials, staff members of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), tribal leaders, and informal power brokers. All have their of-
ten unspoken opinions about religion, culture, ethics, constitution, and society. That 
makes the operational situation multidimensional, nebulous, and dynamic. With 
each new development and every next step, Dutch officers must decide on their way 
forward. Can they construct a consistent and workable picture of the operational 
situation? Can they stay connected with all local stakeholders? Can they accomplish 
good governance to achieve the objective of the provincial reconstruction team?

Elahi (2009) defines governance as “the processes and structures that guide po-
litical and socio‐economic relationships” (p. 1170). Military operations involving 
good governance are complex. After all, there are multiple ways to look at a versatile 
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situation involving uncertainties. The perspective and interpretation can vary with 
the person, discipline, interests, and time. Various perspectives and interpretations 
can lead to other decisions. Other decisions can, in turn, lead to different actions. 
The choice for specific activities self-evidently influences the outcome of a military 
mission. That is why awareness of possible perspectives and interpretations and the 
competence to deal with them adequately in the decision-making process are of 
great interest to officers.

Nevertheless, recent research by Jansen (2019) shows that officer cadets struggle 
with precisely that issue. Officer cadets find it difficult to cope with situations that 
involve multiple perspectives and uncertainties. Consequently, as Hornstra (2021) 
previously advised, officer education should benefit more from the learning theory 
that is most suitable for learning how to handle those multidimensional and fuzzy 
situations. That learning theory is constructivism.

Constructivism as a learning theory states that learners actively construct their 
own knowledge. Socioconstructivism underscores the social element in this learning 
process: learners coconstruct knowledge with their peers and teachers (Harasim, 
2017). As a result, constructivism takes a fundamentally different position than the 
other major learning theories: behaviorism and cognitivism. In brief, behaviorism 
views learning as establishing the right stimulus-response reactions in learners. Cog-
nitivism, on the other hand, regards learning as the processing of information in the 
mind of the learners (Harasim, 2017).

Constructivism is based on a world view open to various perspectives and inter-
pretations (Ertmer & Newby, 2013). This world view has considerable consequences 
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for the role of the learner. Rather than passively receiving information, learners must 
construct their own viewpoints based on the multiple perspectives and interpreta-
tions presented to them or found by them (Bower, 2017). In the view of constructiv-
ism, the role of the teacher changes as well. Rather than the traditional transferring 
of information from teacher to learners, teachers need to establish the conditions 
for learners to construct knowledge themselves (Bruner, 1990). Accordingly, here we 
consider, as Ertmer et al. (2013) suggest, constructivist learning is a process in which 
learners actively and socially construct knowledge by testing and applying ideas in 
solving real-world problems.

Constructivism has been around for many years. Moreover, educators have ap-
plied constructivist learning principles to adult education and online learning for 
almost as many years. In what way does the design of online constructivist officer 
education contribute to our understanding of education in general and in the mili-
tary context in particular?

For education in general, incorporating constructivist learning principles in in-
structional design remains intricate. Constructivism is an ambiguous concept by na-
ture. Constructivism includes many different theoretical views and interpretations 
(Harasim, 2017; Phillips, 1995). Because of this, many educators are unsure on what 
specific theoretical basis they should start designing constructivist education. Over 
the years, many claimed that constructivism as a learning theory does not automati-
cally result in instructional design (Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005; Mayer, 2009; Savery 
& Duffy, 1995; Tam, 2000). Educators may thus experience difficulties translating the 
learning theory of constructivism into actual instructional design.

For military education, the value of constructivist learning is ever more acknowl-
edged (Bannan et al., 2020; Ellis et al., 2021; Sookermany, 2017). After all, a singular 
worldview, with its lack of different perspectives and interpretations, does not do 
justice to the complex circumstances of a modern military mission. Nevertheless, 
at a military academy, such a singular world view can still dominate the education-
al approach (Jansen, 2019). To prepare officer cadets for their future job in which 
they have to cope with multiple world views with inconsistencies and uncertain-
ties, Hornstra (2021) recommends incorporating constructivist learning principles 
at a military academy where applicable. However, he points out that in the military 
context, educators must figure how to design instruction based on that ambiguous 
concept of constructivism.

