(TITLE)Piaget's Theories and the Development of Elementary Mathematical Curriculum

(INTRODUCTION)In the 1960s Americans began to see the need for the having a better structured mathematics curriculum. It was necessary for mathematics to become a subject in the forefront of development. In order for this to be accomplished, different methods of approach were used to encourage early mathematical proficiency.  One such method that was used, was that of Jean Piaget, the French psychologist. Piaget's theories in cognitive development and his number theory became key in elementary mathematical curriculum at this time. 

(SECTION I) America's Educational Situation at Mid-Century

In 1957, Sputnik, the world's first earth orbiting satellite, was launched by the Soviet Union. Americans were convinced that the advanced Soviet technology was a victory of the Soviet educational system over the American. It was at this point that Americans decided that their curriculum was too relaxed. "While American schoolchildren were learning how to get along with their peers or how to bake a cherry pie, ... Soviet children were being steeped in technological race that had become the centerpiece of the Cold War."(footnote: Herbert M. Kliebard , The Struggle for the American Curriculum. (New York: Routledge 1995) 226.) Obviously, in order to keep up with the great pressures of Soviet technological development, the United States had to find a way to increase its mathematics program. American educators began to adopt the attitude that mastery in education was not just a good thing in itself, but was a direct step in reaching a victory in the Cold War. The government even stepped in with the National Defense Education Act in 1958. This Act supported the improvement in the areas of mathematics, science and foreign languages. Now educators were looking for answers to how a new curriculum could be formed. 

(SECTION II)Jean Piaget and His Theory of Cognitive Development

On place that American educators turned was in the direction of French psychologist Jean Piaget. Piaget was a theorist, concerned with how a child attains knowledge. He believed that the child played a very key role in the growth of his/her own intelligence. He believed that children do not learn simply  from observation alone, but also through interpretation and action. Piaget saw the child as understanding the world only through his/her own experiences. He believed that the child is born into egocentrism. 

According to Piaget,  "The mental structures that are necessary for intellectual development set limits for intellectual functioning at certain ages." (footnote: Dorothy Singer and Tracey Revenson, How a Child Thinks. (New York: New American Library Inc., 1978) 13)As one becomes more mature, those mental structures increase. As one becomes more mature, those mental structures increase. As one ages, new experiences build up, and one can learn new things based on what one already knows. It is during this time of acquisitions of new knowledge that a child has to learn to use adaptation in order to adjust to his/her environment. A child must constantly adjust his/her view of the world based on new experiences. 

