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Introduction
This portfolio critically reviews the theories of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky and their contributions to understanding how people learn. It explores key ideas such as stages of development, social and cultural influences, and how these theories apply to classroom practice, offering deeper insight into effective teaching approaches and meaningful learner engagement.
These theorists were chosen because their work is highly relevant to my role as a tutor in Further Education at Neath College, where learners vary widely in age, ability, confidence, and background, requiring flexible, responsive strategies to support their progress effectively. Piaget’s theory helps me understand how learners’ readiness affects their ability to manage more complex ideas, particularly in Further Education. FE students may be at different stages of cognitive development, and not all will automatically be operating at the formal operational stage. Some learners may still rely on concrete operational thinking, meaning they benefit from practical examples, step-by-step guidance, and visual support before engaging with abstract or theoretical concepts. Recognising this helps me plan learning activities that gradually build complexity, ensuring students are cognitively ready before introducing higher-level reasoning, problem-solving, or independent learning tasks. 
However, Vygotsky’s emphasis on social interaction, scaffolding, and guided learning aligns more closely with my everyday teaching practice in Further Education, as FE learners often arrive with varied prior knowledge, confidence levels, and learning experiences. I consistently observe that students progress more effectively through discussion, modelling, and structured support, particularly when learning is situated within their Zone of Proximal Development. Peer collaboration and tutor guidance enable learners to move beyond what they could achieve independently, supporting both skill development and academic confidence. The purpose of this portfolio is to critically examine the strengths and limits of both theories and to show how they can be used to support effective teaching and learning across diverse educational contexts and learner needs. It outlines each theorist’s key ideas, compares their approaches, and reflects on how their theories influence modern classroom practice, assessment, and learner support, helping educators make informed decisions to enhance overall learning outcomes.







Historical Review.

Jean Piaget (1896-1980) 
Jean Piaget was a Swiss psychologist whose work began in the early 20th century, a period when psychology was becoming a scientific discipline (Piaget, 1952). At this point in history, behaviourism was the leading approach in psychology, with figures such as Watson and later Skinner emphasising observable actions instead of mental processes (Watson, 1913; Skinner, 1938). Piaget went against this trend by studying children’s thinking processes, marking a significant shift in developmental psychology (Piaget, 1970). Piaget started his career studying biology, which influenced his view of development as a biological, maturational process (Piaget, 1971). In the 1920s, while working at the Binet Institute in Paris, he observed how children answered intelligence test questions. He noticed that their mistakes were often systematic, which led him to propose that children think differently from adults (Piaget, 1952; Piaget, 1926).
Between the 1920s and 1950s, Piaget developed his theory of cognitive development, suggesting that children pass through four universal stages, sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. (Piaget, 1952; Piaget, 1954). Each stage represents qualitatively different ways of thinking, with development driven by processes of adaptation assimilation, accommodation, and equilibration (McLeod, 2025).  His historical importance lies in establishing constructivism, the idea that children actively build knowledge through interaction with their environment (Piaget, 1970). By the 1960s–1970s, Piaget’s ideas had become highly influential in education worldwide, shaping early childhood practice and contributing to the development of “developmentally appropriate” learning approaches (Piaget, 1972; Driscoll, 2005).

Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) 
Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist working in the Soviet Union during the 1920s and early 1930s, a period of intense social, political, and educational change following the Russian Revolution (Daniels, 2005). The new Soviet ideology placed strong emphasis on social development, collective learning, and the role of culture, and these historical circumstances strongly shaped Vygotsky’s thinking (Wertsch, 1985). Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky originally trained in law, literature and philosophy, entering psychology later in his career. He rapidly developed influential ideas about learning, emphasising the central role of social interaction, language and culture (Vygotsky, 1978). Working collaboratively with colleagues such as Luria and Leontiev, Vygotsky developed the sociocultural theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1986; Luria, 1976).
His most important concepts were the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and the notion of scaffolding, later expanded by theorists such as Jerome Bruner and David Wood, emerged during the early 1930s (Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976).  These ideas reflected the wider Soviet belief that education should actively shape mental development rather than simply follow biological growth (Wertsch, 1985). Vygotsky died very young at only 37 years old, and much of his work was unpublished or restricted within the Soviet Union due to political issues. It was only after the 1960s that his ideas became widely known in the West. By the late 20th century, his sociocultural perspective became central to modern educational theory, collaborative learning, and constructivist teaching.





















