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Introduction
This essay aims to describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning. In this regard, the essay will provide an overview of the development of moral reasoning and then present cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning during childhood by different psychologists. Therefore, the essay will explicitly shed light on Piaget, Kohlberg and Gilligan's theory of moral development. 
Discussion
The development of moral reasoning.
Moral reasoning aids in understanding when one must adjust improve his or her situation. For example, it happens when individuals see double standards or unfair treatment of others and draw conclusions. Thus, it is necessary to explain why the status quo is undesirable to make a case for change (Langford, 2018). Dahl & Killen (2018) highlighted that interpersonal variable, such as family, friends, and culture, significantly impact moral growth. In addition, changes in one's thoughts, feelings, and even brain architecture affect a person's moral growth. Different psychologists, such as Piaget, Gilligan and Kohlberg, have discussed the development of moral reasoning during childhood. 
Piaget's Theory of Moral Development 
Piaget discovered that children's views on authority, right and wrong, and punishment shifted as they matured. In other words, there were universal moral growth phases that occurred with children's cognitive maturation. In his work, The Stages of Moral Development (1932), Piaget proposed two distinct approaches to moral reasoning: Heteronomous morality (moral realism) and Autonomous morality (moral relativism) (Killen & Dahl, 2021).
Heteronomous Morality (5-9 yrs.)
The morality of the heteronomous stage is moral realism since it is imposed from without. Young people typically define morality as conforming to the immutable laws and standards imposed by authority figures. They believe that all rules come from an outside source (such as parents, teachers, or God) and that violating these rules will result in swift and harsh repercussions (immanent justice) (Lo et al., 2020).
To be effective, punishment must inflict pain on the offender, and this pain must be proportional to the gravity of the crime (expiatory punishment). At this age, youngsters have a "divine-like" conception of laws, thinking of them as unchangeable and absolute. They believe the rules are set in stone and have never been altered. Similarly, Behavior is deemed "bad" based on its visible outcomes, regardless of its motivations. As a result, widespread incidental damage is penalised more heavily than targeted vandalism (Carpendale, Lewis & Müller, 2019). However, Lo et al. (2020) argued that it is unclear whether Piaget was conducting the experiments he believed he was. Piaget argues that children and adults have different conceptions of good and wrong. However, children's answers may be based on what they think would happen in that situation rather than what they think should.
Nevertheless, Piaget's concept of "moral realism" discussed that children, while aware of the difference between an action with good intentions that has unintended negative consequences and an action that is negligent, thoughtless, or hateful, often evaluate naughtiness based on the severity of the outcome rather than the intent behind it. Piaget was likewise curious about how young minds define dishonesty. Here he discovered that younger children evaluate the gravity of a falsehood by how much it deviates from the truth (Sharma & Gupta, 2021).
Furthermore, Piaget showed that young children also had a distinctive perspective on punishment. They first believed that the point of punishment was to make the guilty feel bad about themselves. Piaget referred to this as retributive justice (or expiatory punishment) because of the emphasis placed on vengeance and retribution in the penalty itself (Killen & Dahl, 2021).
Correspondingly, justice is considered inherent in the order of things, or what Jean Piaget termed "immanent justice" (the idea that the wrong action should inevitably be met with consequences). Furthermore, they see nature as a kind of police force that always catches up with the guilty (in the end). Thus, heteronomous morality is how Piaget (1932) describes the morality mentioned above. This refers to the development of a moral code due to having one's autonomy constrained by the norms of another (Lourenço, 2016). However, Killen & Dahl (2021) critically analysed that Piaget's notion of moral development in children may be understood as a practical extension of his theories of cognitive growth. As such, the merits and flaws of his overarching theory are present in this particular application. For instance, Piaget relies on qualitative approaches (observation and clinical interviews). Furthermore, he only uses a handful of participants in his studies, while his processes lack uniformity and cannot be duplicated (Sharma & Gupta, 2021).
