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1. Jean Piaget did not seek publicity. After Davidson Films had produced the Conservation and 

Classification films and been amazed at the demand for them, Jack Davidson wrote Piaget asking if 

he could film him in his research center in Switzerland. Piaget demurred, but after a second request, 

said that it would be all right for us to film him at an upcoming lecture in Japan. Piaget was warmly 

received in Japan, and, as this speech reflects, was pleased with the visits he made to early education 

centers there. Piaget was in his mid-seventies at the time. His teeth had suffered from his pipe 

smoking, but he seemed otherwise to be in vigorous health. He lived for almost another decade, 

working until his death in 1980. 

2. One is struck by the dichotomies that Piaget puts forth in this lecture: education is either passive or 

active, memory is usually seen to have two extremes, and the recording or the reconstructive views. 

(As the speech continues, he somewhat softens the dichotomy about memory by proposing that 

memory has different aspects.) Many of us are uncomfortable with dichotomies. For instance, 

educational practice has been plagued with “reading wars” between advocates of the phonetic versus 

the whole language approach. In reality, are there purely “active” education classrooms as opposed to 

“passive ones”? How comfortable are you and your students with such categories? 

3. The evocation of his personal “false” memory is pure Piaget. He used experiences from his own life 

and those of his children as the bases of his investigations. He did not depend on these personal 

experiences exclusively—there were many other children he studied—but he often got cues for the 

direction of his work from his personal observations. One cannot escape one’s own frame of 

reference, but few have been so open about it. 

4. The whole area of false memories received a lot of attention in recent years from situations coming 

out of child abuse. Is this a discussion you and your students want to have? Elizabeth Loftus has 

written extensively on this subject. More information at: http://socialecology.uci.edu/faculty/eloftus 

5. Can your students remember an incident from their own lives where they reconstructed a memory 

more accurately later than they did at first? Often this happens with formal learning when a topic 

initially seems incomprehensible, but with further elaboration, the content of a lecture or reading 

becomes clearer. “Oh, that what she meant when she said…” Or in personal examples, “Oh, that’s 

what he was trying to tell me…” or “Now I see what was going on. It makes sense now.” Does the 

evocation of these personal memories help them understand this speech? 

6. Piaget compares his theories of memory to those of four thinkers: Freud, Bergson, Munsterberg and 

Ebbinhauser. It is a sign of the times of this lecture, 1971, that Sigmund Freud (1863–1916) is still 

cited as a scientific thinker. Freud’s theories are still studied, but he is no longer often cited in works 

on memory. Henri Louis Bergson (1859–1941), a French philosopher, was almost an exact 

contemporary of Freud. Hugo Munsterberg (18963–1916) was born and trained in Germany. 

William James recruited him to Harvard in 1892, where he finished his career. His work was largely 

in the area of industrial psychology, but the research relevant to this speech was on the unreliability of 

eyewitness accounts. His work showed how an account is always colored by the experiences of the 

viewer. Herman Ebbinhauser (1850–1909) was the German psychologist who gave us nonsense 

syllables. His work is probably now remembered more for its careful research methods than for its 

applicability. 

http://socialecology.uci.edu/faculty/eloftus
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7. It seems that Piaget either ran out of time or arbitrarily cut his lecture short, as his summary seems 

rather abrupt. What he seems to be saying is that memory is not a noun, but a verb; that there does not 

exist a recording device that stores memories, but that they are active pulses that change in intensity 

and clarity to the web into which they are placed. The current “brain based” learning theories that are 

currently popular and are in part, based on neuroscience support this interpretation. What do you and 

your students make out of Piaget’s conclusions? 

8. Do you think that Piaget’s theory that memory always involves reconstruction, logically demands 

“active” learning? How does this speech relate to the cognitive theories of Lev Vygotsky? 
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Related Films Also Available from Davidson Films 

This is one of seven films in Davidson Films’ “Special Piaget Package.” The other titles are: 

 

 Classic Piaget Collection Volume 1: 

o Classification (1968) 16 Minutes 

o Conservation (1968) 29 Minutes 

o Growth Of Intelligence In The Preschool Years (1971) 31 Minutes 

 Classic Piaget Collection Volume 2: 

o Formal Reasoning Patterns (1978) 32 Minutes 

o Jean Piaget: Memory And Intelligence (1973) 44 Minutes 

o Morality: The Process Of Moral Development (1978) 28 Minutes 

 Piaget’s Developmental Theory: An Overview (1989) 25 Minutes 

 

Other related films are: 

 Adolescent Cognition: Thinking in a New Key (1999) 30 Minutes 

 Growing Minds: Cognitive Development in Early Childhood (1996) 25 Minutes 

 Concrete Operations (1993) 25 Minutes 

 Morality: Judgments and Actions (2002) 32 Minutes 