Exploration of theories or practices
The study of how children think and learn has been strongly shaped by the work of both Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, whose theories continue to influence teaching and learning today (McLeod, 2025; Cerovac & Keane, 2024). Both theorists offered key explanations of cognitive development, and their ideas remain central in teacher education. However, contemporary research increasingly highlights the value of Vygotsky’s social constructivist approach, as it aligns more closely with today’s diverse, inclusive, and collaborative learning environments (UNESCO, 2015).
Piaget viewed the child as an independent learner who constructs knowledge through active exploration and interaction with the physical world. He argued that children learn best through discovery and hands-on experience (Zhang, 2022). Vygotsky, by contrast, emphasised the fundamental role of social interaction, language, and culture in shaping learning. He believed that children develop understanding through collaborative activities, dialogue, and guidance from more knowledgeable individuals (Cerovac & Keane, 2024). This distinction has important implications for classroom practice, influencing how teachers plan lessons, support learners, and use strategies such as group work, structured discussion, and guided instruction.
At the heart of Piaget’s theory is the concept of schemas, which are mental structures that organise knowledge and change as children learn. He proposed four universal stages of cognitive development, each linked to biological maturation. The first being the sensorimotor stage, where infants learn through movement and sensory experience. Then, the pre-operational stage, where children begin using language and symbols but struggle with logical reasoning. Next being the concrete operational stage, where logical thinking develops in relation to real objects. Finally, the formal operational stage, where abstract and hypothetical thinking becomes possible (McLeod, 2025; Zhang, 2022). These stages represent qualitatively different ways of thinking and, according to Piaget, must occur in a fixed sequence.
In educational settings, Piaget’s theory supports discovery learning, practical activities, and tasks that match a child’s developmental stage, enabling learners to progress at their own pace (Zhang, 2022). His work has had a particularly strong influence on early years and primary education. Nevertheless, Piaget’s theory has been widely criticised. Research shows that many children can think more in more advanced ways than his stages suggest, indicating that he may have underestimated children’s capabilities (Saravanan, 2023). In addition, his limited attention to teaching, language, and social interaction implies that development occurs largely independently, which some argue may lead to overly passive teaching where educators wait for children to become “ready” rather than actively supporting their progress (McLeod, 2025; Saravanan, 2023). 
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory offers a more dynamic and interactive explanation of learning. He believed that development is rooted in social processes, with children first learning through interaction with adults and peers before internalising this knowledge. His most influential concept, the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), describes the gap between what a learner can do independently and what they can achieve with support (Svoboda, 1980). Learning is most effective when it occurs within this zone, where learners are challenged but not overwhelmed. This support, commonly described as scaffolding, can include modelling, questioning, prompts, and feedback, which are gradually withdrawn as learners gain independence. This scaffolding reflects Vygotsky’s social constructivist approach, as it shows how learners actively build understanding through guided interaction with more knowledgeable others. Although the ZPD can be difficult to measure precisely, it offers a powerful explanation of how targeted teaching can drive development. Unlike Piaget, who saw development as preceding learning, Vygotsky places teaching, social interaction, and cultural context at the centre of cognitive growth, making his theory highly applicable to real classroom practice.
Language also plays a central role in Vygotsky’s framework. He argued that children initially use speech for communication, but later employ self-talk to guide problem-solving, which eventually becomes inner speech used for planning and reflection. This progression illustrates how social communication becomes internalised as part of independent thinking. Research strongly supports this view, highlighting the importance of dialogue, questioning, teacher feedback, and collaborative learning in developing understanding (Cerovac & Keane, 2024). Although Vygotsky died at a young age and was unable to fully develop his theory, later researchers have expanded and strengthened his ideas, making them even more relevant to research and classroom practice.
While both Piaget and Vygotsky continue to influence education, Vygotsky’s approach is often regarded as more practical for modern classrooms (UNESCO, 2015; Cerovac & Keane, 2024). Piaget’s framework remains valuable for understanding broad patterns of cognitive development and for emphasising the importance of active learning and developmental readiness (McLeod, 2025; Zhang, 2022). However, Vygotsky’s sociocultural constructivist theory offers a more practical approach to learning, especially when guidance, teamwork, and discussion help students succeed. Its emphasis on teacher support, formative feedback, group work, and cultural diversity reflects the realities of contemporary education (Cerovac & Keane, 2024; Black & Wiliam, 2009). Overall, while Piaget laid important foundations for understanding cognitive development, his theory is limited when applied in isolation. Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective offers a more robust and practical framework for supporting learning today, as it promotes inclusion, collaboration, scaffolded support, and learner-centred teaching, that in my view are key principles of modern education (OECD, 2019).






Review the impact.
