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RESOURCES 

 
Resource 1: A summary of some key learning theories 

 
(For more information on the theories summarized below, see the Bibliography.) 
 
Piaget – Stages of cognitive development 
 
Piaget argued that cognitive development depends on two mental processes, ‘assimilation’ and 
‘accommodation’. These processes operate throughout life and not just in childhood. For 
example, when we are presented with something similar to what we already know, we 
assimilate it into our existing knowledge. On the other hand, when we encounter something 
that is different from what we know, we either ignore it or change our way of thinking to 
accommodate this new knowledge. This is cognitive development. Piaget saw learners moving 
through various stages of cognitive development: 
 
Sensorimotor (0-2 years) 
At this stage the child's main mode of learning occurs through the five senses. 
  
Pre-operational (2-7 years) 
During this stage the child is busy gathering information and then thinking of how they can use 
what they have learned to solve problems. They will be thinking in specifics rather than 
generalisations. They will also tend to be egocentric and find it hard to consider events from 
another person’s point of view. 
 
Concrete operational (7-11 years) 
The child is capable of true logical thought about physical operations and is able to manipulate 
data mentally. They can focus on the information they have and begin to define, compare, and 
contrast it with what they already know. They can perform operations – conserve, reverse, and 
consider all physical factors. However, at this stage, the child is not able to think hypothetically 
and abstractly. 
 
Formal (11 years +) 
Now the child is able to think hypothetically and abstractly.  The child should be capable of: 

• remembering and recalling key facts and ideas  
• understanding those facts and ideas  
• applying knowledge and skills appropriately  
• synthesising information and ideas  
• evaluating information and the outcomes of actions 

Although the ages to which Piaget assigns these stages have been called into question, his 
emphasis on the qualitative difference between the child’s perception of reality and that of an 
adult is useful in that it allows the parent or teacher to plan appropriate experiences for the 
child to engage in and thus promote cognitive development. 
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Vygotsky – Social constructivism 
 
Vygotsky stressed the vital role played by social context in children’s development. He saw 
knowledge as socially and culturally embedded and argued that learning happens when people 
collaborate with each other. For Vygotsky, children are active learners whose learning is best 
supported through guided participation. This is where more knowledgeable individuals organise 
activities to support the learning of less knowledgeable individuals. So, while Piaget focused on 
the child’s exploration of the physical world, Vygotsky argued for the importance of the role of 
the child’s exploration of their social world, including culturally constructed tools such as 
language and formal instruction.  
 
Lave and Wenger – Situated learning 
 
Lave and Wenger promote the view that learning is a function of the activity, context and 
culture in which it occurs and that, to be effective, it requires social interaction and 
collaboration. This is called ‘situated learning’. They argue that most learning in school is 
abstract and not rooted in a context that is meaningful to the learner. Therefore, they 
recommend that knowledge is presented in an authentic context if it’s to be of use. They 
propose that learning is a process of participation in communities of practice. At first, like an 
apprentice with a master, the participation will be limited but, over time, the learner’s 
involvement increases in complexity. 
 
Brown, Collins and Duguid – Situated cognition and the culture of learning 
 
Brown, Collins and Duguid build on the work of Lave and Wenger and suggest that the artificial 
separation of ‘knowing what' and ‘knowing how’ is a product of the structure and practices of 
the education system itself.  They see schools as transmitting knowledge in a way that is totally 
divorced from how that knowledge is applied in the wider world.  Their view is that because 
most school activity exists in a culture of its own, it’s hardly surprising that many children have 
difficulties learning in school.   
 
Bruner - Constructivist theory 
 
Bruner argues that learning is an active process in which learners construct new ideas or 
concepts based on what they already know. In his view, the learner uses a cognitive structure 
to give meaning and organisation to experiences. This cognitive structure provides the means 
whereby the learner can select and transform information, construct hypotheses and make 
decisions. The principles that underpin Bruner’s views are:  

• instruction must be concerned with the experiences and contexts that make the child 
willing and able to learn  

• instruction must be structured so that it can be easily grasped by the child 
• instruction should be designed to help the learner go beyond the information given  
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