With reference to appropriate psychological evidence and theory, 
discuss a child`s cognitive development

	This essay will explore a child’s cognitive development with reference to psychological evidence and theory. This will include theories from researchers such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner and these will be linked with current empirical research and how these are applied to everyday life for children. Key concepts to a child’s cognition such as object permanence, centration, conservation and many others will also be explored with reference to empirical research and theories. Firstly, the term ‘development’ can be defined as ‘patterns of change over a duration of time that begin at conception and continue through the lifespan’. (Keenan et al, 2001). Development occurs in different ways and these can include biological, social, emotional and cognitive. This essay will focus on the cognitive aspect. 
	Cognitive development is the making of thought processes which can include decision making, remembering and problem-solving and occurs from childhood, to adolescence and into adulthood. In addition, cognitive development is drawn to how an individual perceives, thinks and develops an understanding of their surroundings through the interaction of learned and hereditary factors. Cognitive development can also involve areas such as processing information, intelligence, reasoning, language development and memory. (Stiles et al, 2010).  
	In relation to cognitive development in children, there are many theories which have posed a big impact. These can include Jean Piaget’s cognitive-development theory, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Bruner’s representation theory. Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was highly influenced by the work of Binet and used the clinical method of using probing questions to find out what children could understand and was interested in the mistakes that children make and the idea that these were not made on purpose. (Boyd et al, 2009). As cited by Keenan, 2001, according to Siegler, 1998, there are many reasons for the longevity of Piaget’s theory and one of these can include the observations he made on children. These provided a true understanding as to what cognitive development looks like and how these produced pathways for research into a child’s cognitive development today. 
	In contrast to assumptions of development, such as that children develop based on their reactions to their environments and the rewards and punishments it produces, Piaget argued that children actively explore their environments and their thoughts are developed from their actions because of what they have seen. Children also acquire complex ‘cognitive structures’ or schemes as they develop which can aid them to adapt to their surroundings. Cognitive development also refers to a child’s earliest understanding of their world which is based on several innate schemes. These schemes are sets of actions, memories, thoughts or strategies. As a child uses a scheme, it becomes adapted to the world better and then, in turn, works better. (Boyd et al, 2009). Schemes can be behavioural, symbolic or operational. Behavioural schemes are organised behaviour patterns produced by certain stimuli, symbolic schemes are mental images that an individual will use to represent aspects of experience and operational schemes are schemes that make use of mental ‘actions of the head’. (Keenan et al, 2001). 
	Central to Piaget’s theory was the assumption that children can construct new schemas due to two biological concepts, adaptation and organisation. Organisation refers to the child’s ability to organize their cognitive structures into efficient systems where children will begin to link their schemes together to make an organised cognitive system and from this, adaption involves the development of cognitive structures through interactions with the environment, allowing children to adapt to possible challenges. (Keenan et al, 2001). As cited by Boyd, 2009, according to Piaget, adaption occurs through two complementary processes, known as assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is the process of using schemes to develop an understanding of the environment and integrating this into existing knowledge. In contrast to assimilation, accommodation is the opposite. This involves changing the scheme because of new information acquired through assimilation. (Flavell, 1963). 
	In addition to this, Piaget argued that when individuals assimilate to changes in the environment, they are in a form of equilibrium, although when individuals are forced to accommodate, they enter the state of disequilibrium. Equilibration involves balancing assimilation and accommodation to create new schemes that fit the environment, where refers to imbalances between a child’s thought processes and environmental events. (Reinking et al, 2000). 
	Piaget noticed that the organisation of cognitive structures occurs in stages and these stages can include the sensorimotor stage, the preoperational stage, the concrete operational stage and the formal operational stage. (Jahoda, 1964). The sensorimotor stage takes place within the first two years of childhood. During this stage, children acquire the ability to think about their surroundings by using symbols and the main part of the sensorimotor stage is the development of object permanence. This is the understanding that an object exists even when it cannot be seen. Object permanence is important because it allows the ability to think to develop by using representations rather than actions. The preoperational stage takes place at two to seven years and children start to think symbolically. Features of this stage would include failure of conservation, where children do not understand that properties of an object do not change when the appearance of the object is changed, egocentrism, where children will not take other people’s views into perspective, class inclusion, where children compare parts of objects with parts of other objects but will not compare parts with whole objects and animism, where children will link life qualities to non-living things. (Kennan et al, 2001). The concrete operational stage occurs at seven to twelve years and children will start acquiring cognitive functions and will have improved logical thinking. The last stage which is the formal-operational stage occurs at eleven to twelve years and individuals will be able to think critically about different events. 
 A study carried out by Elkind, 1961, replicated Piaget’s study in relation to the conservation of mass, weight and volume and the aim of the study was to determine whether a child can tell that a quantity remains the same, after its appearance changed. One hundred and seventy-five children took part in the study. The results of this study supported the theory and assumptions of Piaget in relation to the ages which children discover the conservation of mass, weight and volume. The findings of this study support those of Piaget as it was found that conservation of mass did not appear before the ages of seven to eight, the conservation of weight did not appear before the ages of nine and ten and the conservation of volume did not appear before the age of eleven.  