Additionally, due to the advantages of online learning, the usage of online education 
is increasing. This transition from offline to online education has in many places been 
catalyzed by the current COVID-19 pandemic. From a practical point of view, online 
(i.e., location-independent) education eliminates travel costs, facilitates scheduling, 
and is risk-free concerning COVID-19. From early 2020, distance learning has become 
more common in the U.S. Army (Kenyon, 2020). Concerning education in the Nether-
lands, a similar development has taken place (Van der Spoel et al., 2020).
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In short, there is a need for constructivist education for officer cadets and officers. 
Educators may face challenges in designing such constructivist education, as there 
is an increasing emphasis on online education. This leaves us the general question 
of how we can provide adequate online constructivist officer education. To this end, 
we sought answers to two specific questions in this article. First, what is a suitable 
instructional design to enable online constructivist learning? Second, how can we 
use such instructional design to create an online constructivist course for officers?

The U.S. Department of the Army (2017) recommends using the insights of 
learning sciences to implement innovative instructional methods. Bannan et al. 
(2020) recently made the same recommendation in this journal. Regarding innova-
tive instructional practices, what can the military learn from other organizations 
with a similarly high level of professionalism? Like officers, physicians must meet 
high standards of professionalism (Kirk, 2017). Therefore, the instructional design 
used at an academic medical center could be promising to explore for military use. 
In other words, what can the military learn from an academic medical center about 
online constructivist learning?

In the following sections, we briefly discuss the role of constructivism in med-
ical education. We then describe the instructional design of online constructivist 
courses of an educational program for physicians in training. Lastly, we apply that 
instructional design to create the online constructivist Good Governance introduc-
tion course (Good GOV course) for officers working at the Civil-Military Interaction 
Command of the Royal Netherlands Army.

Online Constructivist Course for Physicians in Training

For many years, constructivism played an essential role in medical education 
(Dennick, 2016). After all, medical disciplines typically produce various perspectives 
and interpretations on medical situations (Elshamy, 2017). Common instructional 
methods in medical education, such as portfolio development, have emerged from 
constructivist learning principles (Mukhalalati & Taylor, 2019).

The learning principles of constructivism are thus commonplace in medical edu-
cation. For that reason, we examined a specific educational program for physicians in 
training at the Academy for Postgraduate Medical Education of the Maastricht Uni-
versity Medical Centre+ (Maastricht UMC+) in the Netherlands. In this educational 
program, in which two educational researchers (SH and WvM) are involved, physi-
cians in training learn generic (i.e., nonmedical) competencies. Good physicians are 
not only medical experts; they also need to have generic competencies associated 
with roles such as scholar and manager (Frank, 2004).

For example, in the multicultural healthcare course in this educational program, 
physicians in training learn to view end-of-life care from various views to make 
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well-founded medical treatment decisions for individual patients. Such a course is 
about collaborating with others, exploring multiple perspectives and interpreta-
tions, developing individual points of view, and learning to solve authentic problems 
in meaningful contexts. According to the insights of Ertmer and Newby (2013), a 
course such as this multicultural health-care course contains the characteristics of 
constructivist education. Additionally, due to COVID-19, the mentioned education-
al program saw a significant increase in the use of online education. The necessity 
to design online constructivist courses for the physicians in training led to the flexi-
bility-activity framework of Collis and Moonen (2001). In the following sections, we 
elaborate upon applying this instructional design model at the Maastricht UMC+.

Educationalists of the Maastricht UMC+ used the flexibility-activity framework 
of Collis and Moonen (2001) to design online constructivist courses. The instruc-
tional design of Collis and Moonen (2001) is a web-based pedagogical framework 
with two parameters: flexibility and activity. They assess learning environments by 
the degree of flexibility regarding location, time, and content. They also categorized 
learning environments by the goal of the activity. Participants can either acquire 
knowledge or contribute knowledge. Collis and Moonen (2001) consider education 
a learning cycle with three phases: before, during, and after a focal event. To meet the 
learning needs, the degree of flexibility and contribution varies per phase.

Within the educational program for physicians in training, the practice of the 
three phases is as follows. In the before phase, the participants prepare themselves 
at their own pace and in their own way for the focal event. In this phase, flexibility is 
high, and the participants mainly acquire knowledge. Typical activities in the before 
phase include looking for relevant literature and other sources, exploring theories 
and models, and discussing.

During the focal event, the flexibility strongly diminishes. At a set point in time, the 
participants learn predetermined knowledge and complete preplanned assignments. 
The focal event starts with the participants acquiring knowledge, but the emphasis 
shifts to contributing knowledge. For participants, this often means attending a lecture 
or watching an instructional video, followed by working together on real-life cases.

In the after phase, the participants work on follow-up activities. The flexibility in-
creases considerably. In this phase, the emphasis is still on contributing knowledge. 
At their own pace and in their own way, the participants focus on learning activities 
such as studying additional materials, discussing with each other, continuing working 
together on real-life cases, and reflecting on the learning process and learning results.

