Cognitive development theory by Jean Piaget (1896-1980)

In this essay will discuss the basic background of Jean Piaget and what lead him to research the cognitive development of children. Also this essay will be describing and evaluating Piaget’s ideas of a childs cognitive development and how Piagets ideas have influenced the education sector. 

Jean Piaget’s in his earlier years showed interest in animals and biology. Piaget published his first scientific paper about albino sparrows at the age of eleven. Piaget developed an interest in children’s cognitive development whilst working at Binest institute. He was employed to develop standardised intelligence tests. Piaget discovered that children of a certain age where all getting the same questions wrong that some of the older children where successful with. Piaget believed that this revealed important differences of child and adult thinking. This led to Piaget dedicate his life on the study on the intellectual development of children. 
Piagets believed that children actively acquire knowledge from interaction with the environment. Piaget believed that children do this through schemas. Schemas are an organised way a child interacts with their environment. As the childs knowledge develops the childs schemas will develop an improve. Piagets theory is based on his belief that initially schemas are action based and are developed when are child has physical interaction with the environment. But as the child develops the schemas can they be developed by mental interaction also. This will mean the child will be able to visualise the world around them. Mental models, which form the basis of the Schemas theory by Piaget (1920),  have since been examined over the years by other theorists such as; Bartlett (1930), Schank (1970), Rumelhart(1980). Which suggests Piagets theory helped to influence other theorists to carry out their own research on this subject. Piaget believed that schemas were developed through two difference processes. These processes are known as; assimilation and accommodation. 
Assimilation is when are child uses their current schemas to incorporate what they discover in their environment. For example, a big white box in the kitchen they have been told is a cooker and is hot. So, if a child encounters a new similar object in that environment the child will assume that this is also a cooker and include new information noticed to their schemas. This will mean that the childs schemas are in a state of equilibrium. But if they are told by an adult that the object is a fridge for example then this means the information, they have does not fit in with the schema which causes disequilibrium. The child will then adjust and improve their schemas to better fit their knowledge to better understand the world around them. This is called accommodation. Once a child has done this the childs schemas will be in a state of equilibrium.
Piaget believed that intelligence was not a fixed trait and that cognitive development is a process that occurs due to biological maturation and experiences and interaction with the environment. Piagets views appear to be influenced by his background in biology. Piaget believed that a sophisticated organism is constantly seeking stability. Alan Pritchard (2018) describes this constant maintenance using the maintenance of body temperature. Alan Pritchard (2018) states; “If external conditions change – get hotter, for example- a sophisticated organism will make physical changes in order to maintain stability. The bodies temperature regulations systems comes into operation and a constant temperature is held.” This shows that the body accommodates new environments.
Piaget’s developmental stage theory has significantly helped shape our understanding of the intellectual development of children in present day. Piagets theories have also had a strong influence on the national curriculum. The cognitive - developmental stage theory consists of four stages of development. 
The first stage is known as the Sensorimotor stage, which Piaget believed where in the age range of 0-2. The Sensorimotor stage suggests that children in this stage develop through their direct senses; touch, taste, looking, hearing and finally smelling. Piaget believed that children develop schemas through our birth reflexes, for example the sucking reflex. Sometime after children develop habbits, like sucking their thumb. But from around 4 months, a child will develop the awareness of other objects beyond their own body. This will then develop using these objects intentionally, a good example of this would be using a stick to bang a xylophone.
One of the biggest key milestone in this development stage would be the development of the realisation of object permanence. Piaget believed the child would be around the age of eight to nine months when this occurred. This is the realisation that if an object is out of site that the object continues to exist. A good example of this would be to hide a toy under a blanket and a child that hasn’t reached this milestone yet will not try to look for the toy. Where as a child that has reached this milestone will understand that the toy is hidden under the blanket and find the toy. This milestone encourages the child to become more mobile. This increased physical mobility leads to a vast growth in cognitive development. A child at this developmental stage is ego centric which means children can only see the world from their own point of view. 
There has been research to suggest the age of the children develops the awareness of object permanence is substantially lower. The research of Bower & Wishart (1972) consisted in showing objects to babies between the ages of 1 and 4 months. The Lights were then switched off, so that the objects could no longer be seen. The child could then be seen, by infrared camera, continuing to search for the object. This is a clear representation that casts doubt on Piaget’s theory that children do not develop object permanence until around eight to nine months of age.
