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Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development

The purpose of this essay is to explore all about cognitive development including what it is and why it’s an important aspect, it will specifically look at two psychologists who present different theories regarding development. The first theorist is called Piaget and the second theorist is called Vygotsky. This essay with outline, compare and contrast both of their theories together also exploring their individual strengths and weaknesses. Both theories have different perspectives of cognitive development which will be shown throughout. 
cognitive development is an important aspect of an individual especially a child as it refers to the way their mind processes thoughts such as being able to remember and develops important skills some including; problem solving, decision making, attention, control, ability to adapt and other knowledge starting from childhood leading through to adulthood. Cognitive development uses genetic and learned factors to allow a person to understand what is happening around them. The main aspects cognitive development controls are the way information is processed, intelligence, the way language is developed and the human memory. Cognitive development starts from when a child is born, it is important that a chid develops fully and gains the vital skills they need before they grow and start school. If a child fails to develop fully then they will not have the chance to be as successful as they can be and will lack important skills and functions making them less able to do things and go onto struggle when they reach higher education. It has been shown that there is an association between development during childhood and success showing that children who develop fully then go on to being more successful in future life than children who fail to develop.
One of the biggest theories of cognitive development arose from a French psychologist by the name of Jean Piaget. Piagets theory which first came across in the 1950’s outlines how a child builds a psychological model of the world. He believed that an individual’s intelligence wasn’t a given characteristic but something that is developed.  He referred to cognitive development as something that occurs from biological maturation and an individual’s contact with the environment around them. This theory was built and based after years of research undertaken by piaget on children. Where he observed them in their ordinary environment instead of research in a lab. He became interested in development of children after working with intelligence testing. He was fascinated by how children gave incorrect answers to questions that needed common-sense. Piaget thought that the wrong answers showed a difference in the thinking of adults and children.  This is were his theory arose from. 
Another main theory within cognitive development which differs from piagets and looks at it from a different perspective came from a Russian psychologist called Lev Vygotsky. His theory was referred to as the sociocultural theory of cognitive development. (Vygoskys, 1978) theory was mainly based around social interaction where he claimed that social interaction and the community played a big role in cognitive development unlike piaget who emphasised that It occurred through biological maturation and interaction with the environment. Vygotsky challenged parts of Piagets theory about children only being able to learn to their best ability after developing fully. Vygotsky argued that learning is a part of development and in his opinion learning occurs before and during development not only after it. Both theories were development around the same time. Vygotsky believed that development couldn’t be understood without association to social and cultural factors. 
[bookmark: _Hlk500170848]Piaget believed that children have a mental structure were all their learning and knowledge is created. There are 3 main parts to which his theory is based on these are; schemas which refer to the developing of knowledge, three adapting processes which are; equilibrium this is the part that progresses the cognitive development along, assimilation which uses current knowledge to handle an item or situation and accommodation which is when current knowledge fails and the brain needs to develop new knowledge to handle a situation old knowledge can’t. The last part is the 4 different stages of cognitive development a child goes through. These stages are; the sensorimotor stage which is from when the child is born to the age of two, during this stage a child should start recognising objects around them and knowing they exist even if they aren’t in plain sight. The next stage is the preoperational stage which occurs from the ages of two until seven, this stage is where a child starts to develop the meaning of words or objects. The stage that comes after this is the concrete operational stage this is between the ages of seven and eleven years, this is an important part of cognitive development for a child as it’s the stage where a child begins to think rationally allowing them to figure thoughts out in their head rather than using actions to understand. The last stage in their development is the formal operational stage, this stage is from when the child turns eleven and onwards into their adulthood life. During this stage they will develop the ability to carry on thinking sensibly about things and begin to challenge. 
