[bookmark: _Int_UnYlnxZb]Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning.
There has long been an interest in the subject of moral development within families, communities, societies, and the wider world. Dating back centuries, philosophers and theologians have expressed curiosity around this subject. It was not until the twentieth century however that psychologists began to study moral development further. Asking questions such as how do we make moral decisions? How do we behave in moral circumstances? And how do we feel about moral matters? (Santrock, 2020)
Within this essay, the development of moral reasoning from the viewpoint of the cognitive explanations will be discussed. In particular, the essay will include descriptions of the work of Jean Piaget, Laurance Kohlberg, and Carol Gilligan.
[bookmark: _Int_ntq3Q0BK]Jean Piaget is undoubtedly the main contributor to the study of cognitive development. He developed his Cognitive Development Theory in 1936. When this was published it changed how children's developing minds were considered forever. While other theorists were concentrating on areas such as the development of behaviour, and how social processes affect development, Piaget focussed on how the mind developed. He believed that children develop through four stages throughout their lives, while learning about and understanding the world around them. These four stages begin from birth and continue into young adulthood, with each stage offering different ways the developing children begin to understand and absorb the information available (Santrock, 2020; Thornton, 2008; Berger, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Int_I3nrWU3O]The first of these stages is the Sensorimotor Stage, which is from birth until around 2 years old. Within this stage it is suggested that very young children or babies learn about their world by using their senses and their motor skills, involving an active interaction between the brain and the senses. The second stage is the Preoperational Stage, lasting between age 2 years to 7 years old. Within this stage children start to use language and pictures to communicate, and they begin to form reason. Their learning in the early part of this stage is egocentric, they are not very aware of the world beyond themselves, this develops further at the later stages. It is within this developmental stage that an early form of moral reasoning develops. Piaget believed heteronomous morality was displayed at around ages 4 to 7 years old, and that it is learned from the child's environment and the people within it. The third stage, between the ages of 7 and 11 years old is the Concrete Operational Stage. Children in this stage are capable of more logical reasoning but around concrete things only, they still lack imagination and the ability of more abstract thinking. The fourth stage is the Formal Operational Stage, where more abstract thinking and the ability to imagine other possibilities begins between the ages of 11 and 15 and continue to develop into adulthood (Santrock, 2020; Thornton, 2008; Berger, 2008; Duska & Whelan, 1977; Berger, 2008; Fleming, 2006).
Piaget believed that moral reasoning developed throughout these stages to differing degrees alongside the cognitive development of the children. He argued that if the cognitive development stages were not met then moral reasoning would not develop fully either. He observed a particular advancement in moral reasoning in the Concrete Operational Stage from 7 to 11 years old, where children progress from a heavily influenced heteronomous to a more independent autonomous way of thinking. He studied the children by observing games of marbles for the boys, hopscotch for the girls and asked them to explain the rules of the games or by telling short stories and asking them to repeat and remember them or asking their opinion on the characters in the vignettes. He also carried out his well-known conservation of liquid experiment. This is where children were faced with two glasses of liquid equal in size and volume, when one glass of liquid is poured into a third taller container, the children are asked if the third container contains the same amount of liquid. Children who answer no would be considered in the preoperational stage, capable of centration but not yet capable of conservation (Gross, 2020; Berryman et al, 2002; Santrock, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_OgI4SNyU][bookmark: _Int_qsEfkYQw]Piaget’s contribution to cognitive and moral development in children is vast. He introduced the importance of children being viewed as active thinkers and not passive beings in the development of their minds. His Cognitive Development Theory set the precedent for the huge amount of research into childhood development that has followed. His methods of observing children and the stages of development he devised are still relevant and continue to be followed today. His work has also been supported by cross-cultural studies. There are however some criticisms of his work. His observational studies involved a relatively small number of children, sometimes his own children were included in the studies, there is a possibility that their relationship could have influenced their responses. He asked the children questions instead of just observing them, they may have said what they think he wanted to hear or what they assumed the correct answer was instead of what they actually thought. The stages are too rigid and do not allow for much variation in age or ability, they also do not consider any reasons for developmental delays. (Berryman, 2002; Santrock, 2020)
Where Piaget was the first to develop this approach in cognitive and moral development, Laurence Kohlberg expanded on his research. The theory he developed went on to dominate the moral reasoning field of research for 30 years. Piaget believed that moral development was fully achieved by around age 12, Kohlberg argued that it continued throughout adulthood. Kohlberg developed his three levels of moral development, based on his own research involving stories of moral dilemmas. The most famous of these dilemmas is the story of Heinz, who stole a drug that could save his wife's life because he could not afford what the drugs creator was charging for it. The people Kohlberg interviewed about these moral dilemma stories were asked questions such as: Was Heinz right or wrong for stealing the drug? Was the druggist right in charging the high price for the drug he created? (Eysenck, 2018; Gross, 2020; Berryman et al, 2002).
