This essay will explore the work of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, and compare the two. Cognitive development is the study of our psychological processes and the activities involved in thinking and understanding. It is the study of how these processes develop in children and young people and how these develop over time to become more effective and efficient in their understanding (Oakley, 2004). Cognitive development is important as it allows us to see how a child develops and if there are any factors that can contribute to this. There are three key issues that are relevant during the study of cognitive development. These are nature versus nurture, experience verves maturation, and competence and performance (Oakley, 2004). The nature verves nurture debate is probably the most well-known debates in cognitive development. It focuses on determining whether a child will develop in a certain way due to their genetic makeup, or due to their environment and the way they were brought up. There are many cognitive development theories in psychology, however, Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories were some of the first, therefore every other cognitive development theory since then have been based off Piaget and Vygotsky’s work (Oakley, 2004). Piaget’s theory was one of the first to focus on child cognitive development, and from there, others followed. Piaget and Vygotsky are often compared as they both acknowledged the active role of humans and how they acquire their knowledge and cognitively develop (Alves, 2014).

	There were little theories and research on child cognitive development before Piaget introduced his theory. He was one of the first people to recognise and note that children were different to adults with regards to their thinking processes and described them as little scientists (Oakley, 2004). Piaget believed that cognitive development was inevitable as thinking and understanding would increase as the brain matures. Piaget thought that a child’s cognitive development was based on their biological development (Oakley, 2004). Vygotsky differs in this aspect as he believed that a child’s cognitive development was based on their social interactions between them and the adults around them. He believed that interaction would result in learning and based most of his theory on this. Both Piaget and Vygotsky’s theory focused on three key factors, and this is what most of their work was based upon. Piaget’s three main principles were; assimilation, accommodation, and equilibration. Assimilation is the process of putting new experiences into existing mental structures, also known as schemas. Accommodation is revising an existing mental structure due to there being a new experience, and finally, equilibration is seeking to achieve cognitive stability throughout the assimilation and accommodation stages (Oakley, 2004). Piaget believed that cognitive development should be divided into stages as because as the child goes through assimilation and accommodation, their brains will develop and mature, their understanding matures and their ability to predict and interpret events develop (Oakley, 2004). Vygotsky’s three key factors differ greatly from Piaget’s as these are more social when compared to Piaget’s key factors. These factors are; culture, language, and the zone of proximal development (ZPD). Vygotsky thought that the culture and social environment that a child was subject to, was a vital part of their cognitive development, and that a child learns through symbolic representations of their culture such as language and play (Oakley, 2004). He believed that culture influenced the development of a child’s language. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is another key factor of Vygotsky’s theory and is widely recognised. The zone of proximal development is the distance between the actual development level and the ZDP, which includes processes that are not yet matured (Oakley,2004). The ZDP defines the area of constant psychological transformation and introduces the role of the teacher in encouraging progress within the child (Alves, 2014). Play is an important aspect of Vygotsky’s theory as he believes a child’s imagination and play can stretch a child’s ability to lead and develop (Oakley, 2004).

	Language was one of the main factors in Vygotsky’s theory and he believed that language was of central importance in a child’s learning process. He also saw a clear relationship between language development and cognitive development and believed that they were important to each other. In Vygotsky’s theory he stated that there were three stages of language development; social speech (0-3 years), egocentric speech (3-7 years), and inner speech (7+ and adults) (Oakley, 2004). Vygotsky believed that language was needed for a person to organise their thoughts and thought that language and thought were two different processes. From his research he was able to observe that thoughts and language become related at the age of two and then they start to have a major impact on social and cognitive development (Oakley, 2004). Although language was an important aspect of Vygotsky’s theory, Piaget did not put as much emphasis on language as Vygotsky did.

