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Abstract 
In recent years, early childhood education has increasingly drawn on 
sociocultural explanations for learning and development to inform 
discussion surrounding curriculum and practice. Theoretically, such 
discussion has provided a means of addressing critiques levelled at the use 
of the historically dominant developmental-constructivist approach. How 
this debate plays out in practice and how teachers engage in the transition 
from developmental to sociocultural theory as an informant to their 
practice represents an important and emerging area of research. This 
paper reports the findings from a project aimed at determining teachers’ 
understandings of sociocultural theory in relation to their practice and 
their existing interpretations of children’s development and learning. 
Situated within the professional learning literature, the project found that 
teachers understood sociocultural theory as either confirming their 
existing beliefs, as deepening their understandings of children’s 
development or significantly challenging their existing beliefs and 
practices. Critically, how teachers understand sociocultural theory holds 
implications for the extent to which the theory is adequately implemented 
in practice as a theoretical informant in its own right rather than being 
assimilated to the discourse of developmental-constructivism 
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Introduction 
Internationally, formalised approaches to early education are increasingly informed by 
aspects of sociocultural theory in favour of the traditionally valued developmental-
constructivist approach (Nuttall & Edwards, 2007). The movement from developmental-
constructivism to sociocultural theory as an informant to early education has been significant 
to the field, providing fresh insight into children’s learning and development (see for 
example, Jordan, 2004). However, the emergence of sociocultural theory as a key driver in 
curriculum discourse does not necessarily ensure that it is easily translated into practice; 
particularly given the historical commitment early childhood education holds to 
developmental-constructivism as a construct for understanding development and informing 
learning. This issue was noted by Fleer and Robbins (2004) in a project aimed at examining 
pre-service teachers’ appropriation of sociocultural theory in practicum settings supervised 
by teachers unfamiliar with the central tenets of the newer approach: 

One of the greatest challenges facing the reform of early childhood 
education in Australia has been the growing chasm between theory and 
practice that has emerged as the field has matured – with most staff having 
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trained well over twenty years ago. As such the dominant theoretical 
paradigm held by many early childhood teachers is situated within a 
constructivist-developmental orientation. Although these traditional 
beliefs and practices have been called into question by scholars, very little 
research has been directed towards understanding the difficulties with 
changing teachers’ beliefs and practices from a developmental to a 
sociocultural approach (Fleer & Robbins, 2004, p. 47). 

The literature focussed on the developmental-to-sociocultural transition experienced by 
teachers suggests that sociocultural theory may initially be adopted as a label, or that only 
surface features of the theory are employed in teacher thinking. This was evidenced in 
research by Edwards (2006) where teachers’ early understandings of sociocultural theory 
focussed on addressing issues associated with multiculturalism rather than viewing the 
theory as a construct for interpreting children’s development (Edwards, 2006). Addressing 
the tendency for sociocultural theory to be interpreted in this way has been identified as 
central to moving the field beyond traditional developmental perspectives in early education 
(Fleer & Richardson, 2004). To date, the limited research regarding teachers’ adoption of 
sociocultural theory in practice has highlighted the need teachers have for access to 
professional learning experiences that provide extended opportunities to engage with the 
theory in order to move beyond a simplistic adoption of its central tenets (Fleer & Robbins, 
2003; Fleer & Robbins, 2004; Fleet & Patterson, 2001). 
These findings mirror arguments made in the professional learning literature which describe 
tendencies for teachers to interpret new theoretical perspectives in relation to their existing 
theoretical frameworks and modes of operation (Kinchin, 2002; Siefert, 1991). Timperley, 
Fung, Wilson & Barrar (2006) in a comprehensive review of the impact of professional 
learning on student outcomes, describe three mechanisms associated with teacher learning 
and the acquisition of new theoretical concepts in professional learning situations:  

The first mechanism involves cueing prior knowledge, which occurs when 
the professional learning experience serves to surface for teachers what 
they already know. The second involves developing an awareness of 
information and skills consistent with teachers’ current values and beliefs. 
This awareness may occur at a relatively superficial level, or may involve 
deeper learning. The final mechanism involves creating dissonance with a 
teacher’s current position and is activated when what is currently known 
and believed is incongruent with what is proposed in a given learning 
situation. (Timperley, et al., 2006, p. 5)  

