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ABSTRACT

Bruner’s work focuses on learning through discovery. His position is that 
students learn best when they themselves discover the structure o f a subject 
by inductive meftns. Ausubel believes that learning should be primarily 
deductive. Students must understand the more general concepts, or 
subsumers, before mastering details and sub-concepts. This paper compares 
and critically analyses the views o f Bruner and Ausubel on the learning 
process and their relevance to Zimbabwe. Bruner’s four principles o f 
teaming and Ausuble’s meaningful verbal learning theory are presented and 
their implications for teaching with reference to Zimbabwe are discussed.

Introduction
Instructional implications can be derived from any theoretical position 
that deals with human learning. In some cases the implications are vague 
and remote; in the theories of Bruner and Ausubel, however, they are 
explicit. The following discussion of the implications of each of their 
positions takes the form of an examination of a long-enduring educational 
controversy between those who believe in teaching by discovery and those 
who do not.
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Bruner’s Theory of ‘Discovery Learning’
Bruner (1974,1983,1991) is renowned in cognitive psychology as the chief 
advocate of the ‘Discovery Learning’ theory. It is worth pointing out at 
the outset that Bruner’s concern with discovery learning has a certain 
uniqueness about it. This approach to-leafning emphasises the 
importance of understanding the structure of a subject being studied, tha 
need for active learning as the basis for true understanding' and the value 
of inductive reasoning injearning (Woolfolk, 1995).

According to the Discovery Learning theory Bruner says that learning is 
not only restricted to "finding out something that before was unknown to 
mankind, but rather includes all forms of obtaining knowledge for oneself 
by the use of one’s mind ..." (Bruner, in Anderson & Ausubel, 1966, p. 
607). Being a proponent of a child-contoured education, Bruner has been 
vehemently opposed in this approach by other psychologists led by 
 ̂Ausubel who, by way of'proffering an extreme view of discovery learning, 

 ̂j suggests that Bruner- is not correct when he says that learners do not 
; require the services of teachers.. However, Bruner denies this 
] interpretation ofhis theory. He maintains that even in atmospheres where 
■ children are allowed to discover on their own, they still require the 
presence of the teacher. He recognises that teachers play the crucial role 
of giving the pupil as firm a grasp of the subject as they can. Their primary 
task as facilitators of learning is to make pupils as autonomous and 
self-propelled thinkers as they can so that even after formal schooling, 
the pupils can go along on their own.

In arguing his case in favour of the Discovery Learning theory, Bruner has 
shown that apart from the values and needs affecting the learner’s 
perception, such values and needs also affect other cognitive processes 
like, for example, thinking and language. This view has led to the 
development of a psychology in education which places the child in a 
central role in the learning situation. Consequently, if needs, values, and 
experience are important in learning, then pedagogical approaches must 
take these into account in the process of helping each child to learn.
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Therefore, according to Bruner (1974, 1983, 1991), teaching must be 
child-contoured.

Bruner’s influence on Discovery Learning theory in particular and on 
education in general is based on four major principles: (a) motivation; (b) 
structure; (c) sequence, and (d) reenforcement. The four principles are 
aimed at producing a learning based on understanding and meaning 
father than on the conditioning of facts and details.

Motivation
Crain (1980) echoes the humanists’ view that people: "...are free and 
creative beings, capable of growth and self-actualization" ( p.259).

Bruner says that children are naturally self-motivated to learn. In his view, 
motivation springs from their inborn curiosity, their inborn need to get to 
grips with the world around them by becoming competent at the things 
that really interest them. In the words of Siann & Ugwuegbu (1989), 
children "...have an inborn programming to interact with others which 
makes them respond favourably to teaching situations where they can 
work cooperatively with others" (p. 112).

Bruner therefore supports the humanist philosophy of motivation and 
learning that the role of the teacher is not that of prescribing, forcing, 
coaxing or imposing his own models on children. Instead, his role as a 
facilitator and helper consists not only in supervising the already existing 
learning process but also in ensuring that the learning conditions are met. 
Akin to Bruner, Rogers & Freiberg (1994) some of the humanist 
psychologists, believe that learning and motivation should be 
child-contoured.