	Piaget’s theory has been very influential in relation to education to how many schools have incorporated Piagetian ideas into curriculums. Teachers have been able to develop a better understanding of a child’s thinking and they can also align their teaching strategies with the child’s cognitive level. (Piaget, 2008). In the classroom, it is important for teachers to use different approaches and this works well with Piaget’s assumption that children learn through exploring and gaining knowledge from their environment. Teachers are advocating this in the classroom by allowing children to explore different aspects. (Keenan et al, 2001). In addition, conservation of constancy, which is defined as ‘the ability to understand how some characteristics of a thing can change, while others stay the same’ is another concept of Piaget’s theory that is applied to education. An example of this can include giving children modelling clay and telling them to mould it, which is allowing children to develop an understanding that factors in their environment can change. (Piaget, 2008). 
	In addition to Piaget’s cognitive developmental theory, another theory which has posed an impact on cognitive development in children would include Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. In comparison with Piaget, Vygotsky believes that complex forms of thinking are developed from social interactions with an adult who is more highly skilled than them, rather than the environment. This will improve a child’s cognitive development through the instruction and assistance provided and is also known as scaffolding. (Louis, 2009).  Vygotsky also introduced the role of culture in cognitive development and explained that children are born with elementary mental functions that are developed upon by the culture, into higher mental functions. These cultures will then provide children with tools of intellectual adaption. In addition, this can relate to Vygotsky’s aspect of meditation as a child’s elementary mental functions are mediated by psychological tools such as language. When children have developed the ability to perform interaction, they can use this ability to develop innate abilities to higher mental functions. (Flavell, 1963). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As well as this, according to Keenan, Vygotsky also introduced the theory of Zone of Proximal Development. He believed that parent and child interactions pose different effects on the child and explained that interactions between experienced members of the culture and less experienced children led to improved cognitive functioning. Vygotsky found that children who were given help when they got stuck during tasks achieved more when compared to the children who did not receive any guidance, and this can be due to the difference in the children’s ZPD. This then suggested that when a child has a more advanced ZPD, they will perform better on tasks and their overall learning will be better, whereas if a child has a less advanced ZPD, they will find learning harder and will perform relatively worse on tasks. (Hogan et al 1999). In addition, according to Keenan, Vygotsky suggested that through speech, formed by social interaction, improves a child’s development as a learner, and therefore aids their development of language and thought. Vygotsky also introduced staged of language-thought development which consisted of different stages. The first being external speech, where a child’s thinking comes from a factor in their environment. The second stage is private speech, where children will talk to themselves to direct their own thinking and the third stage is internal speech, where children develop and use their internal thought processes 
A study which supports Vygotsky’s theory would be that of Wood, Wood and Middleton, 1977. They carried out a study based on mother-child interactions and experimenter-child interactions and wanted to find whether these interactions influenced the child’s performance. They used a strategy called the ‘contingent approach’ which would enable them to see how well children would perform in tasks after receiving instructions from their mothers. From their study, they found that the children who were taught by using the contingent approach were the most active and efficient and they could perform most of the task alone after receiving instructions from their mothers. (Wood et al, 1978). 

	As well as the implications Piaget’s theory poses to education, Vygotsky’s theory has also been very influential on education. This would be because of how it stresses the importance of social interaction and how this can have a positive effect on learning and how he believes that social interaction with experienced others is essential for education. This would focus on Vygotsky’s main topic of the ZPD. Teachers can provide help to children who have a small ZPD, which then allows the child to complete tasks with little assistance and can improve their learning. By teachers explaining and using guided learning in the classroom, this can improve the learning and academic achievement of children. (Piaget, 2008). In addition, a strategy that has been developed because of Vygotsky’s theory would include reciprocal teaching. This method involves getting children to think about a situation where they need to provide a level of understanding which is beyond their capabilities but is within their ZPD. This method was produced to improve the reading ability of children who have academic difficulties. (Keenan, 2001). 
	Moreover, as well as Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories of cognitive development, Bruner’s theory of knowledge acquisition and representation has also impacted cognitive development. Bruner (1966) was mainly interested in, like Vygotsky, how culture shapes the mind. Bruner presented three stages of representation needed for knowledge acquisition. These stages include the enactive stage, which includes developing actions such as turning the page of a book, the iconic stage, where mental images can represent larger portions of information and the symbolic stage, where an individual’s view of the world can be represented by symbols. (Takaya, 2008). Bruner suggested that different ways of thinking are important during different ages and in comparison, with Piaget’s theory, children develop substantially through different stages. These are known as modes of representation and these can include enactive representation, iconic representation and symbolic representation. The enactive representation is used within a child’s first eighteen months. A child will store information in the form of muscle memories and thinking is based on remembering the feel of actions. The iconic representation involves information being stored as sensory images and develops from eighteen months and the symbolic representation involves the ability to store information in the form of symbols and this ability is developed from six to seven years. 
	A study which supports Bruner’s theory would include that of Bruner and Kenney, 1966. The aim of their study was to find out what ages children move from using the iconic to the symbolic mode of representation and they did this by using the reproduction-transposition task. This involved giving children between the ages of three and seven years a task of rearranging glasses on a board. The first being as a reproduction and the second as a transposition, or a mirror image. The results of this study found that there was no difference between the ages in terms of ability to move the glasses and most of the children were successful. (Bruner, 1964). 
	In conclusion, this essay has explored a child’s cognitive development in relation to developmental theories, which have also been supported by using empirical research and study. Theories from Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner all have individual importance in relation to a child’s cognitive development and provide positive implications to research which are already being used today in the classroom. 
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