Each mechanism is characterised by an associated cognitive process including “retrieving 
prior knowledge, adapting or adopting new knowledge, and resolving dissonance and 
repositioning” (Timperley, et al., 2006, p. 5). This framework for thinking about teacher 
learning is a useful construct for discussing the developmental-sociocultural transition as it 
represents an iterative learning process that focuses on developing understandings of the 
theory rather than the acquisition of approaches to practice which might be associated with 
the theory itself. However, moving towards the process of ‘repositioning knowledge’ 
assumes an approach to professional learning that moves beyond the ‘one-day’ workshop 
mentality, where professional development or “in-servicing”  represents an action “done to 
teachers, rather than something spring[ing] naturally from their own views of personal 
development” (Campbell, 2003, p. 375).  

A more engaged and personally relevant approach to professional learning than that 
represented by in-servicing was employed by Raban, Nolan, Waniganayake, Ure, Dean and 
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Brown (2005) in the development of their Self Assessment Manual (SAM) for Australian 
early childhood teachers. SAM was based on the premise that teachers would be more likely 
to benefit from professional learning experiences that started with their current levels of 
understanding, offered opportunities for discussion and engagement with other professionals 
and took place over a period of time. In terms of Timperley et al.’s (2006) framework, the 
Raban et al. (2005) study suggests teachers are able to move their thinking forward in 
professional learning situations that provide opportunities to review existing knowledge, 
adopt new ideas, and resolve dissonance around challenges to existing ways of thinking 
about practice in early childhood education. The professional learning literature associated 
with teacher thinking in early childhood education continues to support this view (Glazer, 
Abbot & Harris, 2004; Wood & Bennett, 2000) and is informed by arguments regarding the 
role teacher research, collaborative research and/or action research has to play in 
professional learning (Harrison, Dunn & Coombe, 2006; Potter, 2001; Ronnerman, 2005).   

This paper reports the findings from a project involving a group of early childhood teachers 
working towards the development of a common philosophy statement to guide the work 
conducted in their local preschools. Part of this process involved teachers participating in a 
series of professional learning sessions and a period of action research. The aim of these 
professional learning experiences was for teachers to revisit their existing knowledge 
regarding early education whilst simultaneously introducing newer concepts associated with 
sociocultural theory. In describing the teachers’ responses to learning sociocultural theory, 
this paper is situated within the intersection between the professional learning literature and 
the emergence of research describing the ‘developmental-to-sociocultural-transition’ 
experienced by teachers re-conceptualising their thinking in relation to contemporary 
theories of development. As such, this paper aims to add to the growing body of literature 
concerned with the use of sociocultural theory as an informant to practice.  

Methodology  
The study was conducted in a large municipality in south-eastern Melbourne (Victoria, 
Australia). The municipality serves a large and growing early childhood population and 
operates up to twenty-five of its early childhood centres under a cluster management model. 
The project was conducted during 2005 with the over-arching aim of developing a 
philosophy document for describing the pedagogical imperatives of preschools operating 
within the cluster. A key component associated with the development of the document 
involved teachers re-thinking their existing knowledge regarding early childhood education 
in relation to sociocultural theory as a more contemporary informant to early education 
(Cowie & Carr, 2004; Fleer, 2002; Robbins, 2005). Prior to the project, existing 
philosophical beliefs were represented by a statement held by the municipality which was 
informed by developmental-constructivist ideas, including the notion of active learning, 
planning for individual development and sensitivity to children’s cultural experiences.  

Teachers and assistants from the 25 preschools were invited to participate in the project with 
thirteen teachers and one assistant self-nominating for participation. All participants were 
female and held early childhood teaching qualifications (excluding the assistant). Degrees 
held by the teachers included three and four year Bachelor of Education Degrees and 
Graduate Diplomas in Early Childhood Education. Four of the teachers had graduated in the 
past five years, five between five and ten years ago, whilst the remaining four had over ten 
years experience since graduation. The project employed Development Work Research 
(DWR) as the informing methodology. This approach draws on activity theory to examine 
the process of change in an activity system (Engestrom & Miettinen, 1999). This study 
utilized sociocultural theory as a tool for challenging teachers’ conceptions of curriculum 
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leading to reflection on practice as an outcome of the activity system in which the teachers 
and researcher were involved (Edwards, 2007).  