The flexibility-activity framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) clearly offers an 
instructional design method that can be used for online constructivist style classes. 
This framework encourages active and flexible learning where the teacher is a moni-
tor and guide to the learning process.

The research on the effectiveness of these newly designed online constructivist 
courses has yet to start. However, the two involved researchers (SH and WvM) feel 



32 April 2023—Journal of Military Learning

that the experiences of the teachers and participants are encouraging. We observed 
that the teachers see the desired competence development in the participants. Fur-
thermore, after finishing a course, the participants evaluate the learning process and 
results informally and qualitatively in a positive way. And finally, we see that the 
participants rate the newly designed courses as good to very good.

These experiences with the framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) at the Maas-
tricht UMC+ seem to indicate that this instructional design model may also be a 
good candidate for the design of an online constructivist course for officers.

The Design of an Online Constructivist Course for Officers

In the Civil-Military Interaction Command of the Royal Netherlands Army, there 
is a need for a Good GOV course, especially for (but not limited to) civil-military 
cooperation (CIMIC) functional specialists. Due to multidimensional military oper-
ational settings and the necessity of location-independent education, this introduc-
tion course must be constructivist by nature and online. That is why we applied the 
flexibility-activity framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) examined above to create 
the online constructivist Good GOV course.

The learning objectives of the Good GOV course are to get a general overview of 
the NATO CIMIC doctrine (NATO, 2018), to gain insight into the theoretical frame-
work of good governance of this NATO doctrine, and to learn to apply the element of 
good governance of the doctrine to actual military situations. Three researchers (SH, 
PN, and JH) designed this course according to the three-phase flexibility-activity 
framework of Collis and Moonen (2001). In the following sections, we detail the be-
fore phase, the focal event, and the after phase of the Good GOV course. All learning 
activities will take place in a protected online learning environment.

Before Phase (Preparation for Class)

In the before phase, the focus is on flexibility and knowledge acquirement. The 
flexibility concerns location, time, and content. The participants search for literature 
about civil-military interaction (CMI), CIMIC, governance, and good governance. 
They refer to self-found online publications, where they explain why these publica-
tions are good sources on the subject. Subsequently, we provide references to online 
publications, among others, Allied Joint Publication 3.19, Allied Joint Doctrine for 
Civil-Military Cooperation (NATO, 2018). Participants look up, think about, and 
discuss definitions, assumptions, principles, theories, and models concerning CMI, 
CIMIC, governance, and good governance. Herein, analysis methodologies such as 
PMESII (political, military, economic, social, information, infrastructure) and AS-
COPE (areas, structures, capabilities, organizations, people, events) play a crucial 
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role. This way, the participants get to know different perspectives and form their 
own opinions. In Table 1, we list the learning activities of the participants. We also 
include some questions and assignments typical of the before phase.

Focal Event (Class)

During the focal event, we reduce the flexibility in time and content. In addition, the 
focus shifts from knowledge acquirement to knowledge contribution. Again, we refer to 
online publications such as “Good Governance & CIMIC. A CCOE Fact Sheet” (Civil-Mil-
itary Cooperation Centre of Excellence, n.d.). The participants look up, think about, and 
discuss the usability and practical relevance of different analysis methodologies for mil-
itary operations. The participants also reflect on their role and responsibility in military 
missions. Then, two experts in civil-military cooperation both give a live lecture about 
CIMIC, CMI, governance, and good governance. These experts also provide feedback on 
the results of the previous assignments.

Table 1
The Before Phase of the Flexibility-Activity Framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) Applied to 
the Good GOV Course 

Phase
Learning activities of

participants
Questions and 
assignments

Before
phase 

1. Searching for literature

2. Referring to self-found online
publications

3. Studying self-found literature

4. Explaining the quality of self-found 
literature

5. Studying requiered literature

a. Add a reference to a new source on good governance 
and substantiate why you think this reference is of added 
value.

b. What is the interpretation of NATO regarding good 
governance? What do you think of this interpretation? 
Argue why you think this interpretation is too broad 
or too narrow. What elements could you add to this 
interpretation? If necessary, use information from your 
references.

c. What are the strengths of the PMESII model? What 
are the weaknesses of the PMESII model? And what 
about the ASCOPE model? What are its strengths and 
weaknesses? Which model do you prefer? Explain your 
preference.
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The questions and assignments during the focal event are less flexible regarding the 
content. The participants need to work with provided references to online sources. The 
emphasis is increasingly on knowledge contribution; that is, applying guidelines and mod-
els to actual operational situations, and further, clarifying their role and responsibility. 
Again, the participants learn different perspectives and form their opinions. However, this 
time they act on their views too. In Table 2, we describe the learning activities of the par-
ticipants. We mention some questions and assignments typical of the focal event as well.