Piagets theories second developmental stage is known as; the preoperational stage. Piaget called this stage the pre-operational stage of development as children are unable to apply specific cognitive operations. This stage begins when the child is in the age range of two to seven. A childs way of thinking in this stage of development is characterised by the development of language. For example, a child at the age of two is suggested to know 100 words. Where as a child at the age of six, knowns 5000 words. Children learn to also communicate and understand gestures could have a meaning. This could mean a raised hand could mean to high 5 that person. This stage is also known to fantasize a lot and will believe an object exists, like a doll or a teddy bear. 
Children also enjoy pretend play for example good guy and bad guy. This is to create new experiences and to understand how to act. From around the age of four, a child becomes very curious as they understand that they have knowledge but don’t understand how it got there and this creates lots of questions as children this age want to try and understand everything. Piaget called this the ‘intuitive age’. In this stage a child will develop primitive reasoning but will still think ego centrically. 
Research completed by Piaget & Inhelder. This was known as; ‘Three Mountains Task.’  Children chose the perspective of a doll placed on the other side of the mountain’s scene.  To successfully complete this task, children would have to imagine the view as seen by the doll.  The research suggested that children below the age of 7 had issues completing this task and the majority chose the photo that showed their view of the mountains. This shows evidence supported Piagets theory. Although, there was controversy that the task was to complex, and the children didn’t understand the question. 
So, Hughes (1975) repeated the ‘three mountains task’ but simplified it and made it in more of a more familiar format. (ie: the bad guy hiding from the policeman) Hughes research found that 90% of children ages three to five completed the task successfully. Which disproves Piagets theory of ego-centrism and it was the lack of understanding that Piagets research participants had. 
According to Piagets theory, At the age of seven a child reaches the Concrete Operational Stage. This is where a child will develop logic. This will lead to a child developing concrete cognitive operations. An example of this would be to be able to sort objects in to specific orders. This also includes arranging our thoughts to develop concrete cognitive structures. This is the developmental age that children understand that their thoughts and feelings are their own and are able to understand that other people may have different thoughts and perspectives. So effectively being able to see things from someone elses perspective. A child also develops inductive reasoning, this means to be able to watch someone doing a task and to be able to make a conclusion on that task and make a generalisation. This child also develops the concept of conservation, one example of this would be the experiment of having three glasses, two identical normal size and quite wide which are filled with liquid. The third glass would be taller but thinner and empty. Then after pouring liquid from one of the smaller glasses into the taller glass, the liquid would be higher in the taller glass and a child that has developed the concept of conservation would understand that the liquid is the same amount in the remaining in both the remaining normal sized glass and the taller thinner glass. At this stage Piaget also believed that children also develop the concept that if 2+3=5 then 5-3=2. This has helped us shape the national curriculum as it is around this age that children will learn about taking numbers away in school.
Finally at around the age of twelve a child will reach what Piaget called the formal operational stage. Although Piaget believed in life long learning and that we are always developing our intellect. Piaget believed this was the last stage of development. When a child reaches this stage. They will be able to think more rationally about hypothetical events and abstract concepts such as love and hate, and success and failure. The child no longer needs a concrete example to solve a problem. This leads to a deeper understanding about morality and the childs own identity. This child will also develop the interest and understand the way others behave, which affectively leads to compassion. Also they will be able to complete deductive reasoning, this would mean that a child can compare two statements and reach a generalised conclusion. They will also know how to prioritise and organise their life systematically. Children also learn to Hypothesize. 
Piagets research evidence to support this stage of development was to get the children to find what determines the regularity of the swing of a pendulum. Children in the stage cognitive development stage before normally believe that it is the answer would be push that the experimenter gives it. When they test other possibilities the child generally fails to control the other variables. Where as a child in this stage of development will consider all possible variables such as the length of the pendulum or the length of string, weight, push etc.  The child will carefully isolate variables and control other variables. 

Teachers are also known to use Piaget’s developmental stage theory as a guideline on the level a child can be taught. You can also link Piaget to the Foundation phase as his theory of learn actively and through interaction with the environment in order for children to develop and construct learning. Also the idea shaping education around the child correlates with Piagets belief of the readiness of the child to move to the next stage and that the child cannot be pushed to the next stage. 
This essay has taught me the basis of Jean Piagets theory of cognitive development of children. Piagets theory lead to a lot of developmental research into child phycology and started a debate of ‘nature vs nurture’. As a result of Piagets theory, many education curriculums or areas are now built on the theory that the children should be taught at their level. Although there is controversy about Piaget’s age ranges. Pritchard, A. (2018) states “a child may well pass through the stages, but it is not clear that they will pass through them at a specific age. However, as a developmental trial it is useful.” 
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