Teachers participating in the project were invited to attend a series of professional learning 
sessions. Sessions were two hours each and were held monthly across a nine-month period. 
Each session included a presentation by the researcher regarding aspects of early education, 
including the teachers’ existing philosophies and beliefs about early education; 
developmental theory and early childhood education; sociocultural theory and early 
childhood education; and sociocultural approaches to early childhood curriculum. Following 
each presentation, the teachers participated in extended discussions (audio recorded and 
transcribed), analysing and reflecting on the material presented in relation to their own 
beliefs, values, teaching experiences and approaches to practice. The professional learning 
sessions were designed to begin with the teachers’ existing beliefs and philosophies prior to 
moving towards an examination of developmental and sociocultural theory and the role of 
each in early education. This was a deliberate strategy aimed at encouraging the teachers to 
consider sociocultural, as well as developmental theory, as a theoretical informant to 
practice. The strategy reflected what is known in the literature regarding teacher thinking: 

There is now an extensive stock of empirical data which attests to the 
effectiveness of achieving meaningful change by addressing teachers’ 
existing knowledge, beliefs and practice. This process has been 
conceptualized as self-sustaining generative change which does not 
involve acquiring a set of procedures for uncritical implementation, but 
entails teachers making changes in their basic epistemological 
perspectives, their knowledge of what it means to learn, as well as their 
conceptions of classroom practice. (Wood & Bennett, 2000, p. 636) 

Six professional learning sessions were conducted prior to the teachers’ participation in the 
action research component of the project. The six sessions preceding the action research 
provided opportunity for the teachers to engage with their own beliefs and values in addition 
to ideas emerging from developmental and sociocultural theory. The action research 
component was informed by Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1988) action research cycle (plan; 
act and observe; reflect) and involved the teachers’ attempts at implementing sociocultural 
theory in practice through the use of socioculturally-based observations and approaches to 
programming planning. During this time, teachers maintained data files in which they 
recorded examples of their pre-project and during-project approaches to observation, 
programming and planning. The aim of the action research component was for teachers to 
engage with sociocultural theory and to ‘test’ the approach in practice prior to returning to 
the group at large to share their findings during the final two professional learning sessions. 
Action research has been identified as an important process for enabling teachers to engage 
with the theory-practice relationship and was central to allowing the teachers to “theoris[e] 
about their practices – being inquisitive about circumstances, action and consequences and 
coming to understand the relationships between circumstance, actions and consequences in 
their own lives” (McTaggart, 1991, p. 176). The outline of the professional learning sessions 
and the action research component of the project are presented in Table 1.  

Additional data collection measures included the use of a questionnaire administered to the 
teachers before and after the completion of the professional learning sessions. The 
questionnaires were piloted with a group of teachers (n=12) from a different region during 
2004 and contained both quantitative (6 rating scale questions) and qualitative (3 questions 
concerned with the relationship between theories of development and practice) items. 
Teachers maintained reflective journals throughout the duration of the entire project and 
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were encouraged to write in these following each professional learning session. Individual 
onsite interviews were also conducted with each educator following their participation in the 
action research, and prior to, their attendance at professional learning session seven.  

TABLE 1: Outline of Professional Learning Sessions 

Session Focus 
1 Existing philosophies and beliefs about early childhood education 
2 Piagetian theory and Developmentally Appropriate Practice 
3 Sociocultural theory – Vygotsky 
4 Sociocultural theory – Rogoff 
5 Sociocultural approaches to curriculum (i.e. Te Whaariki, Reggio 

Emilia, Practice of Relationships) 
6 Comparison and contrast of theoretical approaches 
Action research 
(Kemmis & 
McTaggert, 1988) 

Teachers implement alternative observation and planning strategies 
drawing on sociocultural theory (evidence collated in data files and 
collected during individual onsite interviews with teachers)  

7 Group analysis and reflection on action research data 
8 Important beliefs, values and theoretical informants in early 

childhood education 

Data relating to the teachers’ understandings of sociocultural theory were analysed in 
relation to the findings from the individual onsite interviews. The interview data was 
collapsed into three main thematic categories including, confirmed, deepened or challenged 
understandings of sociocultural theory prior to teachers attending professional learning 
session seven. During this session teachers’ samples from the data files were presented in 
relation to the categories and teachers asked to indicate which of the categories reflected 
their current levels of understanding regarding sociocultural theory and its relationship to 
their practice. The identified categories were then crossed-referenced with the teachers’ 
responses to the individual post-participation questionnaires and their reflective journal 
entries.  