However, compared to Piaget who concentrates on a child’s motor and sensory abilities Vygotsky’s theory focuses on the mental functions of a child such as their; attention, sensation, perception and memory. He says that these mental functions progress after communicating with the sociocultural settings around them. He also believes that culture has a connection with an individual’s memory saying that culture controls the sort of memory approach that a person has. The two main parts of Vygotsky theory are; the more knowledgeable other and the zone of proximal development. The more knowledgeable other relates to the individuals who have more of an ability to understand something compared to someone else. The zone of proximal development refers to the ability of achievement carried out by a child. It looks at the alteration amongst a child’s independent achievements and achievements made after receiving guidance from someone else. Another crucial aspect of Vygotsky theory was to do with language. He claimed that language stems from having social contact as it leads to communication. He saw language as a good way of communicating with the universe. Vygotsky (1962) suggested that language has two important components that influenced cognitive development. The first part was that it was the main way adults were able to transfer information to children and the last part being that language is an influential means of intelligent variation. 
Both piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are different in many ways and both argue against each other.  Vygotsky’s theory is related more to how culture influences a child’s cognitive development which challenges Piagets theory of the different stages of development. Vygotsky argues that development changes depending on culture and piaget says that development is general within cultures. Vygotsky also believes that development is influenced by various social factors such as the zone of proximal development where children are helped by others with their knowledge in comparison to piaget who says that development occurs better when children independently carry out tasks and build their own knowledge without help. Vygotsky argues that children thoughts are highly influenced by the environment they are surrounded by. Language is also seen as playing a big role in development by Vygotsky.  However, piaget believes that an individual’s thoughts come before language thus meaning language relies upon development.  Vygotsky opposes this statement of Piagets and challenges that language are thought are two separate components until a child is around three years old where they will then come together and become one component. According to Vygotsky development relating to language comes from the inside. Vygotsky also states that adults are a big foundation in association with cognitive development. He believes that adults pass on their culture to children therefore influencing a child’s development whereas Piagets stresses the value of having people around as that leads to social interactions which results in social taking. 
Both Piagets and Vygotsky’s theories of development have equal strengths and criticisms. 
There are many strengths to Piagets theory some of this are; his theory had a huge impact on developmental psychology. His views were able to change other people’s perspectives of a child’s environment and the way children were studied. His research went on to encourage other researchers who followed in his footsteps. His views lead to a lot of research which went on to help people understand cognitive development. Alongside these strengths Piagets theory also received criticisms. One of the criticism were about his four stages questioning if they existed as Vygotsky and other psychologists never mentioned set stages of development and viewed it as an ongoing process instead. The age the stages occurred was also criticised as other research showed that his operational stage has not always been accurate. Another major criticism was how he didn’t explore the social and cultural effects on development like Vygotsky as he was more focused on the different stages and biological maturation instead.  
Vygotsky sociocultural theory also received an equal amount of strengths and criticism. One strength of his theory was that it showed a concreate structure for assessing how a child is able to acquire knowledge before going into education. In comparison to strengths there were more criticisms of Vygotsky’s theory. One criticism of Vygotsky’s theory was that he didn’t put forward a hypothesis with his research making it impossible for his research to be tested and proved, as did piaget. One of the major criticisms of this work was that his cultural theory could not be related back to all cultures. Rogoff (1990) challenged Vygotsky stating that his research wasn’t cultural and was more vocal. He also stated that it would not of worked for all cultures in relation to learning. 
 To draw a conclusion piaget and Vygotsky both provided two major theories on cognitive development which had a huge influence on developmental research and research on children. Both of these theories have been shown to be very different to each other’s having Vygotsky and piaget challenge one another’s perspectives. They both have different reasons as to how cognitive development happens. Piagets theory stated that cognitive development happened through biological maturation, the environment and progressed through four different mental stages that a child reached when at a certain age. Vygotsky theory on the other hand looked at development from a more socio-cultural perspective stating that cognitive developments was impacted by culture, language and the social interactions a person had with people around them and within their community.  Vygotsky focused on mental functions such as attention, memory, sensation and perception whereas piaget who focused more on motor and sensory functions of a child. Overall, they both presented different theories which all contributed positively to developmental psychology, but where some parts of these theories are challenged by other psychologists and not proved it could be suggested that using both these theories further research on cognitive development could be carried out. 
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