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Understanding the Theories of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner
In this essay I will demonstrate an understanding of the educational theories created by Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner. I will talk about each of the three psychologists individually, given the reader of their lives, an understanding of the theories that made them famous and how each of them have changed the way we think of cognitive development. To conclude I will write about the positive and negatives of the three theories and then explain how they have helped form the modern educational system. 
Jean Piaget 
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The theory that Piaget is famous for is his theory of Cognitive Development. The theory suggests that a child will create an understanding of the world through interacting with the environment around them. “He disagreed with the idea that intelligence was a fixed trait, and regarded cognitive development as a process which occurs due to biological maturation and interaction with the environment.” (McLeod, S. 2009) This quote, taken from a Simply Psychology article, explains that Piaget did not agree that intelligence is basic quality that all human beings have, but rather something that is created overtime through maturing and interactions. 
“Piaget identified four major stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. Piaget believed all children pass through these phases to advance to the next level of cognitive development.” (Grossniklaus, D. Smith, H. Wood, K. 2011) This quote from a paper by the University of Georgia talks about Piaget’s four stages of development. Piaget believed that every human being needed to pass through the stages to pass on to the next stage of cognitive development. 
 

The theory is based on four stages. The first is the Sensorimotor Stage, which takes place from birth up to the age of two. It is where the child develops language and when it observes other people and imitates their actions. The second stage is known as the Preoperational stage and it takes place from the age of two up to the age of seven. It is where the child begins to understand things from other people’s viewpoint and understand things like quantity and number. The third stage is known as the Concrete Operational stage and takes place from the ages of seven up to the ages of eleven. It is when the child begins to think logically and improves on its understanding of mathematics and language. The fourth and final stage is known as the Formal Operational stage and is when the child develops complex thought, can easily converse and think logically. These four stages are the backbone of the Theory of Cognitive Development and although the theory is nearly a hundred years old it is still influencing the way people think about the cognitive abilities of children. 
Lev Vygotsky 
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Lev Vygotsky was only thirty eight when he died but in that short time he was responsible for some massive changed in developmental psychology. His theories are still influencing many psychologists today. However, for twenty years after his death, Vygotsky’s work was unavailable to the people of Russia. In communist Russia it was not an acceptable idea to suggest that people, especially children, could speak for themselves. A person would have to request permission to read his work from the government. After the death of Stalin his work was translated and people began to make note of the theories that he had created. 
“Vygotsky believed that true education is not the mere learning of specific knowledge and skills, it is the development of children’s learning abilities” (Doyla, G. Palmer, S. 2017). This quote summarises very well what Vygotsky’s theories were all about. He believed that education should be developing a child’s ability to learn, not to teach them specific information. 
“Individual development cannot be understood without reference to the social and cultural context within which it is embedded. Higher mental processes in the individual have their origin in social processes.” (McLeod, S. 2007) Vygotsky believed that a childs social and cultural experiences can be extremely influential on the way that they think. He believed that human intelligence had developed tools and that these tools needed to be the key of educating children. Vygotsky called them cultural tools. The term means a combination of technical tools (i.e. books, computers and the media) and psychological tools (i.e. language, literature and symbols). Vygotsky believed that education should be giving children an introduction to these tools and showing them how to use successfully as quickly as possible. Vygotsky believed that once children had begun to understand these tools then they would develop new abilities and hopefully be able to master whatever cultural tool that they had been studying. Vygotsky believed that the most important tool was language, he said that thought is a type of internal language. When a child is young they often speak out loud about what they are doing but over time they stop doing this and this talking will become thought. Vygotsky believed that language was a very important part of educating children; he believed that teachers are a very important part of education and that it is their role to set tasks for his or her pupils that are ever so slightly beyond what they are capable of and with the teachers guidance they can work beyond that capability. Vygotsky called this the Zone of Proximal Development. “The zone focused on the relation between instruction and development” (Ageyev, V. Gindis, B. Miller, S. Kozulin, A. 2003) In a book about the many education theories that Vygotsky produced, this short bit of text describes the ZPD, it is bridge between the instructions that a teacher will give a child and the child developing their abilities when following those instructions. Vygotsky also said that the ZPD can be created whilst a child is playing, for when they are playing they create a clear set of rules and regulations with their imagination, when they follow those rules they begin to understand different roles and social skills. 
Vygotsky’s theories and practises are still being used around the world today. His theories not only help children develop faster but also help teachers to understand how best to educate the children that they are responsible for.
Jerome Bruner
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Jerome Bruner was an American psychologist who has been very influential in the research of cognitive psychology and educational psychology. He was born in 1915 and during the Second World War he worked for the Psychological Warfare Division of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force. It was here that he worked with General Dwight D. Eisenhower. However, it was after the war that Bruner began the work that would make him the renowned psychologist that is known as today. Bruner’s 
In his research he proposes that there are three modes of representation. These modes of representation are how knowledge and information is learnt and then stored within memory. “Major age-related changes in behaviour and thinking are largely the result of the acquisition of new, more flexible and more powerful types of representation”. (Kingma, J. Tomic, W. 1996) This quote from a paper on the works of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner suggests that as a child seems to change the way it behaves and thinks then it must have acquired a new kind of mode of representation. The three modes are similar to Piagets four stages but the modes are more integrated with each other. The first mode takes place during a person’s first year of their life. It is called the Enactive Stage; it is all based around physical activities such as movement of the body and manipulating the objects around them. The second mode takes place from the age of one up to the age of six; it is called the Iconic Stage. The Iconic stage is where a child will use imagery to learn, these images will represent things such as numbers and letters. The third and final mode takes place from the age of seven and onwards it is when the child begins to form an understanding of language, begins to think in a logical way and becomes capable of complicated and abstract thoughts. 
“The outcome of cognitive development is thinking. The intelligent mind creates from experience generic coding systems that permit one to go beyond the data to new and possibly fruitful predictions" (Bruner, J. 1957) This is a quote from one of Bruner’s earlier works and it talks about the Theory of Cognitive Development, which is the theory that brings together all of the three psychologists that are the subject of this paper. Piaget’s four stages have heavily influenced western education. Evidence of this is how the curriculum becomes more complicated as the child gets older and almost matches up with Piaget’s four stages on how a child is developing cognitively at certain ages. Vygotsky’s ZPD has helped formed the idea of the Foundation Phase as it proves that young children best learn through play. He has also helped educators understand the best way to guide a child in their learning. Bruner’s thoughts on education was that “the purpose of education is not to impart knowledge, but instead to facilitate a child's thinking and problem solving skills which can then be transferred to a range of situations.” (McLeod, S. 2008) His thoughts have helped develop the reggio emilia approach to learning. It is an approach where the curriculum is self-guided and the emphasis is on social interaction and problem solving. However, all of these theories do not take in the affects that parents have on a child, if a parent does not love then it can affect the child’s ability to socialise. They also do not take in the many disabilities that can affect a child in its ability to socialise and learn. To conclude, I believe that all theories and ideas have flaws but you cannot deny that the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner have changed the way that we educate today. 
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