Findings 
Three main categories of educator understanding regarding sociocultural theory and its 
relationship to practice were established as an outcome of the teachers’ participation in the 
project, including, 1) confirmed; 2) deepened; and 3) challenged understandings of 
sociocultural theory. Table 2 outlines the breakdown of teachers expressing a confirmed, 
deepened or challenged understanding of sociocultural theory according to years since 
graduation.  

TABLE 2: Breakdown of Teachers Expressing a Changed, Deepened and Challenged 
Understanding of Sociocultural Theory and its Relationship to Practice Following  Learning 
Sessions and Action Research.  

Time Since 
Graduation  

No. Teachers Confirmed Deepened Challenged 

Less than 5 years 4  4  
5 – 10 years 5  2 3 
10 years plus  5 2  2 (+ 1 assistant) 
Total  14 2 6 6 
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Confirmed  

Confirmed understandings were expressed by two of the participating teachers. This 
category of understanding was represented by teachers indicating that their beliefs had not 
undergone significant change during the project. Both of these teachers had graduated up to 
ten years ago and indicated that whilst sociocultural theory did not have an explicit presence 
in their teacher education they were encouraged to practice in ways that encompassed 
contexts for learning. For example, Teacher 1 indicated that “we were always encouraged to 
have it in context and to include what others were doing as well as looking at [individuals], 
which isn’t that different to this [sociocultural theory], it is a different set of terminology” 
(session 4 transcript). Teacher 2 agreed, suggesting “sociocultural theory kind of seems like 
common knowledge, and common sense, I am just going, ‘yeah well that is what we do’ like 
you know we do set up the environment like that sort of way, we do look at individuals and 
in groups” (session 4 transcript).  

These teachers believed their existing practice to be orientated towards a sociocultural 
perspective, with an emphasis on understanding relationships and contexts already evident in 
their work. Teacher 1 described her understanding of sociocultural theory as being “all about 
the environment, which I see as including people, artifacts, equipment and buildings” 
(individual interview). Thus her beliefs following participation in the project were described 
as “the same, these have just been confirmed by the project” (individual interview). Teacher 
2 described her position in similar terms, suggesting “the process has really just confirmed 
my existing beliefs” (session 7 transcript), although value was acknowledged in 
understanding the discourse associated with theoretical perspectives canvassed in the 
project, with it considered “useful to have labels for the different theories” (session 7 
transcript).  

Deepened 

Deepened understandings were indicated by six of the teachers, four of whom were recent 
graduates and two with between 5 to 10 years experience since graduation. These teachers 
had an existing familiarity with sociocultural theory from their teacher education programs, 
however believed that participation in the project had supported them in developing a deeper 
understanding of the key concepts and discourse associated with the theory. Teacher 3 
described the process as “consolidating my understanding of the theory and how it works in 
practice, this has also helped me to learn the terminology” (session 7 transcript). Teacher 4 
likewise described a deepened understanding of the theory and was able to articulate this to 
her practice by reflecting on her relationship with the children within the classroom context: 

It is all making more sense now, is more meaningful than it was at 
university. I am more reflective, thinking about what I am doing and why. 
Why haven’t I thought of the children, where they are, what they are doing 
and myself in all of this? (reflective journal) 

Deepened understandings of sociocultural theory were associated with this level of 
reflection regarding the relationships between individuals, contexts and the role of culture in 
children’s learning and development. For example, Teacher 5 was able to articulate a more 
sophisticated understanding of how and why to respond to children’s cultural experiences 
which moved beyond sensitivity for difference to understanding the validity of difference for 
development and learning:  

I think [being in the project] has deepened my understanding in different 
ways of different places. For example, the depth of the cultural impact on 
children’s learning. I knew it was important but it sort of deepened my 
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understanding and broadened it in different areas. Like I sort of did agree 
that it was important to recognize and look at different cultures and treat 
them with respect but it has broadened my understanding of why it is so 
important. It is about the listening, like before it was OK for children, but 
now it is more OK. I thought it was better for children to participate and 
that was the desired outcome for them - to join in and participate. But 
really a lot of the learning I have realized comes to them by just looking 
and watching and seeing the interaction and listening. So I respect it more. 
(session 8 transcript) 