Rogers & Freiberg (1994) suggest that teachers must, as much as possible,  ̂
leave the children alone. They believe that children are capable of 
motivating themselves. However, the conditions in which pupils can 
become autonomous and self-propelled are those which include the 
teacher knowing his subject well, being sensitive to the feelings of the
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learners in his charge and being aware of their individual differences, 
having a positive self-image and using a variety of teaching approaches.

Structure
Bruner (1974,1983) thinks that the structure and mode of presentation 
are important instructional values.' He believes that any body of 
knowledge can be taught in such a way as to be understood by almost every 
learner: "Any idea or problem or body of knowledge can be presented in 
a form simple enough so that any particular learner can understand it in 
a recognisable form" (Bruner, 1966, p. 44).

He urges for simplicity of presentation so that every learner can benefit 
to the maximum from an instructional programme. He considers that the 
structure of any knowledge domain can be represented in three ways: 
Firstly, it can be represented through a set of actions aimed at achieving 
a certain result and Bruner labels this mode of representation inactive 
representation. Secondly, it can be represented in a classroom situation in 
the form of talk and chalk, demonstration or discovery. Bruner refers to 
this as iconic representation, and thirdly, it can also be represented by a set 
of symbols that is governed by rules for forming or changing propositions 
or testing hypotheses. Bruner calls this ‘symbolic representation’.

Im portan t instructional instrum ents, structure  and mode of 
representation would not assist the learner if the amount presented at a 
given time and the level with which it is presented is not taken cognisance 
of. As Bruner puts it, economy in teaching a body of knowledge 
“...relates to the amount of information that must be held in the mind and 
processed to achieve comprehension” (Bruner, 1966, p. 45).

Varying with the mode of representation and the different ages of learners, 
the implications to the teacher are that he/she must find it inadvisable to 
pass on vast amounts of information to learners in a short time for they 
will find it difficult to adequately process that information.. To practise 
and increase economy, therefore, teachers must aim at simplifying things 
through formulae and short methods in mathematics and science. It is
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more economical to use diagrammatic notations and summaries in 
subjects such as Social Studies, Religious Education, English and 
Zimbabwean languages (e.g., Shona, Ndau, Ndebele, Kalanga, Tonga, 
etc).

Sequence
Bruner considers this principle to be very important in teaching and 
learning. Where young learners are involved in learning a specific area, 
Bruner advises and encourages that the learners move through a certain 
sequence. In considering the whole issue of sequencing, the modes of 
representation mentioned above become fully operational. In primary 
school grades, it is advised that there be lots of activity and movement in 
learning so that the child’s earlier mental representations are inactive. In 
the middle primary school, teaching should be characterised by the use of 
images, diagrams, pictures, and models so that the representation is 

, principally iconic. In the upper primary and secondary school, pupils 
I should be in a position to process a variety of language forms. To this end, 
/ the material must be communicated to the pupil mostly in words so that 
j the mode of representation is symbolic. Closely related to the question 

of sequencing of material is what Bruner calls the spiral curriculum which 
/ is a further component of his Discovery Learning theory. It has been 

/ stated earlier in this paper that any subject can be taught to any child in 
such a way as to be understood by almost every learner. If this hypothesis 

: is true, "...then it should follow that a curriculum ought to be build around 
, the great issues, principles and values that a society deems worthy of the 

j continual concern of its members" (Bruner, 1974, p. 424).

The term spiral curriculum specifically refers to the same material being 
taught at different times or levels, but that each time the material is 
presented, it should contain more detail to deepen understanding on the 
part of the learner.
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Reinforcement
This principle is what Bruner terms feedback, where learning is aided by 
results. In other words, a learner must receive knowledge about how he 
is getting on. The teacher must take careful note of the progress a learner 
is making along a particular learning sequence. This is to avoid 
incorporating into the learner’s mental representation inappropriate 
elements which may distort and indeed thwart the spur to acquire more 
knowledge. Feedback has high motivational value especially when it is 
positive. Child (1981) makes particular comment on feedback when he 
says:

...pupils should have immediate knowledge of their 
performance for the knowledge to have any value. The 
longer the time between completing work and being told the 
verdict, in particular, if it is favourable, the less chance there 
is of the results having a motivational impact on the pupil. 
(P- 45)

