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Urie Bronfenbrenner, the Jacob Gould Sherman Professor of Human Development and Family Studies and of Psychology at Cornell University, has become recognized in the world of developmental theorists by stressing the importance of surroundings or ecology in relation to human development. As a more modern theorist, he needs not explain his ideas via steps; Bronfenbrenner uses a more complex diagram that consists of five layers of ecological influence. This diagram could best be explained as a ripple in the water as if a rock has been thrown in. The child itself is in the middle or “the rock” and the ripples that surround him or her, getting larger as they get away are the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, and the macrosystem. All of these systems represent an influence that the child’s surroundings has on him or her, the farther away, the less impact. For example, the closest system, the microsystem consists of family, school and peers, where the farthest system, the macrosystem consists of the child’s culture as a whole. Bronfenbrenner’s ideas, while not considered revolutionary, shed light on yet another dimension to child development, and, because of that, should be viewed as valuable.

As teacher education students, Bronfenbrenner’s theory is something that should be considered. Where all of the theorists we studied before claim a wide range of deciding factors of human development from biological to social, Bronfenbrenner’s focus on the surrounding of the child, gives us even more things to think about when considering child development. From the diagram, one can clearly see that Bronfenbrenner believes that the people closest to the child bear the most influence on how he develops. When thinking about how to tackle such a complex task as teaching, it is good to understand the roles of the child’s closest circle. We, as teachers will be inside that circle, and, along with us are the child’s family and friends. He stresses the importance of family when he talks about the two most important conditions for human development. They are that the student have at least one parent or adult that loves her or him unconditionally and that the adult should spend time encouraging the student through activities in and out of the home.


When considering the issues we face as a class, Bronfenbrenner’s theory lends us some important issues to think about when thinking about the surroundings of our students. He refers to them as the breakdown of ecology. They are as follows; “(1) families live too far apart from each other, (2) many neighborhoods are not safe, (3) we experience stress trying to balance work and family, and (4) all families do not benefit from laws that are presently in place” (Boemmel, Briscoe 1). These issues, which seem to mostly affect family, also affect the classroom. For example, a student from an unsafe neighborhood may spend time experimenting with drugs or participating in illegal activities. She or he would hold a devaluation of education, just because of the impact of her or his peers. Also, Bronfenbrenner’s views of the importance of families, especially extended families, comes through with his breakdown of ecology. His beliefs are that if extended families move closer to one another, the student will benefit by having more positive influences nearby.

This stress of that “inner circle” is why I value Bronfenbrenner’s theory. As a teacher I will be part of that circle and have the option to try to manipulate it for the betterment of the student. One way to manipulate the circle that Bronfenbrenner mentions, is to bridge the gap between home and school. He states that by anything from bringing grandparents to class for storytelling to keeping the parents informed of the child’s progress can be beneficial to the student’s development not only in school, but in all aspects of life. Bronfenbrenner is a big advocate of parent participation in the classroom. This, at some times can be seen as a hassle, but involvement of the parents, as well as every member of the community as possible can have positive effects as well. And, finally, his value of the teacher as something more than an information dispenser with a passive impact on education is another reason I will use his theories in my classroom. He understands that, just like the parents, peers, and other members of the “inner circle” the relationship between the teacher and her or his students is crucial in development. His theory that understanding and influence are “bi-directional” is one that I can relate to. Such a view of the classroom is refreshing, and probably more accurate than popular past views of it.  
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