The idea of respecting difference because it was seen as shaping children’s experiences of 
the world was a significant departure from respecting ‘different cultures’. Understanding 
difference in terms of children’s learning enabled Teacher 5 to realize that ‘active 
participation’ represented an educational outcome she valued for children, rather than a form 
of learning that was naturally common to all children. This idea was also noted by Teacher 
6, who considered herself more open to the notion of observational learning, arguing “I used 
to think that they had to participate all the time, otherwise they are not really doing anything, 
but now, I value more the observations, the children observing, they are actually learning 
something.” (session 8 transcript)  
Understanding learning in a different way also allowed the teachers to consider how and 
why they provided particular learning experiences in their classrooms. This type of thinking 
was evident in the deepened level of understanding expressed by Teacher 7. This teacher 
acknowledged an existing belief in the complexity of children’s make-up and their 
experiences of the world and of other people outside the classroom. However, greater 
attention was paid to children’s use of different learning tools within the classroom in 
relation to their background experiences:  

It is important to understand the complexity of the individual and the 
components that influence capability, language and knowledge. The 
exposure children have to different things with many people. What it is 
acceptable to attempt or use (in the classroom) can vary so much. I don’t 
think I had given enough thought to this with some of the children. My 
attitude to their fear or lack of fear when attempting certain things has a 
taken a deeper thought process in learning more about the background of 
the individual. The value of having more choice, with stable areas and 
supplies always on offer is so much more obvious to me now. (journal) 

Deepened understanding of sociocultural theory was reflected in awareness that cultural 
sensitivity involved recognising how and why children might approach particular learning 
situations. For deepened category teachers, understandings of sociocultural theory appeared 
to move beyond an understanding of the theory as referring to ‘different’ cultures to seeing 
the theory as an explanation for children’s developmental experiences. This idea was 
expressed by Teacher 8, whose deepened level of understanding was expressed as 
“Genuinely respecting children’s background and culture and not just paying it lip service, 
because I think maybe in the past we talked about that sort of thing but weren’t really doing 
it.” (session 8 transcript) 

Challenged 

Six of the teachers were located within the challenged category of understanding. Three of 
these teachers had graduated five to ten years ago, two others had over ten years experience 
since graduation, whilst the sixth was an unqualified assistant with ten years plus experience 



NZ Research in Early Childhood Education Journal, Vol. 10, 2007 

 138

in the field. Data from the pre-participation questionnaires indicated that each of these 
teachers was interested in learning more about sociocultural theory and contemporary 
approaches to curriculum. Challenged category teachers tended to express understandings of 
sociocultural theory that contrasted their current ways of thinking about children’s 
development and learning with a more developmental and individualistic orientation. 
Comments indicative of shifts in thinking from a developmental to sociocultural orientation 
highlighted a developing appreciation for the role interactions between children and adults 
played in learning and development, and how this could inform observational work. For 
example, Teacher 9 described having “a greater emphasis on understanding knowledge 
construction. Otherwise we just used to look at behaviour and make assumptions about it. 
Observing from a sociocultural perspective is richer; it tells us more about what is 
happening. We did not used to record the rapport between children” (session 7 transcript). 
The focus on interactions was also noted by Teacher 10, who noted an existing awareness of 
the project work in occurring in Reggio Emilia, prior to identifying sociocultural theory as a 
comprehensive model for understanding children’s development: 

I never believed in checklists and had an awareness of Reggio and what 
children can achieve. Now I have more understanding about scaffolding, 
supporting learning and interactions. This has helped me develop skills to 
challenge the children to keep going. Sociocultural theory seems to be a 
more full explanation of development than I had before. (journal) 

Being more open to observing interactions in children’s learning led Teacher 11 to question 
the impact this had on her teaching practice. Noting that she now valued “the sociocultural 
influence on children more” this teacher asked “now I wonder how do you actually plan for 
interactions, learning opportunities and scaffolding?” (individual interview). Here Teacher 
11 moved beyond an individualistic focus on children’s domains of development to 
understanding learning as an act conducted between people. Learning therefore needed to be 
planned for in terms of interactions and scaffolding, not just the provision of experiences as 
had been the previously dominant model informed by developmental constructivism.  
Other teachers within the challenged category of understanding emphasised the role of the 
‘child-in-context’ as relevant to their interpretations of sociocultural theory. For these 
teachers, greater awareness regarding children’s experiences within their families and 
cultural communities was highlighted as significant. For example, Teacher 12, described 
being more aware of children’s family experiences and the need to accept these as a valid 
starting points for learning: 