If this hypothesis is valid, then knowledge is not only crucial but also 
advantageous to learning by furnishing it with an incentive for the work 
that is involved in the learning process. Bruner’s idea of feedback is 
further buttressed by Morgan & King (1975), who say:

When you know how well you are doing, you are usually 
much more interested in learning than when you do not 
know especially on tedious tasks where the learner is likely 
to get bored, supplying some kind of feedback, or a record 
of accomplishment, helps to maintain interest, (p. 167)

The idea of feedback seems to apply at all levels of education. For 
example, university students pursuing various degree programmes are 
greatly encouraged to work harder by the higher scores they get in their 
written assignments. It would therefore be true that the lecturer who 
quickly marks and soon returns marked assignments to his students has 
more impact and effectiveness on his students’ performance than the 
lecturer who keeps the students’ assignments unmarked for too long.
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Similarly, the primary or secondary school teacher for example, who 
' neglects marking pupils’ written work and other exercises is of little help 
to the learner. The teacher should attend to children’s written work and 
return it to them at the earliest possible opportunity if the results are to 
be of any meaningful use to the learners in their overall learning 
development. In subjects where projects can be given to the class, it is 
important for the teacher to recognise that, while the will to learn is an 
intrinsic motive and that pupils ought to be left to themselves as much as 
possible, whatever projects he or she mounts in the classroom must in all 
considerations have a beginning, a plan, and a terminus. If the pupil’s 
project for the class or a particular group of learners is badly planned in 
the sense of it being directionless and without any provision for the teacher 
to interrupt and check progress, the sense of accomplishment in the pupils 
will not be achieved. Using the idea of feedback, it is important to note 
Bruner’s efforts to respond to some of his critics on Discovery Learning 
theory, who have suggested that through it, he does not regard the 
importance of the teacher in the learning process: "In brief, tasks that are 
interrupted are much more likely to be returned to and completed, and 
much more likely to be remembered, than comparable tasks that one has 
completed without interruption" (Bruner, 1966, p. 119).

Bruner is adamant that even with the minimum- of interruption by the 
teacher, the most valuable and long-lasting learning is that which occurs 
as a result of the child’s own discovery of the material before him.

While Bruner’s contribution to educational practice has been enormous, 
and his child-contoured approach has certainly transformed attitudes to 
teaching in Zimbabwe since the mid-seventies, his Discovery Learning 
theory has not been without problems and disadvantages.

In the mistaken belief that Discovery Learning theory means no direct 
interaction between teachers and pupils, many teachers have tended to 
abandon all teaching by formal means. In a majority of cases, they leave 
the young learners to struggle on their own without any real professional 
guidance. For some teachers, Discovery Learning theory has proved a 
virtual passport to laziness. In some classroom situations, the teacher has
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become just a figure-head who does his best to do as little as possible in 
the way of planning and scheming seriously for the success of the learners 
in his or her care.

Bruner admits that while the Discovery Learning theory is readily 
applicable in mathematics and the sciences, it has been found difficult to 
use in certain areas of the humanities and certainly rather difficult to apply 
in teaching languages, particularly foreign ones (Bruner, 1978). Examples 
that come to mind are spelling, vocabulary, linguistics and capital cities of 
different countries. These cannot easily be taught effectively through 
discovery methods.

Bruner (1978) warns that too much reliance on Discovery Learning theory 
can lead to an absence of structure, both in the classroom and in the child’s 
conceptual development. The importance of children themselves 
deriving concepts from a body of material cannot be minimised. 
However, in the absence of structure, meaningfulness, careful planning 
and scheming, the entire learning process can be very confusing, if not 
distasteful altogether to the learner.

Ausubel’s Theory of Meaningful Verbal Learning
Ausubel (1963,1977) is a psychologist who, though cognitive in approach 
like Bruner, offers a contrasting view of learning to that of Bruner. 
Ausubel is known in educational psychology as a champion of meaningful 
verbal learning as opposed to rote learning. Because he sees the teacher 
as playing a central role in a learning situation, he would rather have 
Discovery Learning theory termed guided discovery learning. To this end, 
he insists that it is the teacher’s responsibility to convey meaningful 
learning through actual teaching. .