Nonetheless, Piaget stated that these are the restrictions placed on youngsters by their elders. Therefore, it is a morality based on mutual regard. To put it another way, children are responsible for honoring their elders, including their parents, teachers, and other adults. However, as they mature, children's perspectives on moral matters shift dramatically due to changes in their circumstances (Waite-Stupiansky, 2017).
Autonomous Morality 9-10 yrs.
Autonomous morality, or morality based on one's norms, is a stage also referred to as moral relativism. Young people understand that there is no such thing as an objectively bad deed and that morality is based on purpose, not outcomes (Hanesová & Masariková, 2017). Children's moral reasoning, according to Piaget, undergoes a major restructuring between the ages of 9 and 10 when they are in their early teenage years. They have begun to develop the ability to step outside of their egocentricity and consider the implications of moral standards from the perspectives of those around them. Thus, a child can go to the second stage of moral development, where they can make autonomous moral judgments after considering the intentions and circumstances of others. As a result, children start to think more like adults regarding norms, morality, and justice (Adejuwon, 2020). Supporting this, Buon, Habib & Frey (2016) concurred that children at a more mature age tend to analyse both the cause and effect when deciding who is to blame for an action. Children gradually learn that they may get away with seemingly bad actions if they can explain their motivations. As a result, in their eyes, a good deed gone wrong is less blameworthy than an evil one with no negative consequences.
Lourenço (2012) underlined that Piaget argues that this demonstrates how even young infants can understand the value of personal perspectives and take accountability for their actions. They also understand that just because someone claims something they know to be untrue does not indicate that person is deliberately lying to them. Overall, children see lying as immoral because it violates trust and damages friendship and cooperation rather than because of the punishment they may receive from adults (Sharma & Gupta, 2021).


Regarding punishment, the focus has shifted from vengeance to reparation. Its primary objective is restoring order, not punishing the guilty. Children of a more mature age also understand that the real world's judicial system has flaws. Generally, younger children are allowed to participate in group punishment. In general, Piaget characterises the morality of the older kid as an independent morality, which is to say, a morality governed by its laws. The shift is partly attributed to the child's maturing brain, where a combination of factors including a diminishing sense of self-importance and the increasing significance of social groups lead to these results (Sharma & Gupta, 2021). Nonetheless, Killen & Dahl (2021) critically evaluated that the extent to which Piaget's findings apply outside the scope of his investigation is unknown. His investigation is exploratory, making it more appropriate for the development of novel theories than their thorough examination.
Thus, as per Piaget’s development of moral reasoning, children increasingly look to their peers as a source of moral guidance since they can mediate and reach agreements in the event of a conflict. Instead of the one-way deference that younger children once showed their parents, today's adolescents and young adults treat one another with the utmost regard (Hanesová & Masariková, 2017). 
Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development
According to Kohlberg, there are three phases of moral development, including pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional moral development. As per Kohlberg, the middle stage bridges the gaps between the first and second stages. According to Kohlberg's theory, children progress through these phases in a predetermined order, and moral maturity correlates with intellectual growth. Kohlberg demonstrated that the rationale behind a decision, rather than the decision itself, was a better indicator of moral development by observing children's reactions to a series of moral dilemmas (Mathes, 2021).
Even though he agreed with Piaget's (1932) theory of moral development, Lawrence Kohlberg (1958) sought to expand upon it. He told stories with moral conundrums using Piaget's method of storytelling. In each scenario, he posed a trade-off that must be made, such as prioritising an authority's rights over a victimised citizen's needs. As a result of his research, Kohlberg classified moral thinking into three stages: pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional, with two phases inside a level (Walker, 2016).
Level 1 - Preconventional morality
The initial stage of moral formation, known as preconventional morality, begins at about age 3 and continues until age 9. Children at the pre-conventional level do not have their moral compass, so they take their cues for what is right and wrong from the expectations of their elders and the penalties for disobeying those regulations. If an activity results in a negative consequence, it must not be good, and if it results in a positive one, it must be good. Thus, children generally rely on their moral judgments of the immediate, tangible repercussions of their behaviour, and this is because they see authority as something external to themselves (Mathes, 2021).