I think one thing that I have sort of found that has sort of hit me, is the 
actual, the family being like the culture, that the actual child has its own 
culture regardless of what country they have come from, that a family can 
have its own culture and the understanding and accepting that [within the 
classroom]. (session 8 transcript) 

Understanding and accepting children’s cultural experiences as a starting point for learning 
led two teachers to question their practice in sociocultural terms. For Teacher 13, this 
involved reflecting on the institutional plane of development articulated by Rogoff (2003) 
where she described sociocultural theory as “more real and more anchored in society/reality. 
The institutional plane is good, makes me think about what is community?” Thinking about 
community in this way enabled Teacher 13 to reflect on how community goals for learning 
related to her own goals for teaching, asking in turn “what are the goals of a community and 
therefore how should we teach children coming from different places?” (session 7 
transcript). Likewise, Teacher 14 was able to focus on the values informing different cultural 
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communities and questioned the extent to which her own values for children’s learning were 
informing her practice over those held by parents and children: 

Really stopping and thinking when you are interacting or making 
decisions or making assumptions or whatever, ‘how much of this is my 
value, my thinking, my understanding and how much is real or true to that 
child?’ Like how much is my value as opposed to what might be the 
values of that child, that family or whatever? (session 7 transcript) 

For these teachers, sociocultural theory served to challenge their existing notions of 
development from a normative perspective, raising questions regarding their work with 
children across a range of cultural and family experiences. Understandings of sociocultural 
theory expressed by teachers within the challenged category moved beyond labelling aspects 
of the theory as important, to questioning how these actually related to, or informed their 
practice. Thus, for these teachers there was an emphasis on how interactions and scaffolding 
could be more effectively harnessed to support learning and deep reflection on how to 
acknowledge and work with the different value-sets informing the learning base of children 
coming to them from a variety of family and cultural experiences.  
Discussion 
The findings regarding the teachers’ understandings of sociocultural theory are broadly 
consistent with the iterative model for teaching thinking described by Timperley et al., 
(2006). In this model, teacher thinking within professional learning contexts is described as 
occurring through three mechanisms, including the cueing of prior knowledge, the 
awareness of information perceived as consistent with current values and beliefs, and finally, 
the creation of dissonance between currently held beliefs and newly presented knowledge. 
The confirmed, deepened and challenged categories for understanding sociocultural theory 
expressed by the teachers in this study relate to this model, with the confirmed category 
aligning with the cueing mechanisms, the deepened category with the awareness mechanism 
and the challenged category with the dissonance mechanism. Table 3 illustrates the 
relationship between Timperley et al.’s. (2006) mechanisms for change in teacher thinking 
and the categories for understanding sociocultural theory identified during this project in 
relation to years since graduation by the participating teachers.  

TABLE 3: Mechanisms for Change in Teacher Thinking and Categories of Understanding 
for Sociocultural Theory in Relation to Years Since Graduation. 

YEARS SINCE GRADUATION Timperley et al., (2006) 
Mechanism for change 
in teacher thinking 

Less than 
5 

5 to 10 10 years plus 
Categories of 
understanding for 
sociocultural 
theory 

Cueing prior knowledge NA NA 2 teachers  Confirmed  
Awareness of 
information consistent 
with current values and 
beliefs 

4 
teachers 

2 teachers  NA Deepened 

Creating dissonance 
between current beliefs 
and new knowledge  

NA 3 teachers  2 teachers  Challenged  

The congruence between the Timperley model for teaching thinking and the ‘categories of 
understanding’ provide a framework for interpreting the processes involved in the 
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developmental-to-sociocultural theory transition experienced by teachers working with 
sociocultural theory as a contemporary informant to early childhood education. Both the 
Timperley model and the categories of understanding highlight a difference between 
engaging with and understanding the central constructs of a theoretical perspective and/or 
relying on previous or existing interpretations to deal with newer knowledge. This idea is 
illustrated by the differing responses to sociocultural theory offered by the confirmed 
category teachers compared to those offered by the deepened and challenged teachers. Here, 
the confirmed category teachers tended to explain sociocultural theory in terms of their 
existing understandings and practices, whereas the deepened and challenged category 
teachers noted changes in their understandings of children’s development that held 
implications for their practice. For example, according to the Timperley et al., model, the 
confirmed teachers ‘cued’ prior knowledge for thinking about practice in response to their 
participation in the professional learning sessions. These teachers claimed to have had their 
existing beliefs confirmed, whilst simultaneously acknowledging value in revisiting the 
theories examined (Timperley et al., 2006, p. 7).  