First and foremost, Ausubel (1963,1977) stresses the fact that material is 
easily learnt if it is arranged in a logical sequence. He emphasises that it 
is not just logical sequence or meaningfulness to the teacher that is 
important, but meaningfulness to the learner, too. What Ausubel implies 
is, therefore, that before presenting any material, a teacher must carefully
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study, analyse, and take note of the concepts and terminologies that are 
contained in it and arrange all these in an order of priority. Noting down 
of these points involves careful planning and scheming. During the actual 
presentation of the subject matter, the teacher must move slowly from 
what the learners know to what they do not know.

Ausubel (1977) goes on to say that the learners must be ready for the ideas 
to be presented to them. The ideas must not be so strange or foreign that 
the learner cannot subsume them. More specifically then, meaningful 
verbal learning requires firstly that the material to be learnt must be 
relatable to some hypothetical cognitive structure, some kind of 
frame-work or model. In studying the social sciences, for example, th e , 
cognitive structure would include individual elements or subjects such as 
sociology, economics and psychology. The three would form a cognitive 
structure arid as a student learns new material in this cognitive field, "...the 
cognitive structure would then interact with and is appropriately 
subsumed under a relevant and more inclusive conceptual system" 
(Ausubel & Anderson, 1966, p. 105).

In simple terms, Ausubel is saying that learning is easy if, for example; 
subjects are grouped according to the relatability of concepts betweer 
them. Economics, accounts and commerce constitute a network in whicl 
concepts are related, and so is the cognitive structure made from 
combination of arts subjects like History, English, and Religious Studie! 
In relation to cognitive structure, Ausubel thinks that learning of ne 
material cannot be meaningful unless it is related to the individual’s pa 
or immediate past experience. The learner must possess the desire < 
intent to relate the ideas from his past experience to the cogniti 
structure.

Pursuing his argument in favour of meaningful verbal learning, Ausu 
(1977) juxtaposes it with rote learning. In the words of Woolfolk (If 
p. 319) "Rote memorisation is not considered meaningful learning, si 
material learned' by rote is not connected with existing knowled 
Ausubel is of the view that pupils resort to rote learning in situat 
where the material to be learnt lacks logical meaningfulness. ’
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learning occurs when the learner lacks relevant ideas in his own cognitive 
st: ucture. Furthermore, pupils learn by rote when they lack a meaningful 
learning set. A learning set is a way of seeing the world; it is largely 
affected by one’s experience or lack of it. It is constituted by one’s ideas 
and expectations spurred on by experience. In one of his experiments on 
how children of the poor and those of the rich develop perceptually, 
Bruner found that the children from poorer families did not have a 
well-balanced learning set (Bruner, 1983). In short, meaningful learning 
enables the learner to relate the new concept to knowledge acquired 
previously. There has to be an intent on the part of the learner to relate 
his/her previous ideas or knowledge to the new material in an organised 
manner.

It does happen often, however, that when presenting new learning 
material, the teacher discovers that some of the pupils do not already have 
relevant subsumers. In such an event, the teacher must provide 
organisers. Where the material is completely new, Ausubel suggests that 
the teacher must provide what he calls advance organisers before the 
learning of new material can take place. Advance organisers are complete 
sets of ideas or concepts given to the learner before the-material to be 
learnt is presented. It is meant to provide stable cognitive structures to 
which the new learning can be anchored (subsumed). The advance 
organiser is intended to increase recall (prevent loss of dissociability). 
The use of advance organisers is called for then, under two circumstances: 
The first is when learners have no relevant information to which they can 
relate the new learning; the second is when relevant subsuming 
information is already present but is not likely to be recognised as relevant 
by the learner (Ausubel, 1977).

Four characteristics of advance organisers have been described. First, 
advance organisers are presented before the lesson. Second, they are 
designed to bring to mind prior knowledge that is relevant to the lesson 
(to activate related subsumers). Third, advance organisers are presented 
at a higher level of abstraction than the material presented later. In other 
words, advance organisers ordinarily consist of subsuming concepts.
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Finally, advance organisers make explicit the connection between prior 
knowledge and the lesson to be taught.

Ausubel describes two different types of organisers — one to be used 
when the material is completely new and the other when it is somewhat 
familiar. The first is termed as expository organiser because it presents a 
description or exposition of relevant concepts. The second is called a 
comparative organiser because it is likely to make use of similarities and 
differences between new material and existing cognitive structure.