I Feel that the theories of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky are two of the most important in education. Although their views are different, both have strongly influenced how learning is understood and taught. Piaget focused on fixed stages of thinking that all children move through as they grow, while Vygotsky placed social interaction, language, and culture at the centre of learning (McLeod, 2025; Cerovac & Keane, 2024). Their ideas have had a major impact on modern teaching methods, curriculum design, teacher training, and education policy around the world. Together, their work helped to establish constructivist education, which is now a key approach in many national and international education systems (OECD, 2019). However, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is now seen as more relevant to modern education because it closely matches current priorities such as inclusion, collaboration, and culturally responsive teaching (UNESCO, 2015).
Piaget’s theory introduced the idea that children move through different stages of thinking as they grow, with each stage showing a new way of reasoning. His work changed how educators viewed learning by showing that children actively build their own knowledge rather than simply receiving information from adults. This child-centred view encouraged teachers to use discovery learning, play, and hands-on exploration instead of relying only on memorisation and teacher-led lessons (McLeod, 2025). Piaget’s stage theory also strongly influenced curriculum design by ensuring that learning tasks are suited to children’s level of development. For example, higher-level thinking and hypothetical reasoning are introduced mainly during the formal operational stage, when young people are ready for this type of thinking (Zhang, 2022).
Piaget’s ideas also had a direct influence on education policy, especially through the Plowden Report (1967), which promoted child-centred learning in UK primary schools. More recently, his ideas have helped shape the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), which encourages learning through play, exploration, and activities that match children’s level of development. His influence can also be seen internationally in learning approaches such as the High Scope Approach. However, even though his work has had a wide impact on policy, Piaget’s theory has been criticised for underestimating children’s thinking abilities and for viewing development as mainly a biological process, with limited attention given to social, cultural, and language influences (Saravanan, 2023).
By contrast, Vygotsky shifted attention from biological maturation to the social foundations of learning, an approach that now underpins many education policies. His concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) demonstrated that children can perform beyond their independent ability when supported by a more knowledgeable other. This insight reshaped teaching by emphasising guided learning rather than independent discovery alone. Scaffolding has since become a central constructivist teaching strategy used in classrooms around the world, especially in subjects like literacy and maths, and in supporting learners with special educational needs. (Cerovac & Keane, 2024).
Vygotsky’s focus on language as a tool for thinking has strongly influenced education in the UK. National guidance places clear importance on speaking, discussion, and interaction between teachers and learners as key parts of learning. For example, the Curriculum for Wales encourages communication, teamwork, and guided learning across all subjects (Welsh Government, 2022). The UK inspection framework used by Ofsted also highlights the importance of teacher modelling, questioning, feedback, and classroom discussion in supporting learner progress (Ofsted, 2019). These policies reflect Vygotsky’s idea that learning develops through language, social interaction, and guided support.
Vygotsky’s recognition that learning is influenced by culture has had a strong impact on inclusive and multicultural education around the world (UNESCO, 2015). His theory supports modern approaches to differentiated teaching, English as an Additional Language (EAL) provision, and support for learners with special educational needs (SEN), where guided learning and social interaction are central to progress (Cerovac & Keane, 2024). Collaborative learning strategies such as peer tutoring, group work, teacher modelling, and classroom discussion are now widely seen as best practice and are clear examples of Vygotsky’s ideas being used in real classrooms (Black & Wiliam, 2009). While some critics argue that the Zone of Proximal Development is difficult to measure accurately and that Vygotsky gave less attention to biological development than Piaget, these limitations are generally outweighed by the theory’s strong practical value and relevance to education policy and teaching practice (Cerovac & Keane, 2024).
Both Piaget and Vygotsky offer useful ideas, but Vygotsky’s approach is now more widely used in modern education and policy. Piaget’s stage theory is still helpful for making sure that learning tasks are suitable for the learner’s level, especially in early years education. Vygotsky’s theory, however, places more focus on learning through interaction, discussion, and cultural relevance. Today’s classrooms often use ideas from both theorists. In science, teachers may use hands-on experiments linked to a learner’s stage of development, while also encouraging group discussion, peer explanation, and teacher questioning to support understanding. In literacy, Piaget’s ideas about symbolic development are combined with Vygotsky’s focus on shared reading, guided writing, and spoken support. This blend reflects modern teaching approaches, although current educational priorities place greater importance on the social side of learning.
The influence of Piaget and Vygotsky is evident in UK assessment systems, which increasingly emphasise learning through interaction and support rather than solely age-based readiness linked to Piaget’s stages. Traditional tests, such as SATs at Key Stages 1 and 2, were designed around expected age-related levels but have been criticised for focusing on individual results and standardisation, rather than collaboration and guided learning, central to Vygotsky’s theory. More recent approaches reflect a shift towards Vygotsky’s ideas. The Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) relies on observation, play, and interaction, with teachers assessing children through everyday activities and dialogue, demonstrating the importance of scaffolding and guidance rather than testing in isolation (DfE, 2023). At secondary level, GCSEs increasingly include coursework, controlled assessments, and spoken language tasks, valuing teacher support, group work, and discussion, highlighting learning through social interaction rather than independent discovery (Ofqual, 2023).