There are two ways of viewing this category of understanding with respect to the 
developmental-to-sociocultural theory transition. The first is that indicated by the Timperley 
model, in which teacher thinking is seen to remain unchanged by the professional learning 
experience. This interpretation positions teachers as remaining wedded to their existing 
values and approaches to understanding practice despite exposure to newer ideas or 
contemporary theoretical approaches. Here teachers will claim to have already known about 
a particular approach, regardless of whether or not their practice is indicative of the central 
constructs informing the approach itself. The second interpretation suggests that teachers 
may indeed be aware of the information presented and be genuinely practicing according to 
the constructs related to the theoretical perspective informing the professional learning 
experience. In the context of this project it is difficult to determine with a degree of certainty 
which of these two interpretations is the fairer to make.  

On one hand, data from the pre-questionnaire interviews and from the teachers’ data files 
indicates a commitment to a sociocultural way of working with young children (for example, 
teacher two submitted pre-project observational formats that drew on Vygotskian theory to 
highlight interactions occurring between children and adults to assess children’s 
developmental abilities). However, the relatively lengthy time since graduation suggests 
their training was likely to have been informed by a predominately constructivist-
developmental orientation. It is possible that these teachers had an implicit understanding 
and respect for children’s sociocultural experiences, whilst drawing on the developmental 
discourse they were taught in their teacher education to describe their practice. Regardless of 
the interpretation taken, teachers within this category drew largely on their existing 
understandings of theory and approaches to practice to explain their response to 
sociocultural theory following participation in the project.  

In contrast, the deepened category teachers offered understandings of sociocultural theory 
that acknowledged an existing commitment to its principles (Timperley, et al., 2006, p. 8). 
This was expressed in claims such as “I did agree that it was important to recognize and look 
at different cultures and treat them with respect” (Teacher 5). However, unlike the 
confirmed teachers, the deepened teachers indicated changes in their thinking, suggesting 
the theory offered an explanation for understanding how children’s cultural experiences 
defined their learning and consequent development. This was a significant development in 
the teachers’ thinking, as their earlier representations of the theory focused on ‘respecting’ 
cultural diversity, rather than seeing the implications of cultural experiences on and for 
children’s learning and the associated implications this held for practice. For example, 
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Teacher 7 wrote of an increased sensitivity for children’s activity selections within the 
classroom, coming to understand reluctance to participate as a possible function of culturally 
acquired learning styles rather than an inability to engage in the learning experiences on 
offer: 

It is important to understand the complexity of the individual and the 
components that influence capability, language and knowledge. The 
exposure children have to different things with many people. What it is 
acceptable to attempt or use (in the classroom) can vary so much. I don’t 
think I had given enough thought to this with some of the children. My 
attitude to their fear or lack of fear when attempting certain things has a 
taken a deeper thought process in learning more about the background of 
the individual. (reflective journal) 

The opportunity to engage with sociocultural theory during the professional learning 
sessions and during the action research period allowed the deepened category teachers to 
move beyond using sociocultural theory as a rationale for respecting cultural diversity to 
using it as a tool for actually understanding children’s development. Rather than cueing 
existing knowledge, these teachers were able to explain how sociocultural theory informed 
their thinking with regard to children’s development and why respect for cultural difference 
mattered in terms of how and what children were learning. Thus, for Teacher 5, 
sociocultural theory was described as having “broadened my understanding of why it 
[respect] is so important.” 