Advance organisers therefore constitute the introduction of any lesson. 
The introduction to any lesson must have a higher level of generality and 
inconclusiveness than the detailed subject-matter of the lesson. These 
organisers are introduced in advance of the learning material itself, are 
formulated in terms/ that are already familiar to the learner and are also 
presented at a higher level of obstructiveness, generality and 
inconclusiveness.

Discovery Versus Reception Learning
Bruner (1983) advocates the use of discovery learning in schools. This 
learning entails that learners are not presented with the subject matter in 
its final form, but rather are required to organise it themselves. This 
requires learners to discover for themselves relationships that exist among 
items of information. The most important and obvious feature of Bruner’s 
learning approach to teachers is that it requires far less teacher 
involvement and direction than the reception learning proposed by 
Ausubel. However, this is not to imply that the teachers cease to give any 
guidance once the initial problem has been presented to learners. It must 
be pointed out that teachers can offer a continuum of guidance by 
adapting their teaching to different children and purposes. At one 
extreme, too little or no mediation can leave children without the means 
for discovery. At the other extreme, constant teacher direction and 
guidance may remove all opportunity for self direction and discovery.
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Ausubel’s views on learning provide an interesting contrast to that of 
Bruner. Ausubel’s theory holds that human beings acquire knowledge 
and skills primarily through reception rather than through discovery. 
According to this theory, principles, concepts and ideas are presented to 
the learners and received by them, not discovered by them. In this way, 
the more organised and focused the presentation, the more thoroughly 
the person will learn.. In Ausubel’s approach to learning, teachers present 
materials in a carefully organised, sequenced, and" somewhat finished 
form and consequently, learners receive the most usable material in the 
most efficient way. However, Ausubel does agree with Bruner that people 
learn by organising new information into hierarchies or coding systems. 
A coding system is a hierarchy of related concepts. It is arranged in such 
a way that the most generic category is placed at the top of the hierarchy, 
whereas the more specific categories form its base. Ausubel believes that 
learning should progress, not inductively as Bruner recommends but 
deductively (i.e. from the general to the specific, or from the rule or 
principle to examples). According to this approach, the most general and 
inclusive concepts are presented first, and the most specific concepts are 
derived from them.

Ausubel argues not only that expository teaching can lead to a high level 
of understanding and generality, but also that Bruner’s discovery 
approaches are extremely time consuming without being demonstrably 
superior. From his review of literature on discovery learning, Ausubel 
(1977) found that research supporting this approach to teaching is 
virtually nonexistent. He concluded that enthusiasts of discovery learning 
have been supporting each other by citing one another’s opinions and 
assertions as evidence by generalising extravagantly from questionable 
findings.

While Ausubel’s guided discovery learning has greatly influenced 
educational practice, it is not as effective as its enthusiasts first thought, 
due perhaps to practical problems like class sizes, among others (Slavin, 
1995). With too much emphasis on the role of the teacher, Ausubel’s 
technique has not yet produced clear evidence to show that pupils do not 
remain passive during an instructional programme. Many experienced
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teachers are reported to prefer Ausubel’s technique to Bruner’s 
(Woolfolk, 1996). The young and inexperienced teachers, not to speak of 
the untrained ones, cannot effectively use Ausubel’s approach. Their 
limited experience or lack of it makes it difficult for them to analyse and 
arrange material logically, to provide the requisite cognitive structures 
where these are not available and to provide advance organisers where 
these will be needed. The ability to provide meaningful post-lesson 
summaries comes with experience and the early years of teaching by 
teachers who prefer using Ausubel’s technique will amount to absolute 
chaos.

Ausubel asserts that although he is a cognitivist like Bruner, his reception 
or meaningful verbal learning is quite a different process when compared 
with Bruner’s Discovery Learning theory. He wants this distinction 
between them to be known because to him most of what pupils learn both 

v“ in and out of school is presented to them rather than discovered. Further, 
he believes that since most of the material children acquire is presented 
to them verbally, "...it is equally important to appreciate that verbal 
reception learning is not necessarily rote in character and can be 
meaningful without prior nonverbal or problem-solving experience" 
(Ausubel & Anderson, 1966, p. 89).