Ofsted’s Education Inspection Framework also reflects Vygotsky’s influence, emphasising strong teaching, modelling, guided practice, and lesson adaptation, with inspectors evaluating how well teachers support learning through questioning, feedback, and discussion (Ofsted, 2019). Similarly, Assessment for Learning (AfL) strategies, such as peer assessment, feedback, and teacher guidance, reinforce the idea that learning improves through interaction and support (Black & Wiliam, 2009). Overall, while early UK assessment systems aligned more closely with Piaget’s stage-based approach, contemporary assessment increasingly reflects Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective. The focus on formative assessment, guidance, discussion, and collaboration demonstrates how his ideas now underpin the ways learning is assessed and supported in UK education.




















Critical reflection
When looking at the work of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, it is clear to see that both theorists have had a major influence on how we understand learning and development. Piaget helped educators understand that children do not simply absorb information but actively build their knowledge as they grow. His idea that children move through clear stages of development changed how teachers view learning and led to more child-centred approaches in schools (McLeod, 2025; Zhang, 2022). His work encouraged discovery learning, hands-on activities, and teaching that matches a child’s level of development. These ideas are still very important in early years education today. However, Piaget’s theory also has limits. His stage model is often seen as too fixed, and research has shown that children can sometimes think more advanced than his theory suggests (Saravanan, 2023). He also gave less attention to social, cultural, and language influences on learning. Because he believed development must come before learning, his theory can risk encouraging teachers to wait for “readiness” instead of actively supporting progress.
In contrast, Vygotsky’s theory offers a more flexible and practical explanation of how learning happens in real classrooms. He argued that learning is driven mainly by social interaction, language, and support from others rather than by biological growth alone. His idea of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) shows that learners can achieve more with guidance than they can on their own. Through scaffolding, teachers and peers provide support that is gradually reduced as confidence grows (Cerovac & Keane, 2024). This places the teacher at the centre of the learning process and shows how teaching can directly lead development, rather than simply respond to it. This is a major strength of Vygotsky’s theory compared to Piaget’s more passive view of teaching.
Vygotsky also highlighted the importance of language in learning. He believed that talking, discussion, and interaction help children develop thinking skills, self-control, and problem-solving ability. This idea fits closely with modern teaching methods that focus on dialogue, feedback, and group work. His theory is reflected in many international education policies that promote communication, collaboration, and learner participation (UNESCO, 2015; OECD, 2019). Although some of his ideas, such as the ZPD, are difficult to measure precisely, they are widely valued because of how useful they are in everyday teaching (Black & Wiliam, 2009). A key strength of Vygotsky’s work is its focus on culture and diversity. Unlike Piaget’s universal model, Vygotsky recognised that learning is shaped by language, background, and social experience. This makes his theory especially relevant for today’s classrooms, which include learners from many cultures and with different needs (UNESCO, 2015). Many teaching strategies now seen as best practice, such as peer learning, group work, formative assessment, guided instruction, and adaptive teaching are based directly on Vygotsky’s ideas (Cerovac & Keane, 2024; Black & Wiliam, 2009). While Piaget helps us understand how thinking develops in general, Vygotsky shows teachers how learning can be supported in practice.
In conclusion, Piaget provided an important foundation for understanding how children develop thinking skills, but Vygotsky offers the stronger framework for modern education. Piaget helps explain development, but Vygotsky explains how learning can be actively supported. In today’s education system, where inclusion, collaboration, language development, and equality are increasingly recognised as essential priorities, learning cannot be seen as an isolated process. Instead, it must be understood as a deeply social process, shaped by interaction, guidance, and ongoing support from teachers, peers, and the wider cultural context. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory captures this reality, emphasising that knowledge is constructed through communication, shared problem-solving, and scaffolded support, rather than through solitary discovery alone. While both Piaget and Vygotsky offer valuable insights into cognitive development, Vygotsky’s framework is particularly well-suited to the needs of contemporary classrooms. His ideas provide practical strategies for promoting collaboration, dialogue, and formative assessment, while also recognising the importance of cultural and linguistic diversity. For these reasons, I argue that Vygotsky’s theory offers the more useful, flexible, and powerful model for guiding teaching and learning in the 21st century, supporting all learners to achieve their potential in an inclusive and dynamic educational environment.
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