Ghania Zgheib
Journal Entry 6

October 26, 2010

How does Bruner argue that we come to know?


It is with Bruner that the idea of Discovery Learning came to life when he argued that learners learn by solving problems based on past experiences to build new knowledge. His past theory of Discovery Learning has many implications in how humans come to know. In the Culture of Education, Bruner adds to the above theory the factor of culture which shapes the learner’s mind and provides raw materials with which we construct our world and our self-conception.

Bruner denies the fact that the human being processes information like a computer and creates maps of knowledge. However, he believes that the “mind is both constituted and realized in the use of human culture” (p.1). Humans cannot create meaning without the culture’s symbolic system. In this sense, knowledge is more subjective than objective according to Bruner. Moreover, it is more outside-in than inside-out. By outside-in or “intersubjectivity” Bruner explains that the human beings process information from the social interaction and create meaning of their own. That’s a psycho-cultural approach that Bruner started and referred to it as a guide to education and how humans come to learn or know.

He states nine tenets that guide this way of knowing and explained each. In brief, the first tenet suggests that knowledge changes depending on the situation that it is learned through. Therefore, a learner can make sense of the same given data differently depending on the situation. In the second tenet, he explains the constraints that meaning making could undergo such as the human’s own mind and his own perception of symbols. In the third tenet, Bruner highlights the idea of constructivism and its impact on meaning making and learning which is a very effective method in education. In the following tenet, he elaborates on intersubjectivity and how humans learn form interaction with a social context. In the fifth tenet, he discusses the idea of externalizing ones ideas and reflecting them on the outer world which could resemble what goes in Communities of Practice, shared ideas in order to develop a paradigm. He also explains the effects of education or what we know on our lives as learners and meaning makers in his sixth tenet which explains why schools should provide learners with the necessary tools to succeed in life. This leads us to the seventh tenet which emphasizes the idea of schools as institutions that prepare learners to become part of a bigger culture constituting of bigger institutions. In the eighth tenet, Bruner emphasizes the role of education in impacting learners’ self esteem and identity. Finally, Bruner defends the narrative think as opposed to logical-scientific thinking in education in his last tenet. He explains that narratives are more important in developing the Self of the learner and creates cohesion with one’s culture.


I find it hard to fit Bruner’s psycho-cultural philosophy about how we come to know into the Cartesian philosophy maybe because the last focuses a lot on reason whereas the former focuses on narratives and social interaction. In a way, both philosophies place emphasis on an outer world that is used to create meaning. Cartesian theory focuses on reason and doubt as the only way to create meaning of the world. Doubt is the beginning of knowing; humans learn by deduction and following certain rules to reach knowledge. This knowledge is developed by the senses which explore and answer questions in a scientific way. Similarly, Bruner refers to the mind as an explorer that builds its knowledge through interaction the outer world. The Cartesian Theory also focuses on the idea that Bruner referred to as the spiral curriculum; old knowledge should be revised and new knowledge should be added or built on it. Since Bruner lived in a different era than Descartes, his philosophy of learning leaned more toward the narrative (subjective) side of knowing that toward the positivist (objective/scientific) way of knowing. A combination of both ways of knowing is essential I believe to make sense or the world.