Where in Discovery Learning theory the essential feature for the learner 
is to discover somethingindependently before the learner can internalise 

\^yit, in reception learning, the entire content of what is*to be learnt is 
presented to the learner in Final form. The learner is not left to his own 
devices. He is only required to internalise the material. What the teacher 

,  ̂does is to make it available to the learner, in a manner that is functionally 
reproducible for future use.

In Discovery Learning theory, a learner is thrown into a maze in which he 
must rearrange a given array of information, integrate it with his cognitive 
structure and reorganise or transform the combinations to create a • 
desired result. Meaningful reception learning, however, involves much 
more than receiving a collection of ready-made conceits within 
existing cognitive structure.
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Because of the differences in learner’s maturation and backgrounds, 
material taught is seldom understood by some of them meaningfully 
without correlating the new concepts with the existing cognitive field and 
translating them into a personal frame of reference. However, since the 
material is actually presented to the learner rather than discovered, the 

N'v' amount of the discovery activity is limited compared to that required in 
Discovery Learning theory where the learner is called upon to 
independently integrate the new material into an existing cognitive 
structure.

Another distinction between them is that in Discovery Learning theory 
for example, repetition gives rise to successive stages in a highly involving 

v discovery process, because there is always some integrating to be'done 
> and transforming of the-integrated combinations which results in poor 

memory. In reception learning, the opposite seems to be the case. 
,g Repeated encounters with the learning material has been known to 

increase memory. On this basis, the gap between learning and forgetting 
is not nearly as great in reception learning as in Discovery Learning 
theory. According to Ausubel (1977), forgetting in reception learning is 
the result of the material that is being learnt without having been properly 
assimilated into the original learning process.\

Much of the controversy surrounding verbal reception learning would 
seem to. have its source not only in the failure to distinguish between 
Reception and Discovery Learning theories but also in lack of 
appreciation of the essential features of meaningfulness in learning. It is 
charged by notable educationists that verbal learning is all rote learning 
unless it is preceded by recent nonverbal problem-solving experience 
(Slavin, 1995; Woolfolk, 1995), but Ausubel (1977) challenges this 
criticism by arguing that rote learning takes place only in instances where 
the learner does not possess a meaningful learning set. The truth of the 
matter is that moat classroom teaching is organised along the lines of 
reception learning. Learning only becomes meaningful if it has a set to 
relate the learning material to a cognitive structure and the material is 
logically and not arbitrarily relatable.
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Ausubel believes that reception learning is the most efficient method of 
meaningfully assimilating the content of a learning task. In his view, 
independent discovery of what is to be learnt is not required. The learning 
material is simply presented and only has to be internalised and made 
available for future use.

In summary, although Bruner and Ausubel present points of view that are 
opposite in many respects, both present a fundamentally cognitive view 

^  of the learner as an active, information processing organism whose efforts 
to drive meaning from the environment are closely related to the 
d eve lopm en t of a sso c ia ted  netw orks o f co n cep ts . T heir 
recommendations for instruction are intended to lead to the acquisition 

\ sof meaningful concepts, to maximise transfer, retention, and motivation, 
and to reduce passive rote learning.

Educational Implications and Recommendations
Advance organisers can be effectively applied in the teaching of various 
subjects across the curriculum. For example, Zimbabwe used to study 
Christianity and a little Islam as religions before independence. However, 
since independence in 1980, Zimbabwe has accepted that the/-e are other 
religions like Hinduism and Buddhism. Young Zimbabweans must know 
about all these because as people, they operate in a multi-cultural society. 
A teacher teaching about Hinduism and Buddhism to pupils from 

^ C h r is tia n  families must focus first on the similarities between say 
Christianity and Hinduism by way of advance organisers. Before he goes 
on to teach them about Buddhism, he spells out at the outset the 

' differences and the similarities between Hinduism and Buddhism. ByV .
contrast, dissimilarities could also focus on pnorknowledge of the' two 
religions. In this way, the pupils’ grasping of the concepts will be more 
enhanced than would be the case if. they were introduced to the new 
material without prior reference to the knowledge they already have about 
those religions.
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Ausubel (1963,1977) strongly recommends the method of teaching from 
the general to the specific which he calls progressive differentiation. If the 
topic is unfamiliar to the learner, he obviously does not have a cognitive 
structure. The teacher must provide it. That is why Ausubel is at pains 
to emphasise the role of the teacher in providing structure and advance 
organisers.