Unlike the confirmed and deepened category teachers, the challenged teachers’ 
understandings of sociocultural theory offered significant departures from their previous 
ways of thinking. Whereas the confirmed teachers claimed little difference in their 
understandings and the deepened teachers a greater appreciation for the intricacies and 
implications of sociocultural theory, the challenged teachers reported seeing and thinking 
about learning and development in different ways. This was represented by the focus on 
interactions occurring between children and adults, and the role of culture as a defining 
attribute in children’s development. These realizations were manifest in reflections 
regarding practice, with challenged teachers questioning the extent to which their current 
practices were serving to disenfranchise children from the curriculum they offered. For 
example, Teacher 13 asked “what are the goals of a community and therefore how should 
we teach children coming from different places?” and Teacher 14 asked “how much is my 
value as opposed to what might be the values of that child, that family or whatever?”  

These teachers had moved away from viewing individual children in terms of a universal 
explanation for development to understanding development as constructed within 
community and cultural contexts. Viewing development in this way meant rethinking what 
they offered in the classroom in terms of the values held by themselves as teachers and those 
held by the communities from which the children came. Responding to sociocultural theory 
in this way represents an understanding that draws on the central constructs of the theory 
whereby the teachers understood social and cultural contexts as responsible for 
development, rather than seeking to apply the theory at a superficial level as a means of 
responding to cultural diversity. This level of thinking is represented by Timperley et al. 
(2006, p. 10) as the highest iteration in teacher thinking and one that is characterised as 
“involving philosophical tension and reconstructing current knowledge” to reach a new 
understanding of a different theoretical perspective and the implications it holds for practice.  
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Conclusion 
The findings from this project suggest the ‘developmental-sociocultural’ transition 
undertaken by practicing teachers can be broadly described in one of three ways, including 
confirmed, deepened or challenged understandings of sociocultural theory that relate to the 
iterative process of teacher thinking identified by Timperley and colleagues (2006). These 
findings are consistent with those established by Edwards (2006) regarding early childhood 
teachers’ appropriation of sociocultural theory as a theoretical informant for practice. This 
study identified four phases of teacher thinking associated with teachers’ appropriation of 
sociocultural theory, including 1) using the theory as an explanation for multiculturalism; 2) 
using the theory to explain normalcy and difference within a dominant Western culture; 3) 
understanding the term ‘culture’ as related to children’s contextual rather than geographic 
experiences; and 4) interpreting the theory in relation to their own practices and beliefs 
about teaching and learning in early childhood education.  

The congruence between Edwards’ (2006) findings and those associated with this project 
suggests teachers may engage with sociocultural theory at an initial level that positions the 
theory as an explanation for difference rather than an explanation for development across all 
cultural communities. Coming to understand the theory as a theory of development for all 
children is significant, and once achieved allows teachers to engage with questions regarding 
their own beliefs and values and the implications these hold for practice and consequently 
what children actually experience in their classrooms. In this study, the difference is 
illustrated by the confirmed and challenged category teachers whereby the confirmed 
teachers reported understandings that were the “same, just confirmed by the project” 
(Teacher 1), whereas the challenged category teachers reflected on the role of children’s 
cultural experiences in the classroom questioning “the goals of a community and therefore 
how we should teach children coming from different places” (Teacher 13).  

Such findings indicate that teachers’ understandings of sociocultural theory are characterized 
by a range of responses to the theory itself, whereby it may be interpreted as congruent with 
existing knowledge and beliefs; as a framework for responding to the challenges associated 
with working in multicultural communities; or finally, as vehicle enabling critical reflection 
on practice traditionally informed by a developmental-constructivist discourse. These 
findings are significant as they highlight the need for professional learning experiences that 
provide teachers with opportunity to engage with the central constructs of sociocultural 
theory according to their current understandings of development. Given the increased 
emphasis placed on sociocultural theory within the curriculum literature (Fleer, Edwards, 
Hammer, Kennedy, Ridgway, Robbins & Surman, 2006; Soler & Miller, 2003) and within 
many formalized early childhood curricula documents (for example, Ministry of Education, 
1996) this need should be acknowledged and addressed. Failure to adequately support 
teachers to understand sociocultural theory at a deepened or challenged level of 
understanding risks assimilation to the historically dominant constructs informing early 
childhood education from the developmental-constructivist perspective (Edwards, 2005). 
This presupposes a greater risk in which sociocultural theory comes to operate as a 
justification for supporting multicultural practices (that is ‘respecting’ difference), rather 
than operating as an informant to practice aimed at understanding children’s culturally 
defined development (that is ‘their values’) as a basis for curriculum planning.  
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