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This essay will consist of evaluating and comparing three theorists, whilst linking them to practice, policy and academic literature. I have chosen to discuss three theorists, these include Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner.   
There are multiple theories about children’s learning and development, this area of study is known as developmental psychology; covering areas of cognitive, language and emotional development (Bulman & Baith, 2005). Theories that analyse the way children think and learn are key within education as they can be applied to a variety of situations.  Learning theories can be grouped into three different learning approaches, conditioning theory, cognitive learning theory and social learning theory. When working in an early years setting it is pivotal in gaining an understanding of how children learn, so that we can use different strategies that are applicable to their needs (Tassoni, 2002). 
Piaget (1896-1980) can be seen as the most influential of the cognitive theorists. His belief was that people construct knowledge instead of receiving it and this is the principle of most cognitive theories (Bates, 2016).  As stated by Allan (2011, pg111) the term Cognitive development describes how children think, learn, develop concepts, retain information, perceive relationships and solve problems. Piaget explored the reasons why children responded to questions in particular ways and examined the process involved in the formulation of their answers. He views that children’s knowledge is gradually constructed by their active exploration of the world, and that they learn by doing, rather than being told or given information. For example ‘Each time one prematurely teaches a child something he could have discovered himself that child is kept from inventing it and consequently from understanding it completely’ (Palaiologou, 2013, p59).  The view that children actively construct their own knowledge became known as a constructivist approach to learning.  His theory highlights the importance of insightful and challenging play within an exciting environment to enable children to engage in tangible experiences; in turn this encourages them to actively explore their environment (Mooney, 2000). According to (Pound, 2005), he discovered that children’s answers were not random, but followed a logical pattern based on conclusions drawn from their own experiences, Piaget went on to call these conclusions schemas.  Piaget proposed that there were four sequential stages of children’s cognitive development: Sensorimotor stage (age 0-2 years), Preoperational stage (age 2-7 years), concrete operational stage (age 7-11 years) and the formal operational stage (age 11-15years). These stages are related to the maturity level of each child. Progression through the stages involves a qualitative change which makes the child’s development different from the preceding stage. For example the order in which these stages occur is fixed and applies to all children, it is not therefore possible to leave out or skip a stage. Each stage must be in place, in order that the next can be laid upon it (Macleod-Brundenell, 2008 p136). Piaget’s work has been highly influential in early years practice, supporting the notion of play as a valid activity to promote children’s learning and emphasising the importance of an ‘enabling environment’, which encourages children’s active learning and enquiry (Allen,2011,p46). Many theorists such as Susan Isaacs and Jerome Bruner studied with him and worked alongside his theories (Bates, 2016). There are criticisms of Piaget’s work in that some psychologists feel that the ideas of stages are not truly represented and that children learn as more of an ongoing process. Despite this Piaget has primarily been influential within educational practice. His work can be considered as being culturally biased as he used white European children for his studies, including his own daughter.  Taking into consideration that there are differences across cultures in terms of rates of development, schooling and literacy in particular, these can all affect the rates of cognitive development in children (Wilson, 2005).  
In the classroom we are able to apply Piaget’s theory by understanding what stage in their cognitive development our learners are at and adapting teaching strategies to deal with this, acknowledging the effort as well as the achievement, (Walton, 2012, p80 ). 
Although Piaget’s work is well known, there are other approaches which have also influenced early years practice and that theory is Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development, also known as the Vgotskian approach. The vygotskian theory concerns the education of children of all ages but it has particular relevance to early years practice due to its focus on play and communication through social interaction (Allen, 2011, p48). As cited in (Tassoni, 2002, p366) ‘In play, a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behaviour, in play it is as though he were a head taller than his normal self (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Lev Vygotsky’s (1896-1934), approach like Piaget’s is a constructivist one as he sees children as actively constructing their understanding of the world. He believed that children’s social environment and experiences as being the most important, in that he saw children learning and gaining understanding through being with others, a process termed scaffolding (Bulman, 2005, p136). Adults and peers provide assistance in the form of demonstrations, explanations, questions, corrections and other interactions which allows the child to move from the minimum of what he or she knows, to the maximum of what they are able to achieve, this is done as part of the scaffolding framework (Macleod-Brudenell,2008, p145). Social cognitive theory combines elements of cognitive theory, including Piaget’s ideas about children’s minds, suggesting that they develop through interactions with their surroundings; social learning theory indicates that children learn more visually by observing and modelling behaviours (Smidt, 2009). Vygotsky supported inclusion of children with additional needs in mainstream settings and advocated that children should be perceived in terms of their strengths rather than their weakness.  ‘From the psychological and pedagogical points of view, one must treat the child with a disability in the same way as any other child’ (Doyla, 2010, p330).   
Vygotsky developed a theory called the Zone of proximal development, he described this as the space between what a child can do independently and what they can do with the support of someone more experienced or knowledgeable, and this support could be provided by an adult or another child (Pound, 2005, p40). For Vygotsky, the key factors were not only the child’s existing knowledge or understanding but also their ability to learn with support. One criticism of Vygotsky’s theory is the possible overemphasis upon external influences and little consideration of internal processes and individual differences (Macleod-Brudenell, 2008, p147). In the classroom we can apply this theory by maximising interaction between learners and learning tasks, having more knowledgeable learners working alongside less knowledgeable and testing their prior knowledge of a subject, whilst also preparing them to come out of their comfort zone (Bates,2016,p47).
Jerome Bruner (1915- ) agreed with many areas of Piaget’s work, but built on the ideas of Vygotsky’s. He too felt that children organised according to their experiences and that they are active in their learning. He disagreed with Piaget’s views of children as egocentric learners and believed that adults and peers played a very significant role in developing children’s learning (Walton, 2005). According to (Tassonni, 2002, p136) ‘Bruner suggests that children gradually acquire cognitive skills, and he refers to these as models of thinking and modes of representation’. He states that there are three modes; children start with one mode and gradually develop the other two. The first mode is classed as enactive (0-1Years) where he believed information is stored according to physical movements, when something has to be remembered the movement is recreated. The second mode is Iconic (1-7years) information is stored using images which may be based on smell, hearing, or touch, for example a smell may trigger a memory. Symbolic (7 years onwards) is the final mode where not everything can be pictured, so symbols are used such as language, music and numbers to store information (Bulman & Beith, 2005). Bruner also introduced the idea of the spiral curriculum. His resesrch highlighted that what a child knows and understands is the starting point for any learning and that while teachers need to build on this and extend the child’s understanding, previous learning needs to be revisited, linking existing ideas and concepts to new ones ( Smidt, 2011). 
 In conclusion Piaget saw cognitive development as stemming mainly from the child, he suggested that a child cannot attain certain abilities until ready to do so, this would depend upon the stage of development. Vygotsky saw interactions between the child and adults/culture as the driving force of cognitive development so we as teachers/ teacher assistants need to provide explanations, examples, questions, clues and corrections to scaffold/assist this development. All three theorists take a constructivist approach, viewing learning as an active process on the part of the learner (Macleod – Brundenell, 2008).  Applying these theorists’ ideas to the classroom, or early years learning environment means that our role is to provide an environment that is rich in stimulation for children to explore for themselves, in which they can actively construct their own knowledge (schemas) through their experiences.     
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