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Ro l e M o d e l s i n Cognitiv e Psychology :  J e r o m e B r u n e r  a s E x e m p l a r 

Pete r  Meyerso n (peter.m.meyerson@vanderbilt.edu ) 
Learnin g Technolog y Center ,  Vanderbil t  Universit y 

Nashville ,  T N 3720 3 U S A 

An examinatio n o f  Jerom e Bruner' s intelectua l  ontogenesi s 
elucidate s h o w cognitiv e psychologist s ca n generat e bot h 
goo d theor y an d practic e durin g thei r  careers .  Brune r 
challenge s psychologist s t o expan d wha t  the y se e a s th e 
focu s o f  thei r  disciplin e an d t o activel y wor k fo r  socia l 
change .  I n hi s earl y wor k Brune r  challenge d th e behaviorists . 
Toda y h e challenge s th e cognitiv e psychologists .  Hi s 
challenge s ar e no t  jus t  abou t  theoretica l  concern s bu t  abou t 
th e basi c natur e o f  scienc e itself .  H e call s fo r  a 
compassionat e vie w o f  science . 

I n th e 1950 s h e use d evidenc e from  hi s researc h t o sho w 
tha t  peopl e see m t o hav e strategie s i n thei r  head s tha t  the y 
use t o hel p the m categoriz e informatio n i n th e world .  Thu s 
he alon g wit h suc h thinker s a s Chomsk y an d Miller ) 
challenge d behaviorism .  Scientist s ha d t o acknowledg e th e 
existenc e o f  menta l  structure s whic h thei r  the n curren t 
theorie s o f  s- r  chain s coul d no t  explain .  Thi s allowe d Brune r 
t o argu e tha t  th e stud y o f  structure s o f  th e min d i s a  vali d 
scientifi c  enterprise .  Hence ,  rationa l  thinkin g coul d afte r 
almos t  5 0 year s b e re-introduce d a s a  concep t  t o b e studie d 
by experimenta l  psychology .  Subsequently ,  Brune r  coul d 
us e th e stud y o f  'rationa l  thought '  a s th e basi s fo r 
'compassionate '  pedagogica l  an d curricula r  reform . 

I n th e 1980 s an d 1990 s Brune r  ha s agai n focuse d o n ne w 
ways o f  studying/conceptualizin g cognitiv e processes ,  tha t 
allow s hi m t o challeng e a  curren t  an d reductionisti c vie w o f 
human consciousness .  Interestingly ,  b y doin g thi s h e 
challenge s th e ver y cognitiv e vie w h e helpe d create .  B y 
focusin g o n storie s a s cognitiv e structures ,  whos e 
complexit y a s multidimensiona l  schema s ca n no t  easil y b e 
reproduce d o r  reduce d t o compute r  models ,  h e force s 
cognidv e psychologists ,  especiall y thos e o f  th e 'har d core ' 
AI  variety ,  t o acknowledg e limitation s t o thei r  field.  I n s o 
doin g Brune r  re-introduce s cultur e an d meanin g int o 
psycholog y an d h e make s psycholog y mor e compassionat e 
by refocusin g i t  o n persona l  experience . 

Philosophically ,  Bruner' s though t  ha s transforme d from  a 
rationalis m tinge d wit h empiricis m t o a  hermeticis m lace d 
wit h empiricism .  On e ca n se e tha t  thi s involved ;  a )  Bruner' s 
attempting,throug h empirica l  methods ,  t o ge t  th e 
reductionis t  behaviorist s o f  th e 1950 s t o acknowledg e th e 
legitimac y o f  rationalis t  claim s tha t  menta l  phenomen a 
existe d i n th e head ,  an d b )  attemptin g t o ge t  contemporar y 
1990 s reductionis t  cognitiv e psychologists ,  agai n throug h 
empirica l  methods ,  t o acknowledg e th e legitimac y o f  th e 
hermeti c approach . 

Thi s i s no t  t o sugges t  Brune r  ha s evolve d int o som e for m 
of '  Pur e Platonist' .  H e doesn' t  believ e min d ca n b e divorce d 
from  th e world .  Mind ,  i n theory ,  ma y b e abl e t o generat e a n 
infinit e diversit y o f  worlds .  But ,  i n practic e i t  i s  limite d b y 
th e practica l  necessit y o f  th e environmen t  withi n whic h i t 
finds  itself .  Hence ,  Bruner' s constructivis m i s infuse d wit h 

th e functiona l  perspective .  Moreover ,  thi s evolutio n fro m 
functiona l  rationalis m t o functiona l  hermeticis m (i.e . 
constructivism )  ha s gone ,  han d i n hand ,  wit h Bruner' s us e o f 
a constantl y expandin g multidisciplinar y perspective . 

Throug h biographica l  analysi s w e ca n appreciat e h o w 
Brune r  challenge s th e limit s o f  wha t  psycholog y define s a s 
it s method s an d a s it s 'fiel d o f  application' .  Also ,  w e ca n se e 
ho w Brune r  transform s himsel f  int o a  ne w for m o f  scientist . 
Brune r  recognize s th e cultura l  an d socia l  boundednes s o f  hi s 
o wn disciplin e and ,  h e consciousl y synthesize s bot h theor y 
and practic e i n a n effor t  t o mak e psycholog y a  mor e human e 
science .  Hi s intellectua l  caree r  serve s a s a n exempla r  fo r  1 
youn g scientist s jus t  enterin g th e field. 
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