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The Pyramid of Evidence:   
Engaging students with an active 
learning exercise on authority 

CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Brooks, J. G., & Brooks, M. G. (1999). In search of understanding : The case for constructivist 

classrooms. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  

ELEMENTS OF CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING DESIGN 

A SITUATION frames the agenda for student engagement by delineating the goals, tasks 

and lesson format. 

GROUPINGS are the social structures and group interactions that will bring students 

together for the task at hand. 

BRIDGE refers to bringing out students’ prior knowledge before introducing new subject 

matter and building a learner-centered context from which new knowledge is created. 

QUESTIONS should be instructor prompts that stimulate and integrate student thinking 

and sharing of information. 

An EXHIBIT asks students to share what they have learned with the other students, and 

the instructor. 

REFLECTIONS offer students and leaders opportunities to think and speak critically 

about their personal and collective learning. 

Gagnon, G. W., & Collay, M. (2001). Designing for learning: Six elements in constructivist class-

rooms. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

WHAT IS  
CONSTRUCTIVISM? 
 

“Essentially, in construc-

tive learning, the stand-

ard classroom procedure 

is turned upside down—

no lectures, no demon-

strations, no presenta-

tions.  From the begin-

ning, students engage in 

activities through which 

they develop skills and 

acquire concepts.” 

 

Cooperstein, S. E., & Kocevar-

Weidinger, E. (2004). Beyond 

active learning: a constructivist 

approach to learning. Reference 

Services Review, 32(2), 141-148.  

 

Constructivist Teaching 

▪ Pursuit of student questions 

▪ Students viewed as thinkers 

▪ Teachers are interactive mediators 

▪ Student point of view is sought to  

understand present conceptions 

▪ Assessment of student learning occurs 

during teaching 

▪ Student work is done primarily in 

groups 

 

Traditional Teaching 

▪ Strict adherence to fixed curriculum 

▪ Students are viewed as empty vessels to 

be filled with information 

▪ Teachers are disseminators of  

information 

▪ Teachers seek correct answers to validate 

student learning 

▪ Assessment is viewed as separate from 

teaching and occurs through testing 

▪ Students primarily work alone 
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CURRICULAR 

GOALS 

 
The Pyramid of Evidence 
exercise meets my curric-
ular goal to help students 
develop a framework with 
which to evaluate source 
quality in an academic 
setting, and it: 
 
▪ Reflects my teaching 

style in that it is in-
teractive and rooted 
in constructivist ped-
agogy 
 

▪ Reflects the new 
Framework for 
Information Liter-
acy in that it presents 
source authority as 
constructed and con-
textual, and 
 

▪ It is well-received by 
students and in-class 
assessment is posi-
tive. 

 

 

 

THE PYRAMID OF EVIDENCE EXERCISE 

To begin, I encourage the students to recall their previous research ex-
periences with a Think~Pair~Share exercise.  I ask them to describe to 
a partner the last school research project they did, and how they found 
sources to use in that project. 
 
After the students are warmed up, I ask them to think about the sources 
they used in that old research project.  I might say, “For example, what 
was in your bibliography or works cited page; can you name 2 sources 
that you cited?” 
 
I then distribute 2 post-it notes to each student, and tell them to write 
one source that they have used for research on each post-it. 

BRIDGE 

SITUATION & GROUPINGS 

The next step is to use the post-its to create a Pyramid of Evidence. 
 
I ask the students to think about how much authority the sources on 
their post-its have.  Have you been taught that the information found 
there is reliable?   
 
Next I wheel over a white board which has a stepped pyramid 
(admittedly crudely) drawn on it. 
 
I invite the students to come to the board and place their notes wherev-
er they think they belong on the pyramid, with the most reliable, or 
authoritative, at the top, and the least reliable at the bottom 
 

At this point I most often end up with something that looks like an in-
verted pyramid (see Figure 1:  Hartwick College First Year Students’ 
Pyramid).  First year students tend to have an optimistic view of the 
authority of their sources! 
 
A couple of things are clear at this point.  The students are comfortable 
with the concept of authority.  They speak fluently of “bias” and “good 
sources.”  Equally clear, though, is that a high school understanding of 
authority is very different from a college-level understanding.  In many 
cases the pyramid has Encyclopedia Britannica at the top, or the web-
site of the New York State Department of Environmental Protection.   
 
The challenge then is to shift this high school understanding to one that 
reflects a college-level understanding, with scholarly sources at the top 
of the pyramid, in a way that resonates with students. 
 
I do this by using graphics, analogies, metaphors, and questions. 

  



3  SUNYLA 2015  Rebecca Hewitt 

 

QUESTIONS, EXHIBIT & REFLECTIONS 

   

 

First, I acknowledge the students’ current understanding, asking 
about sources I don’t recognize, etc.   
 
Second, I explain that a college-level understanding of authority is 
going to add a new layer to their pyramid.  There will be few 
sources that meet the stringent criteria to make it to the top—that’s 
why a pyramid’s top is relatively tiny compared to its base. 
 
I describe the college level pyramid as having roughly three levels 
(see Figure 2:  The Pyramid of Evidence).  Depending on the audi-
ence, I may reinforce the concept with one of two analogy schemes 
(see Figures 3 & 4:  Pyramid of Evidence Analogies). 
 
To test the students’ understanding of the concepts, I ask where 
Wikipedia belongs on the pyramid.  Throughout the remainder of 
the class, I continue to reinforce the pyramid theme, questioning 
students about, for example, EBSCO source type icons and the 
scholarly characteristics of the sources of evidence they find on 
their topic. 

 

Expert created, 

expert vetted 

evidence 

 

Professional writer/journalist creat-

ed, professionally edited evidence  

 

User created evidence, may or may not be 

edited  

                

               Keystone Light 

            Corona 

microbrew 
farm-to-table 

   restaurant 

  college 

dining hall 

 

ramen  (all day, every day) 

Figure 1:  Hartwick College First Year 

Students’ Pyramid 

Figure 2.  The Pyramid of Evidence 

Figure 3.  The Pyramid of Evidence Analogies I Figure 4.  The Pyramid of Evidence Analogies II 
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CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING DESIGN TEMPLATE  

Use the template below to design a lesson that addresses the difficult teaching challenge you and your 

partner identified.  Bear in mind: 

▪ What level are the students? 

▪ What classroom technology or supplies are available? 

Adapted from Gagnon, G. W., & Collay, M. (2001). Designing for learning: Six elements in constructivist classrooms. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Corwin Press.  

SITUATION—what is the purpose of the exercise, what task will fulfill that purpose 

GROUPINGS—what process will you use to group the students 

BRIDGE—how will you determine the students’ prior knowledge and build a bridge between that knowledge and what you hope 

they will learn from the task 

QUESTIONS—how will you help guide the task process; think of questions to guide, clarify, anticipate, or integrate. 

EXHIBIT—how will students demonstrate their thinking and what they have learned 

REFLECTIONS—how students think about what they have learned, and perhaps their thoughts and feelings about the process 


