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“Giraffe!” yelled Joseph.

As a former fourth grade teacher and now an ESL teacher,
hearing Joseph’s response in my class made me curious.
Within the unit on describing different types of movement,
I was teaching the word “walk” so why would five-year-old
Joseph excitedly exclaim “giraffe!”?

When I taught fourth grade I was dually certified in elemen-
tary education and ESL. I was the only general education
teacher in the building to have an ESL certificate. Therefore,
the emergent multilingual students in fourth grade were
placed in my class to ensure they received the most effective
instruction to support language learning. Being a general
education teacher with an ESL certification gave me a birds-
eye view into their language learning journey. As the general
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education teacher, I worked closely with the ESL teacher to
support our students in and out of the classroom. Through
this lens, I noticed some noteworthy connections my stu-
dents were making that reminded me of what I learned about
Piaget throughout my academic journey.

I began learning about Jean Piaget’s theories (1973) in my
undergraduate program. Last summer I took a graduate class
from Dr. Causey. She guided the class through an in-depth
study of Piaget. This year as an ESL teacher pursuing a mas-
ter’s in ESL, I took a course in second language acquisition
from Dr. Prado. As I worked with multilingual students, I
began to experience the connections between Piaget’s theory
and second language acquisition and wanted to explore that
more.

Piaget and Vygotsky:
Small Yet Significant
Differences in Language
Learning

Jean Piaget, renowned French
psychologist who researched child
development and learning, is best
known for his seminal theory of
cognitive constructivism which
“emphasizes the role each person
plays in constructing his or her
own knowledge” (Branscombe et
al., 2014, p. 9). According to Piaget,
learning is an internal process of
integrating new knowledge with
prior information. Through creat-
ing relationships among ideas and
objects, the learner constructs their
own knowledge (Piaget, 1973). In
general, teachers plan for, imple-
ment, and facilitate new content and
information, and the learner’s job is
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to make connections and
create their own knowledge
through a meaning-making
process. How the teacher
designs instruction for the
children is based on a the-
oretical perspective. Critical
to this lens is Piaget’s em-
phasis on the three types of
knowledge and the source of
each knowledge:

¢ Social knowledge: the
names and conventions
of the world around you,
such as people’s names,
holidays, and social eti-
quette. Social knowledge
has a source outside of a
person and can change
depending on the con-
text of the person, where
they live, and their culture.
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Within social knowledge,
Piaget’s focus is on the internal cognitive processes that oc-
cur to obtain this knowledge.

+ Physical knowledge: these are facts about the physical
world around you. The wall is solid, the light is bright, the
cat is soft, the table is black and the source of that knowledge
is the physical properties of objects.

* Logico-mathematical knowledge: the ability to manip-
ulate social and physical knowledge to create new relation-
ships and meaning and the source of this knowledge is inside
the person’s brain. For example, you count a row of pencils
to find that there are eight pencils. The idea that we call it a
pencil is social knowledge. There is a physical pencil that is
hard, yellow, and has lead. The eight-ness of the pencils only
exists because we connected the number and relationship as
a result of building cognitive structures (logico-mathemati-
cal knowledge) (Cohen & Stupiansky, 2013).

Lev Vygotsky, a Russian social psychologist, and Piaget have
many similarities in their theories of constructivism. Both
focus on the role of the learner in the learning process and
how they construct new knowledge. Vygotsky is most known
for his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and his theories
on how the environment and social interaction influence the
learner (Sharkins et al., 2017). Vygotsky’s theories are widely
known in the world of ESL and though the theories of Piaget
and Vygotsky complement each other, Piaget is not widely
referred to in ESL literature.

Vygotksy’s sociocultural and scaffolding theories provide
an instructional framework to support learners in acquiring
new information through interaction with their environment,
their peers, and the adults around them. This is a benefit
for emerging multilingual students who need the support
through scaffolding and interactions with others to acquire
the target language. Though the scaffolding and interaction
aspects of L2 acquisition and teaching are essential, it’s also

important to note what is happening within the learner,
and Piaget addresses this in his theories of constructivism

(Sharkins et al., 2017).

Piaget’s focus is on how learners make meaning of new con-
tent within themselves. The significant differences between
the two theories is that Vygotsky focuses on the impact of the
external environment on the learning process while Piaget
focuses on the internal processes that impact learning. For
the purposes of this article, this internal processing can be
referred to as “meaning making” as the learner is taking what
they already know and internally connecting that knowl-
edge with new information and drawing new conclusions to
construct new knowledge. This article addresses the small
yet significant differences between Vygotsky’s and Piaget’s
theories and how those differences impact language learning

(Sharkins et al., 2017).

