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Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development.
 
According to an online medical report ‘The health of children 2018’ they state how moral development is the process of children being in a social environment such as; school, with adults which results in social conflict just as it would in other social environment e.g. ‘families’. It is the process of which children learn to develop their attitudes towards other people as well as their behaviours within society. It is also the process of where children learn to distinguish between right and wrong behaviours, for example: moral codes are shared throughout the world through different societies, this can be shown through the example of killing. Most of the world’s population know that this act is considered as evil and if one decided to pursue in this then it would result in serious consequences e.g. life sentences in prison/death sentence. A different idea of moral development would be when individuals do something or take part in something which does not benefit us, but helps those around us e.g. taking part in charity activities or an activity where an individual knows that taking part will potentially cause danger to oneself but will continue in order to help/benefit another person. This would be known as altruistic behaviour. It can be said that these acts of morality can be so extreme can inflict such strong emotions on an individual and their behaviour.

Cognitive theories have been produced over time to explain moral development in children. The main theorist would be Piaget (1920) who states that before the age of 6 years old children are known for being egocentric, meaning that the child finds it highly impossible to imagine another individual’s feelings or to understand another individuals point of view. Which is why children can be known for being difficult to listen and be obedient at this typical age gap. Piaget argues how children of this age lack the ability to produce cognitive abilities which will impose a pressure to understand and show concern for others which will be shown in their lack of altruistic behaviour. Therefore, the assumption which Piaget gives here is that once children are able to show value towards another, then altruism will follow automatically behind them or on the other hand it has to be considered that if there is a lack of altruism it could be down to delayed cognitive development within the child’s brain. Furthermore, the ‘Fundamentals of developmental psychology’ (Mitchell and Ziegler second edition 2013) covers how Piaget explains how children are taught morals through the games they play at school with friends or at home with family members. He identified this by completing research based on telling stories involving moral puzzles involving the research sample to identify good/bad intent. Where a leading character or main figure causes damage to something with either good or bad intent. Therefore, the aim of the story is for the child to understand the moral issue and to identify whether the intent was good or bad between the pairs of stories presented to them. Piaget then found that the younger children stated that the bad intent was subjected to the larger visual ‘mess’ compared to the older children who identified the situation slightly better and identified that although the individual in the story made a mess, the intent was not bad and no harm was intended. Therefore, Piaget suggested that we should view older children as moral subjectivists as the child used subjective factors outside the story to decide whether the intent was good or bad before judging the outcome as being ‘naughty’. Furthermore, Piaget said that younger children are ‘moral realist’ as the results showed that the children neglected intent of the individual in the story, however could this be argued as to whether some responses to the story could be down to how children are disciplined at home, whether the child’s parents tend to punish them based on extent rather than intent as this would have influenced their decision. This is then supported by Leon (1984) who found during his research that parents who punish children due to the extent of damage are more likely to become moral realists.

Kohlberg (1981) stems his theory of moral reasoning from Piagetian theory but wanted to extend his research further. Kohlberg gave a theory based on thought processors in relation to external rules. There were three levels of moral development, and 2 sub groups within each section. To begin with, it would be level one, the pre-conventional morality this is where we do not tend to have a personal code of morality but is shaped by adults. Then stage two, the conventional morality where it becomes part of an individuals nature to follow role models, then finally stage 3 which would be post-conventional morality where this is our own self chosen principles put into place. Kohlberg inherited Piaget idea of using stories to develop moral thinking. The famous story was based on a man named Heinz who broke into a store to steal a special limited drug to save his wife who was dying of cancer, as the drug originally cost £2000 and Heinz could not afford that amount, although he attempted to save up and borrow money he could only reach up to £1000. Kohlberg used this story to probe answers to his questions based on moral reasoning, such as: should the husband have stolen it? Is this a husband’s duty? Etc. This aim was to find whether individuals would figure the conflict between the two dilemmas, for example: stealing is a crime and there are laws put into place to punish individuals not to steal, but on the other hand if you view the context of the reason why Heinz was stealing does that cover his actions? As otherwise his wife would have died from not receiving the medication, therefore this highlights that a life is more important than obeying the rules and laws on certain occasions. It opens up the questions as to whether following rules and regulations are always the better option when a situation occurs and may be why not all decisions are morally correct, and how each individual morals are different.