After Phase (Completion of Class)

In the after phase, the focus is again on flexibility (location, time, and content) and 
knowledge contribution. The participants apply their new knowledge, skills, and atti-
tude to real-life cases. Herein, they must detail their approach and role concerning good 
governance in a military operational setting. Furthermore, the participants collaborate 
and give each other feedback. The final assignment is about reflection. In this assign-
ment, the participants describe an authentic case from military practice, their approach 
before the Good GOV course, and their approach afterward. The difference between 

Table 2
The Focal Event of the Flexibility-Activity Framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) Applied to 
the Good GOV Course 

Phase
Learning activities of

participants
Questions and 
assignments

Focal 
event 

1. Studying required literature 

 2. Discussing required literature

 3. Reflecting on their own role and 
responsibility 

4. Attending required lectures

5. Applying guidelines and models to 
real-life cases

6. Clarifying their own role and 
responsibility

a. Select a current crisis area together with another 
participant. Perform analysis with the ASCOPE model. 
You can leave unknown elements open or fill them in 
fictitiously. 

b. What are crucial success factors to accomplish good 
governance in a mission area? How do you respond to 
this during a mission?

c. Based on your expertise, what contribution can you 
make here to good governance? 
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their approach before and after the course makes the individual learning output explicit 
and visible. Regarding the final assignment, each participant provides extensive feed-
back on the work of at least one other participant. In Table 3, we describe the learning 
activities of the participants. We also mention an assignment typical of the after phase.

Discussion

We designed an online constructivist learning environment about the mili-
tary knowledge domain of good governance using an instructional design already 
practiced in the medical field. The design of the Good GOV course is based 
on the three phases of the flexibility-activity framework of Collis and Moonen 
(2001). Under the guidance of a teacher and in collaboration with other partic-

Table 3
The After Phase of the Flexibility-Activity Framework of Collis and Moonen (2001) Applied to 
the Good GOV Course 

Phase
Learning activities of

participants
Questions and 
assignments

After 
phase

1. Applying new knowledge, skills, 
and attitude to real-life cases 

2. Detailing their own approach 
and role 

3. Collaborating with peers 

4. Giving feedback on contributions 
of peers 

5. Describing an authentic case, and 
reflecting on their own approach 
before the course, and their approach 
afterward 

6. Providing feedback on reflection 
to peers 

Describe a military operational setting from your 
experience concerning good governance. In this reflective 
assignment, explain how you would have done it before 
and how you would do it now, and explain the difference 
(maximum 1000 words). 
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ipants, all the participants must construct their view on reality and take their 
position, based upon many perspectives, interpretations, and uncertainties, and 
solve real-life problems.

The actual design of the Good GOV course was the necessary first step. The 
stages that must follow are the technical implementation, running, and evalua-
tion of the effectiveness of this course. In the following sections, we share some 
thoughts about evaluating military education.

We suggest using the four levels of evaluation model of Kirkpatrick and Kirk-
patrick (1994) to evaluate military education. First, at level 1, we evaluate the 
participants’ experience with a course. At level 2, we evaluate the participants’ 
performance within the educational setting. Further, at level 3, we evaluate the 
participants’ performance in the military operational setting. Finally, at level 4, 
we evaluate the extent to which the course contributes to the objectives of the 
military operation.

The evaluation of education is often limited to level 1 (e.g., did the partici-
pants appreciate and value the intervention) and level 2 (e.g., did they succeed 
in showing the desired performance in class). Although it is relevant to include 
these two levels of evaluation, it is essential to transcend these lower levels. In 
the end, it matters the most whether the participants can apply the new knowl-
edge, skills, and attitude in an authentic setting (level 3) and whether a military 
operation benefits from that (level 4). The evaluation of military education, in-
cluding the Good GOV course, should cover all four levels of evaluation of Kirk-
patrick and Kirkpatrick (1994).

Conclusions and Recommendations

Online constructivist officer education is an advantageous instructional strategy to 
prepare officer cadets and officers for their demanding jobs. The design of the Good 
GOV course, as an example of online constructivist officer education, shows how the 
military can employ an instructional design commonly used in another field to improve 
military education. Further exploration and research are required to answer the question 
of how military education can reap the benefits of learning sciences and take advantage 
of the learning experiences of other professions and organizations.   
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