Recommending a focus on the main ideas, Ausubel (1977) suggests that 
a teacher should always keep in mind the overall structure of the material 
to be presented and avoid getting carried away with too many specific 
details. Finally, Ausubel emphasises the role of post-lesson summaries. 
"These are important in that the main content of the lesson is revised in 
an integrated way” (Siann & Ugwuegbu, 1989, p. 114).

In considering the principle of sequencing, Bruner advises and 
recommends to teachers that learners need to move through some 
sequence. For example, the primary school Social Studies and 
Environmental Science curricula in Zimbabwe have been overhauled in 
recent years to reflect Bruner’s Spiral Curriculum theory. To give an 
example, the subject Man Needs Shelter is taught at every level or in every 
primary school grade. Lower grades are taught to label and draw various 
types of shelter. As they move up, they are taught to classify the different 
types of shelter through comparing and contrasting between them. Better 
still, they are required to provide, through discussion and debates, reasons 
why man needs shelter.

The teaching of the great works of English Literature in Zimbabwe’s 
lower secondary schools is a controversial subject at the moment. Great 
works by house-hold names in English L iterature like William 
Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, Geoffrey Chaucer, George Bernard Shaw, 
and others, are unheard of in the Zimbabwe primary and junior secondary 
levels because it is assumed by curriculum designers and policy makers 
that the subjects and issues raised by these literary works in English 

^L ite ra tu re  are too difficult for the learners between Grade 6 and Form 2 
to comprehend. Yet at the same time, the onus is on us to give children 
an awareness of the meaning of tragedy and a sense of compassion for it.
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If that is so, it is possible according to Bruner (1983) to teach young
V  learners the literature of tragedy, for example, at the earliest age in a 

manner that illuminates it but does not threaten them. A beginning could 
be made through a re-telling of the great myths, through the use of their 
nursery rhymes.

In junior primary and lower secondary school, where most children are in 
the formal operations, it could be appropriate to employ the Piagetian 
approach by getting pupils to give their individual conceptions of tragedy 
(Piaget, 1977a). When we are equipped with the children’s conception of 
either tragedy or comedy, then we will be in a position to know how they 
will translate whatever we present to them into their own subjective terms. 
With the passage of time, one goes beyond to more difficult versions of 
the same kind of literature or simply revisits some of the books used 
earlier. What is important here is that later teaching of the same topic in 
literature (or in any other subject for that matter) must build upon earlier 
reactions. This is what Bnlner implies when he claims that, "...any subject 
area of knowledge can be presented in a form simple enough for almost 
any learner" (Siann & Ugwuegbu, 1985, p. 113).

^Discovery Learning can work effectively if it is well structured. The ability 
to plan and scheme carefully is the product of, not only a prolonged period 
of training, but also requires that the teacher, apart from possessing the 
rare quality of diligence and dedication to duty, must be of a higher leyel 
of academic achievement. The problem in Zimbabwe with the use of

^Discovery Learning theory is that not all teachers at both primary and 
secondary school levels are trained. The situation is aggravated by the 

. bulk of trained personnel who are either negligent or just lazy to use 
Discovery Learning theory effectively as a teaching method. For 
discovery learning to be effective in Zimbabwe, the large number of 
untrained teachers has to be replaced by trained ones and there has to be 
a radical change in attitude by trained and experienced teachers towards 
the application of this approach to learning, through in-service courses.
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Conclusion
Research that has examined the effectiveness of Bruner’s advance 
organisers has often used the processing organism for which the 
environment is meaningful to the extend that new input can be related to 
existing cognitive structure. Furthermore, the descriptions that each 
theory provides of the formation of cognitive structure are very similar, 
even though their language is different (categories and coding systems on 
the one hand; subsumers and subsumption on the other). In the final 
analysis, discovery and reception learning are not totally incompatible 
approaches to teaching and learning. As described by Bruner and 
Ausubel, each is intended to lead to the acquisition of meaningful 

v. concepts; to maximise transfer, retention, and motivation; and to reduce 
the extent to which school learning is a passive exercise in rote learning.
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