[bookmark: _Int_xfG7AH8m][bookmark: _Int_axnDVcIR]Kohlberg developed three levels of moral development with 6 stages within these levels. These start with Level 1 Pre-conventional reasoning: at this level how the concept of right and wrong is understood is strongly determined by the rewards or punishments the person will potentially receive. In stage 1 punishment influences how moral reasoning occurs, if an action leads to punishment, it is wrong. In stage 2, rewards are the influencing factor, if an action is rewarded it is the right thing to do. In reference to the Heinz moral dilemma, it might be suggested that Heinz should not steal the drug because he would be sent to prison as a punishment, or that he should steal it because it would save his wife's life. Level 2 is Conventional Reasoning: Here people develop an understanding of social roles and expectations. They are conscious to receive others approval, stage 3 or avoid blame in stage 4, influencing their decisions. An example of a decision made within this level is that Heinz should steal the drug, as a husband he is expected to look after his wife, or he should not steal the drug as he would bring shame on his family. Level 3, Postconventional Reasoning: At this level, the people interviewed are able to internalise their thoughts and views around the dilemma and have a more flexible approach to their decision making. Stage 5 indicates that there is a difference between legally right or morally right and an understanding that sometimes rules can be broken. In stage 6 the conscience is more apparent in decision making, an ability to try to see things from others moral point of view is developed. They are aware that individual's rights could override the need to obey laws or avoid punishment. At this level of moral development an answer to the dilemma might indicate that Heinz should steal the drug because obeying a law should not me more important than saving a life (Gross, 2020; Eysenck, 2018; Santrock 2020; Carpendale, 2000).
There is no denying that Kohlberg's work has been extremely influential, it has dominated the field for decades. As with Piaget though there have been many criticisms of his moral reasoning theory. Again, like Piaget, Kohlberg concentrated his research on what the participants said in response to the dilemmas not what their actions were. There may be many reasons why a person responds in a certain way and many influencing factors. The fictional dilemmas he put to his research groups may not have been fully understood by the children studied. The biggest criticism must be that he only studied a small group of middle-class, white males in one city, resulting in his approach being very narrow and not representative of society at all (Berryman et al, 2002; Eysenck, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_dKA0dQzs]One of Kohlberg's critics, Carol Gilligan was the first major theorist to address the apparent gender bias in the studies of moral development. Research on moral development that had been carried out previously was from a predominantly male perspective, performed by men who favoured males in their studies. This resulting in females appearing morally inferior to males. Gilligan's work was not to develop a new moral theory but to expand on the work of Piaget and Kohlberg and to represent the feminine perspective. She argued that females brought new dimensions to the development of moral reasoning; the morality of care and responsibility (Thornton, 2008; Berryman et al, 2002; Santrock, 2020; Eysenck, 2018).
[bookmark: _Int_TNbQN9O7][bookmark: _Int_P5DYcEr7][bookmark: _Int_SmucPWAh][bookmark: _Int_IBnxZvIO]Gilligan presented her version of moral development with a three level, six stage structure much like Kohlberg's, following her own research of interviews with girls and women, she demonstrated this from a female perspective. Level 1, Preconventional Level: Is based around the self and survival with Stage 1 being caring for self, moral judgement is self-centred at this stage. Stage 2 is when fear of judgement develops, she will be seen as selfish if she cares for herself instead of others. Level 2 is Conventional: This is when an awareness of societal roles of care and protection develop. Stage 3 is when morality or goodness is seen as caring for others, sometimes at the sacrifice of self. Stage 4 brings an awareness of the imbalance between caring for others and for yourself, the need for equilibrium is identified here. Post-conventional is Level 3 where the need for non-violence is recognised, the needs of the self and others should be able to be met without causing harm. Stage 5 the importance of relationship becomes apparent, addressing the balance of needs for both parties and Stage 6 is where care is extended to society as a whole. Gilligan did not put ages to these stages of development but claimed that the individuals progressing through cognitive development would acquire these moral traits of caring and understanding. Like Kohlberg, Gilligan acknowledged that not all women would reach the higher levels of moral reasoning (Berryman et al, 2002; Eysenck, 2018; Santrock, 2020; Gilligan,1993; Fleming, 2006).
[bookmark: _Int_VxpalZC4][bookmark: _Int_GCuBnb8j]Gilligan’s research into the feminine aspects of moral development and the development of the morality of care theory have had a significant impact on how the development moral reasoning is viewed. Her work contributed a much needed balance to the work of Piaget and Kohlberg. Her work has however also been met with criticism. Further research has since shown that males too develop a care-based morality, and that this is evident across the general development of humans, especially in personality development. It has also been found that other influences such as societal expectations and environment can affect the extent to which the morality of either care or justice develops. (Berryman, 2002; Eysenck, 2018; Thornton, 2008)
In conclusion, the extremely influential work of cognitive psychologists Jean Piaget, Laurence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan has been described and discussed in this essay. Each have made huge contributions to the study of the developing human mind, in particular the sense of right and wrong, of following rules and laws and of the care and responsibility we show to others. Although there have been many criticisms of their work, there can be no doubt of their importance within this field. 
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