Both Piaget and Vygotsky had stage theories. Piaget’s stage theory was based on his research with children and describes the different stages of cognitive development. Piaget’s stage theory was based on the idea of a staircase, each step would represent a stage of cognitive development and the higher the steps, the higher the cognitive development (Oakley, 2004). Piaget believed that the steps had to be completed in a fixed sequence and that you could not progress to a step higher if the first step had not been completed. There were four stages in Piaget’s stage theory and these were; the sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), the pre-operational stage (2-7 years), the concrete operational stage (7-12 years), and the formal operational stage (12+ years) (Oakley, 2004). Piaget believed that children within the pre-operational stage are incapable of establishing the concept of negotiation (Alves, 2014). This theory has been criticised since it was introduced as not all children will develop at the same age, this will differ from child to child as each have different abilities. Like Piaget, Vygotsky had a stage theory, but this differed from Piaget’s as Vygotsky did not believe that each stage had to be completed in order, whereas Piaget did. Vygotsky’s theory was four stages that described the development of a child’s concept formation. These stages were; Vague Syncretic Stage (stage 1), Complexes Stage (stage 2), Potential Concept Stage (stage 3), and Mature Concept Stage (stage 4) (Oakley, 2004). Since both these theories have emerged, psychologists have found Piaget’s theory easier to test as it is possible to replicate his studies whereas Vygotsky’s ideas are more difficult to test as he stated that factors such as culture were important factors in a child’s cognitive development, and these are not as easy to test. Piaget’s stage theory has also been more widely criticised that Vygotsky’s and this is due to the ages that Piaget set for each state. It is clear to see from Vygotsky’s stage theory that there are no ages that each stage has to be completed therefore this had gotten less criticism from researchers.

Object permeance was one of the key factors that came from Piaget’s stage theory. He hypothesised that at 8 months old, a baby develops the concept of object permeance (Oakley, 2004). Before a child develops object permeance, they believe that if they cannot see the object, then it is not there, but after developing object permeance they understand that even if the object is not within their sights, it still exists. This have since been criticised as Bower (1982) found that babies less than 4 months old showed signs of object permeance when an object was taken away, as they acted surprised when they noticed the object no longer in their sight. Therefore, from this Bower disagreed with this aspect of Piaget’s stage theory. Egocentrism was another important aspect of Piaget’s stage theory and he believed this is when a child can only see things from their perspective and not the perspective of others. He introduced the 3 Mountains Test to help prove his egocentrism theory. This study consisted of a 3D scene of mountains of different sizes and colours. The children were asked to choose from a set or drawings or models that represented how they saw the mountains, then were asked again to choose another drawing or model that represented how someone else would see the mountains. Each child would pick the same drawing or model for both perspectives and this helped Piaget to prove his egocentrism theory (Oakley, 2004). This has also been criticised as Bell et al. (1975) stated that children were able to complete the 3 mountains task at an earlier age than Piaget had stated in his research. Sutherland (1982) was another psychologist that has criticised Piaget’s stage theory as he stated that only 50% of children displayed formal operations at the age Piaget stated they would. This has led many psychologists to believe that, although Piaget’s stage theory does exist, the ages within the stages may need to be re-evaluated as not every child will go through each stage at the age Piaget said they would.

	The role of the teacher was an element that both Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories had but they differed in some aspects. Piaget introduced child-centred learning and stated that teaching had to focus on the child and take into consideration the child’s cognitive ability and what developmental level they’re on (Oakley, 2004). Piaget thought a teacher needed to be aware of a child’s cognitive development level to be able to set the appropriate work for them as if a teacher was to set a piece of work outside a child’s cognitive development level, the child would not complete this piece of work which will lead to failure and de-motivation. Vygotsky believed that the teacher provides an important role in guiding the child and making suggestions to solving an issue (Oakley, 2004). Vygotsky did not think that children needed to be ready to learn new concept at all times but that they should be provided with problems above their level of cognitive development as this promotes learning (Oakley, 2004). Vygotsky introduced the scaffolding theory whereby a teacher is there to support and guide a child during their learning much like scaffolding is there to support a building while in the process of being built (Oakley, 2004). These ideas from Piaget and Vygotsky have changed the way that education is structured and that children with access to a more expert other, such as a teacher, will use the expert to help them develop new strategies to situations and this will encourage positive cognitive development (Oakley, 2004).

	In conclusion, it would appear that Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are very similar to one another, however if they were combined into one theory, they would not work. The role of the teacher was mentioned in both theories, but they were used to explain different aspects of cognitive development. Object permeance is another element of Piaget’s theory that was criticised as other researchers after Piaget have been able to prove that object permeance can occur before Piaget said it does. Piaget’s studies have been criticised as some of the terminology he used could have been confusing for children, which could have led them to not understand what was being asked of them and therefore changed the results of these studies. The 3 mountains test was one of these studies that has faced this criticism from other researchers. Both Piaget and Vygotsky have stage theories but like most aspects that their theories have in common, they are rather different from one another. Piaget believes that his stage theory should be completed in the stages that he set out, and that you cannot move onto the next stage if the first one has not been completed. Whereas Vygotsky recognised that these stages will happen at different times as each child has different levels of cognitive development.
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