Level 2 - Conventional morality 
Moheghi, Ghorbanzadeh & Abedi (2020) inferred that acceptance of societal standards on good and evil characterises the second stage of moral growth, known as conventional morality. Children start to internalize the moral norms of respected adult role models at the ordinary level, where the vast majority of humans reside. A person who does not challenge authority and whose thinking is grounded in the accepted practices of their social group is said to have absorbed these ideas.
Level 3 - Post Conventional Morality 
The third stage of moral evolution is post-conventional morality, defined by an individual's grasp of universal ethical concepts. These are intangible, but they might include the necessity of protecting human life at all costs and the worth of every individual. Each person makes decisions following their own set of values, and moral reasoning is grounded in respect for the rights of others and fair treatment. For most people, this is as far as moral thinking goes, according to Kohlberg. Only about 10%–15% have the type of abstract thinking required for these levels (post-conventional morality) (Ahmeti & Ramadani, 2021). 
In other words, Moheghi, Ghorbanzadeh & Abedi (2020) articulated that the vast majority of individuals accept the moral standards of their peers without giving any thought to them. Henceforth, the individual or child learns that rules and laws, while enacted for the greater good, can have an adverse effect on certain people. However, Ahmeti & Ramadani (2021) critically assessed that the data do not always support Kohlberg's view. For example, suppose someone relied on moral reasoning to justify a choice in one context (stage 5 or 6 of post-conventional morality). In that case, they could resort to more traditional justifications (stages 3 or 4) in another. It appears that, in everyday life, context is more important than rules when determining moral judgments.
Gilligan’s Theory of Moral Development
Baldwin (2018) specified that according to Gilligan's research on moral development, females build their sense of right and wrong by considering how their actions impact those around them. She thinks that morality often emerges in a gradual process for females. Kohlberg's moral development model also comprises three stages: pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional. At the pre-conventional stage, as per Kohlberg, before the development of conventional morality, people's main concerns were maintaining their own lives and pursuing their own goals. While, at the conventional stage in women's development, people generally put others' needs before their own. In contrast, females at their terminal stage of moral growth, known as "post-conventional," place a premium on accepting personal accountability for their actions and asserting their independence. An essential part of this advanced level of moral growth is a concern for others (Maftei & Holman, 2020).
According to Kohlberg, Torres & Garcia (2019) said, fairness is the cornerstone of morality. However, is just as important, according to Gilligan (1977), Kohlberg also claims that men's moral reasoning has always been superior to women. Girls are more likely to be at stage 3 (good boy-nice girl orientation) in Kohlberg's development stages than boys. Those who value law and order (Santrock, 2020). Gilligan (1977) argues that women's care and sensitivity to the demands of others—qualities that have historically defined their goodness are precise what brand them out as insufficient in moral growth (Gilligan, 1977).
Because of this, Jeder (2020) criticised Gilligan's claim that there is a sex bias in Kohlberg's theory. He doesn't care about the nurturing, peaceful, and nonviolent values often connected with females and their development. Gilligan discovered that women often address moral problems from an "ethics of caring" instead of an "ethics of justice," which challenges several of Kohlberg's basic assumptions (Hogg & Vaughan, 2018).


Conclusion 
The essay concluded that as per Piaget's development of moral reasoning, children increasingly look to their peers as a source of moral guidance since they can mediate and reach agreements in the event of a conflict. Furthermore, the essay also pointed out that Kohlberg's hypothesis is biased against men. He does not care about the nurturing, peacemaking, and peaceful values often connected with females and their upbringing. As per Gilligan’s discovery, in contrast to males, women typically view moral problems from an "ethics of care" rather than a "justice" perspective, which challenges several of Kohlberg's theory's core assumptions.
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