Many different studies have been completed in order to support the idea of cognitive moral development theories. Although Kohlberg uses strategies from Piaget’s tradition, his theory of moral reasoning can be criticised for lacking validity, for example, could It be that the story he presented the children with is an artificial environment, therefore the response of being presented the story will not be an accurate reflection of modern day reality as the subjects involved were ages between 10 and 16 therefore they would never have been put into that particular situation to give a realistic response.  Furthermore, Gilligan (1977) states how Kohlberg’s theory was based on a male sample, therefore the results of his study cannot be interpreted to all of the population as it only covers male interpretation of morality, therefore his results reflect a gender biased sample which encourages the continuous gender argument in psychology and cannot be stemmed to the whole population, Gilligan also argues how female interpretations of moral development are going to be different to how males interpret moral situations. With criticism towards Piaget theory, it questions whether his results are reliable as he uses qualitative methods such as clinical interviews, which means his research is not standardised and cannot be replicated which would insist that the studies details cannot be considered as valid as needed. Which links to the idea of Piaget theory not being high in validity, as it is not clear whether the answer the children give in relation to the story is more based on what they think would happen, compared to what they think should potentially happen.

Another approach which has emerged would be the sociocultural approach which challenges and criticises the cognitive theories of moral development. The perspective begins with Vygotsky’s (1978) research which states how social interaction of individuals are the basis of cognition, he stated that “learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organised, specifically human psychological function” (1978) this idea is that the learning of social behaviour comes prior to development of the behaviour. One theory in accordance to Vygotsky’s approach would be Turiel (1983) who states how social conventions are relative and that moral rules are universal as he explains moral development through societal norms and culture – specific norms rather than individuals learning of morality. He also states how children recognise that moral rules are not randomized, this tends to stem from personal experience and learning off the experiences of those around us. Although despite this recognition that moral rules are universal, there are obvious example of individuals who will not abide by them, usually seen in sub cultures. Turiel’s (1983) explanation of moral rules can be argued with Shweder, Mahapatra and Miller (1987) who state that there is a distinct difference between morality and convention across cultures. For example: this can be shown in India, where there is no common set of moral rules and also another example would be in Korea where their culture would include the consumption of dogs, whereas in the UK dogs are known as companions. Shwedder (1980) proposed the idea of emphasis on cultural variability, but continued to argue that the cultural forms of morality drew on 3 distinct moral concerns, 1) autonomy, 2) Community and 3) divinity.  Where autonomy would be reflected by the right to freedom and independence of an individual own actions. Where the morality of community would be the idea of a group having similar characteristics to one another. Thirdly, divinity would be in relation to religious beliefs e.g godliness.

In criticism, it can be argued that Vygotsky does not take into consideration the role of an individual and more so looks at it as collectivist. Lui and Matthews (2005) criticised how Vygotsky’s theory tends to ignore the factor that certain individuals are able to rise above social norms based on their own personal understanding of situations, rather than the idea that the mind is not separate from the group. Other criticism made by Lui and Matthews would inhale how the theory is not suited to all cultures and therefore cannot be used to the wider population. For example, not all individuals involved in a social group can interpret the same meaning and engagement and that every individual differs in their learning. Lui and Matthews (2005) suggested how those with learning disabilities may struggle to take away the same meaning as the rest of the group and therefore it is not based on a collectivist point of view.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although both cognitive and sociocultural approaches are similar in certain aspects, they also differ greatly from each other with the different theories. The sociocultural approach puts a much larger emphasis on the social factors which influence moral development. Where the environment takes it course and influences the way in which a child thinks on a day to day basis, in comparison to cognitive theories such as Kohlberg, where it is stated that children construct their own knowledge to identify events and based more on thought processors. An example of this would be how the sociocultural approach of moral development explains how an individual will learn from where they are e.g. the environment in which they are currently in, whereas the cognitive approach creates the idea of how an individual will learn from where they are born regardless of their current position, it almost gives an impression of an individual being pre-programmed. A difference between the theories would be the way in which Vygotsky places a large emphasis on the tradition that parents and adult role models are an important factor which influences the development of cognitive processors, whereas the cognitive approach states how there is more influence on peers compared to adults as it promotes social perspective taking. Although both approaches have strong arguments on their behalf, cognitive theories are highlighted and used frequently in today’s research to develop better understandings of moral development, therefore I feel as though cognitive theories is more supported, despite the many criticisms.
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