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Abstract

Reuven Feuerstein is a living, cognitive psychologist working in present day Israel at the International Center for the Enhancement of Learning Potential (ICELP).  His life experiences and research has resulted in the development of his Structural Cognitive Modifiability (SCM) theory and their respective tools.  Today, Dr. Feuerstein is actively involved in his work and is continually expanding his reach into many parts of the world through training centers that are dedicated to his ideas.

A Short Story of Reuven Feuerstein

Reuven Feuerstein was born to a poor family in Botoshany, Romania in August of 1921.  Dr. Feuerstein was one of nine children, sharing a room with his four brothers throughout his childhood.  His father played a very early and important part of what Dr. Feuerstein does today, counciling and helping those in need.  Feuerstein remembers people standing at the door to his home to get advice from his father, and that image had a strong impact on him (Goldberg, 1991).  His father passed away in 1943, when Feuerstein was 22 years old.  It was during the Nazi occupation in Europe and Feuerstein was unable to attend this fathers funeral for fear of getting caught again by the Nazis.  Feuerstein was an anti-Nazi activist and could not afford to get caught.  He had already spent one year in a working concentration camp and feared going back to another.

In 1944 Feuerstein escaped the Nazi’s in Europe and made it to Israel.  Before he moved to Israel, he worked as a counselor and teacher with orphaned children of Holocaust victims.  Once he arrived in Israel he joined a Kibbutz, a local group of people that worked together and shared things they had.  For the next four years, Feuerstein worked with children that had survived the Holocaust and traveled from Germany, the Soviet Union, Persia and Morocco.  It was during this time that Feuerstein began to wonder if the level of intelligence of an individual could be modified.  After Feuerstein had just started thinking about intelligence and its modifiability, he was diagnosed with tuberculosis and sent to a sanitarium. 

Feuerstein was diagnosed with tuberculosis in both lungs.  At this time in human history, tuberculosis didn’t offer a very good chance of survival.  It wasn’t until November of 1944 that a new drug was found that fought and beat tuberculosis in a living human being, without severally harming the human patient (Robert Koch and Tuberculosis, 2003).  Feuerstein sent out to find a cure for himself and was told he could not be helped.  He refused to accept that answer and to this day remembers that he told himself he would live, and that he disobeyed his doctors and went to work.  Feuerstein realizes that at this point in his life, he didn’t have to accept the conventional wisdom of the time.  He returned to his studies, all the while wondering if intelligence was modifiable.

For the next seven years, Feuerstein worked with Piaget and Inhelder.  He studied the ideas of human modifiability that later became known as the Theory of Structural Cognitive Modifiability (SCM).  Feuerstein became well and later founded The International Center for the Enhancement of Learning Potential.

Feuerstein is a leading theorist in the idea that intelligence is fluid, not set.  He has published over 80 books, chapters, journal articles and monographs.  His research is cited in several other research studies and continues to raise questions concerning traditional thought about whether intelligence is set or if it is indeed fluid.  Feuerstein has received special commendations from school districts, universities located worldwide and honorary degrees.  His work has affected the lives of children for over 50 years and continues to change the lives of those he and his programs work with (Reuven Feuerstein, Wikipedia).  

Feuerstein’s life experiences and research into the area of intelligence and its modifiability has produced his Theory of Structural Cognitive Modifiability.  His theory is not widely accepted, but it is widely discussed (Savell, J. M., Twohig, P. T., & Rachford, D. L. (1986).  The idea that we can modify our intelligence level is not widely accepted. Few theorists have accepted the idea of changing a persons level of intelligence, but time and again Feuerstein has examples of modifiability that gives people that have otherwise been written off by society, the ability to perform duties and live normal, social lives.

SCM is based on the idea that intelligence is fluid, not fixed.  If a person’s intelligence can be changed, as it can be according to Feuerstein’s theory, people can reenter society that at one time were not able too.  SCM works to produce structural changes in the brain that make the individual more modifiable or more able to learn and benefit from direct exposure and make them more acceptable to new experiences.  This theory utilizes tools to enrich and define the abilities of the learner.

Mediated Learning Experiences (MLE) is a tool where a mediator interacts with the learner to enhance the learning ability of the learner (Research: Basic Theory, accessed 2009). The learner is presented with a mediator that helps the learner realize their success potential.  The Feuerstein Instrumental Enrichment Program (FIE) is another tool used in the SCM theory.  This tool is a cognitive intervention program that can be used in the classroom or in an individual situation.  It is used to enhance cognitive function and the learning potential of both children and adults.  There are 14 instruments associated with the FIE, that correct the learners deficiencies in thinking, and give learners the ability to increase their motivation and develop their metacognition (the ability to think about thinking).  This helps the learner know how to expand their abilities in the future.  Another tool, the Learning Potential Assessment Device (LPAD) is a set of 15 tools that help evaluate the learning process and identify the learners cognitive functions, problem solving skills and operations (Research: Basic Theory, accessed 2009).  The LPAD focuses on the learners dynamic potential instead of their current level of skill or intelligence.  Administrators of these tests must go through countless hours of training to not only understand how to administer the test, but to understand how to make the connection with the learner and understand how the test can be used to help them.  This type of testing alone, raises questions from others, as it is not a simple test.  It is a test requiring in-depth participation from the learner and a substantial amount of training for the administrator.

The testing process that is used by Feuerstein’s methods is classified as a Dynamic Assessment (DA) test method.  DA is an alternative to traditional testing that is currently the mainstream method to understand how much or how little a learner has retained.  An argument for DA testing is that a learners future ability can be established, instead of just a predictor of knowledge already attained (Caffrey, E., Fuchs, D., & Fuchs, L. S., 2008).  A counter argument to DA testing is that too many variables exist to ensure a quantifiable outcome.  Even Feuerstein points out that people that administer his test must be throughly committed to the test and implement the entire system, not just a part of the total package (Reuven Feuerstein, 2009).

Today, the implications of his theory has been felt throughout the world in areas ranging from childhood diagnosis of sever mental inability to military service to major medical recovery.  The real world reality of SCM is that it has provided people around the world with a renewed ability to live life while interacting with other people.  The International Center for the Enhancement of Learning Potential (ICELP, 2009) says there are currently over 1,000 research projects on Feuerstein’s work taking place around the world, involving age groups ranging from infancy to old age.  These studies are happening in places that are in the jungle, to places such as company board rooms with every level of intellect ranging from profoundly retarded to the highly gifted.   There are over 70 authorized training centers throughout the world affiliated with ICELP.  These centers provide training, services and program development for all interested persons.  

The use of the SCM in the learning environment can have profound affects on learning because learners are taught how to develop their learning ability.  Teachers can enroll in the FIE program and attend training sessions teaching the teacher how to implement Feuerstein’s theory into practice in the classroom.  Although detailed information is not readily available for public viewing, the FIE program is designed to give teachers the tools they need to become FIE experts.   The level of mediation that the teacher provides is key to the success of the program in the classroom.  Teachers have to define the task objectives, discuss strategies with the learners, guide the learners to clarify their own cognitive abilities and interpret the meaning of the approach to the tasks before attempting to have the students apply this to both in and outside of the classroom (Admin, 2008).

In conclusion, students can be taught to learn what the next logical step in their learning is, by utilizing the Feuerstein system.   Continued work into his methods and theory is likely to happen.
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