Critically compare Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s explanations of cognitive development.
Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was a swiss scientist who was one of the most influential researchers in the area of developmental psychology during the 20th century. Piaget considered himself as a “genetic epistemologist” as he was originally trained in the areas of biology and philosophy. Piaget was fascinated by the biological influences of “how we come to know” things. A human being’s ability to do “abstract symbolic reasoning” is what Piaget believed differentiated humans from other animals. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development came into existence while he was working in Binet’s IQ test lab, where he grew an interest in how children think. (Huitt, 2003) Piaget discovered that there were qualitative differences between reasoning and logic of an adult and children. This doesn’t suggest that the children were not smart enough but showed him that when they grow older, through their experiences they would get smarter because the answers they provided were only different from the adult’s or older children’s because their thought process was different to theirs. Piaget believed that children are active learners, who are intrinsically motivated to learn many lessons on their own. Piaget referred to them as ‘little scientists’. (Marshall, 2019)
There are two important aspects to his theory, which is the process of how we come to know and the stages we undergo as we slowly acquire this skill. Piaget believed that nature and nurture interacted to yield cognitive development. Piaget believed that infants were born with an inborn plan for cognitive development, but this was not enough as the environment also played a role as it acted as a necessary stimulus which allowed for these skills to develop. (Marshall, 2019) The two main inbuilt mechanisms of development that infants possessed according to Piaget are the ability to adapt to one’s surroundings and organise the information which they gather from their surroundings. Adaption refers to the tendency to respond to the demands of the environment to meet goals and organisation refers to the tendency to integrate observations into a coherent knowledge base. This knowledge base is known as a scheme/schema. Piaget believed that this adaption is influenced by a biological drive to achieve balance between schemes and the environment. (equilibration) (Huitt, 2003)
According to Piaget infants were born with schemes operating at birth which he referred to as ‘reflexes’ e.g. looking, holding etc. These reflexes are then continuously re-organised into new constructive schemes as the infant uses these reflexes to adapt to the environment, this is responsible for advanced cognition. (Huitt, 2003) Piaget explains there are two processes involved in adaption which are assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation occurs when the environment is used or transformed so that fits into pre-existing schemes. Accommodation is a process by which current schemes are adapted in response to new experiences. When both these processes are balanced to create stable understanding, it creates equilibration. Each equilibration ushers in a new phase of development. As schemes become more complex, they are then called structures, and these are organized in a hierarchical manner. (Marshall, 2019)
Piaget identified four stages in cognitive development which are the sensorimotor stage, pre-operational stage, concrete operational stage and formal stage, each of these built on the previous one. The sensorimotor stage occurs during birth up until the age of two and this stage consists of six sub-stages. In this stage infants depend upon their senses and actions to understand the world. From birth to the first month infants use their innate reflexes such as crying. (Huitt, 2003) From one to four months infants begin to organize and separate reflexes into bigger behaviours most of which are focused on their own bodies. E.g. the endless repeating of newly accommodated schemes e.g. sucking their thumb this is identified as a primary circular reaction. From four to eight months infants become more interested in events outside of their own body this is identified as a secondary circular reaction. By the end of this sub-stage object permanence would usually be emerged. Object permanence is the ability to understand that objects exist even if they are no longer visible. (Cherry, 2019) From eight to twelve months clear intentional means-end behaviour emerges. Combination of schemes begin operating and imitation emerges. It is likely for children to make the perseverance error during this stage. From twelve to eighteen months toddlers begin to explore potential uses to which objects can be put through trial and error this is called tertiary circular reactions. From eighteen to twenty-four months toddlers form the ability to endure mental representations. During this stage Piaget believes that children fully understand object permanence as they can now symbolically imagine things that can’t be seen. (Cherry, 2019) 
Next is the pre-operational stage which occurs between the age of two and seven. During this stage intelligence can be seen using symbols, the use of language increases, memory and imagination are developed but thought processes are carried out in a nonlogical, egocentric manner. There is also a lack of understanding of the conservation concept this is due to centration which means to focus on a single element of a situation. Following this is the concrete operations stage which occurs between the age of seven and twelve. Logical thinking occurs as well as de-centration, egocentrism declines and reasoning is limited to concrete situations. Formal operational stage occurs between the ages of twelve and above during this stage intelligence can be seen through the ability to think abstractly and to reason hypothetically. The thought of abstract concepts emerges such as love, justice etc. (Huitt, 2003)
Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) was a Russian theorist who developed a sociocultural approach to cognitive development. Vygotsky’s work was influenced by the Marxist theory of “..historical changes in society and material life produce changes in human nature” (Huiitt, 2000, slide 21). Although Vygotsky’s theories are incomplete as he died early. Vygotsky strongly believed that social interaction was key for cognition and learning. Vygotsky believed that children learnt through the internalization of their culture. Vygotsky’s theory introduces three important themes associated with learning which are social interaction, the more knowledgeable other and the zone of proximal development. “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals” (1987, p.57) 
The more knowledgeable other is anyone who possesses a better understanding than the learner. It is usually a teacher, parent, etc. The MKO would show how to act or provide the child with verbal instructions and the child would then learn from this by internalizing the information they receive which they will then use as a guide to how they must act. Vygotsky believes that co-operative or collaborative dialogue promotes cognitive development. The zone of proximal development refers to the distance between an individual’s capability to perform a task under adult supervision or with peer collaboration and the individual’s ability to solve a problem independently. For ZPD to work the guidance provided must be set within the child’s ZPD. If it is too low, it will not increase the child’s ability and if too high the child will not achieve anything and could feel discouraged. When another child or adult guides learning within the child’s zone of proximal development this is known as scaffolding. As the child develops the zone of proximal development tends to shift. (L, 2014)
According to Vygotsky humans use tools such as language and speech stemmed from a culture to deal with their social environments. Internalization of these tools led to higher thinking skills in a person as said by Vygotsky. These are the most important psychological tools. There exists a powerful interplay between mind and language according to Vygotsky. (L, 2014) Language is the main way by which adults communicate with children. Children babble without thought initially but around the age of two thought and language become linked and around the age of three speech becomes split into communicative and private speech. ‘Inner speech is not the interior aspect of external speech-it is a function in itself. It still remains speech, i.e, thought connected with words. But while in external speech though is embodied in words, in inner speech words dies as they bring forth thought. Inner speech is to a large extent thinking in pure meanings.’ (Vygotsky, 1962: p.149)
Play is a key factor in development for children according to Vygotsky. Through collaborative pretend play children learn to co-ordinate ideas and plans. Vygotsky believes that the child is an ‘apprentice’ whereas Piaget believes the child is a ‘scientist’. This is because Vygotsky believes that children start off with very little ability to think or do things for themselves and rather that there is a gradual move towards self-sufficiency and independence through taking part in social activities. 
Both Piaget and Vygotsky were born in the same year and they shared the same field of study. Although both believed that learning is what leads to the development of higher order thinking, Piaget and Vygotsky both proposed two very different approaches to how cognitive development occurs in an individual. Piaget talks about learning as a construction, whereas Vygotsky believed in the “activity theory perspective that sees learning as appropriation” (Dahl 1996, p.2). Culture is the main focus of development in Vygotsky’s theory whereas in Piaget’s it’s just one influence on development. According to Piaget cognitive development occurred primarily in the mind of the child, Vygotsky in contrary believed that cognitive development was guided primarily by the social world. Piaget suggested that cognitive development occurred through linear hierarchical universal stages although Vygotsky suggests that it develops as a result of complex shifting of roles within collaborative activity. Language is said to be one of the most important tools in cognitive development as identified by Vygotsky, but Piaget does not believe that language is the primary influence for cognitive development. According to Piaget children solved problems independently whereas Vygotsky believed it was through interactive process. Piaget’s theory has not been universally accepted by everyone as some researchers believe Piaget underestimates children’s knowledges. Complex skills can be acquired easily once simpler prerequisite skills have been learned (Croker, 2003). There are inconsistencies noted by some in his theories and Piaget has also disregarded social and cultural groups in his research. (Pope, 2008) Some of Vygotsky’s concepts are ambiguous for example how exactly does cultural and language-mediated experiences change structures and functions of thought? (Marshall, 2019)
Although both theories have a lot of differences, they also share a few similarities such that neither theory is nativist, both theories suggest the idea of maturation, both shows changes in cognitive abilities. Piaget shows it his stages and Vygotsky through zone of proximal development. Both theorists acknowledge the importance of interactions. Piaget suggests the interaction between the child and environment and Vygotsky suggests the importance of social interaction between individuals and their social and cultural world. Both of them agree that the child tries to make sense of the world, which develops the mind. (Marshall, 2019)
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