The question I wished to explore more fully then was how
do emergent multilingual children evidence Piaget’s cogni-
tive theory in small group instruction through meaningful

connections?

Learning From Children

As an ESL teacher in an elementary school in the southern
United States, I teach a small group of multilingual kinder-
garten students who speak a variety of languages including
Spanish, Vietnamese, Thai, and Arabic. Most of my students
come from low to middle socioeconomic status and receive

free and reduced lunch.

In the process of teaching and observing my students, I
noticed that they were making connections about what we
were learning to their prior experiences. Examples of this
can be seen as Joseph, Kristina, and Brandon (all names are

pseudonyms) engaged in different learning experiences.
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In a unit learning about action verbs kids are familiar with—
walk, run, jump, for example—we practiced each word by
defining it, using it in a sentence, and acting it out. I began
to walk around the room and I asked, “What am I doing?”
Several puzzled faces looked back at me until Joseph yelled
“giraffe”! I was initially confused by Joseph’s response until
I remembered the image I had used to teach “walk” was an
animated picture of a giraffe walking and that Joseph had
visited the zoo with his family the weekend before. His mom
had told me that giraffes were his favorite animal. What
did Joseph reveal about his thinking when he yelled out
“giraffe!”?

While practicing identifying the main idea in pictures, I
asked my students to recall what “main idea” means. We
had been reviewing and practicing all week identifying the
main idea in pictures and short stories. After a long pause,
in response to my question, Kristina responded, “Waiting in
line!” Like with Joseph, my initial response was confusion.
Then I remembered that one of the images we practiced with
showed people waiting in line. Again, what was Kristina re-
vealing about her thinking?

Lastly, after buzzing around the classroom to practice being a
bee, we paused to land in our hives. I asked, “When bees are
done buzzing, where do they go home to rest?” And I showed
a picture of a beehive and the honeycombs inside. Most of my
students yelled out “hive!” in response to the picture of the
beehive but I heard one soft voice in the back say, “stop sign.”
Ilooked to see where the voice was, and Brandon raised his
hand. I told him how unique his response was and asked him
to explain to help me understand. He stood up and pointed
to the shapes inside the honeycomb, which to my surprise
were in the shape of a stop sign. We had not talked about
stop signs, so what was Brandon thinking when he said stop
sign instead of honeycomb?

The Work of the Child to
Create Meaning

Joseph, Kristina, and Brandon demon-
strated making connections between what
they already knew and what they were
currently learning so they could make
meaning of the new learning. They were
showing evidence of Piaget’s theory of cog-
nitive development, specifically meaning
making, or logico-mathematical knowl-
edge (Cohen & Stupiansky, 2013). The sig-
nificance, and what differentiates this from
Vygotsky’s theories, is they were making
their connections internally. For Joseph,
he took the explicit teaching of walk and
his own knowledge of giraffes and was in-
ternally constructing his own understand-
ing about walking. Kristina connected the

main idea and waiting in line while Brandon connected his
prior knowledge of stop signs with honeycombs. They were
using logico-mathematical thinking to internally manipu-
late their understandings of walk and giraffe to create new
meaning for themselves.

Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism emphasizes the
role the environment plays in meaning making and our class-
room activities helped facilitate that connection (Sharkins
et al., 2017). While both theories are important to learning,
in these examples the emphasis is on the connections the
children made internally. This is exactly what Piaget points
to in his theory of cognitive development and what distin-
guishes him from Vygotsky's theories. The connections the
children made seem clearly to have been made internally. It
was completely their own because they were connecting their
background knowledge with what we were doing in class. The
kindergarteners used what they already knew and what they
were learning to make new meaning, which is an example of
what I was learning from Piaget’s theory of cognitive con-
structivism (Piaget, 1973).

Conclusion

Though Piaget’s theory of meaning making isn’t often ex-
plicitly linked with practices in the ESL classroom, his work
shows that it is important for ESL students as they are
learning a new language. With this knowledge, I challenge all
teachers to look for opportunities to support their emergent
multilingual students in connecting what they already know
to what they are learning. The seemingly “random” words
our students say which may have us scratching our heads
are evidence of connections young learners are making in-
ternally between what they have experienced and what they
are learning in the classroom.
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