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Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning
This essay discusses the cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning in children. Moral reasoning is the process through which children develop the standards of right and wrong at individual and societal levels. Moral development is the changes in the one’s thoughts, behaviour and feelings according to the standard of right and wrong. (Santrock, 2015).
Many different theories of moral development have been put out through the years. They have ranged from social learning theory-based methodologies to cognitive theories of moral development that place a strong emphasis on how a child develops moral reasoning. (Keenan & Evans, 2009). The most prominent theories on moral development in children have been put forward by Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan. The essay will set out to explain how the key theorists have contributed to the theory of moral development in adolescence by exploring the research methods use by each theorist.
[bookmark: _Int_UODzekd1][bookmark: _Int_Shm578XK][bookmark: _Int_w4jmAbiW]Piaget was the first author to develop a systematic analysis of children’s moral development. In his book, The Moral Judgement of the Child (Piaget, 1932) he proposed a three-stage theory of moral development; premoral, moral realism and moral relativism stage. He used children’s rulemaking in the games they played as a basis of his study to understand how moral reasoning develops in childhood in a cognitive manner (Harris & Butterworth, 2002). Piaget thoroughly observed and interviewed children from the ages of 4 through 12. In one of Piaget’s studies, he watched children play a game of marbles to understand how the rules of the game were used and understood. After interviewing the children, he found that they demonstrated various levels of comprehension for the understanding of the game. He based moral reasoning on the four stages of his cognitive development theory (Butterworth & Harris, 1994). The first stage of moral development in Piaget’s theory is children from the ages of 4 to 7 years of age showed heteronomous morality or moral realism. Children thought of justice and rules as unchangeable which could not be controlled by people. Ages 7 to 10 years showed some features of the first stage of moral reasoning and some of the second, autonomous morality or moral relativism which is evident in children from about 10 years of age. In the autonomous stage the children start to apprehend that rules and laws are created by people. They consider the actor’s intention and the consequence in judging the action (Santrock, 2014).
[bookmark: _Int_GbVCIQlF][bookmark: _Int_K1PT1WU2][bookmark: _Int_yQb1KEyk][bookmark: _Int_oRO9YHDm][bookmark: _Int_hy8KrJ4Y]Piaget believed that the transformation from one stage to next was dependant on the social experience and cognitive development. The child’s moral reasoning in the earlier stages is egocentric and depends on the authority of adults. (Birch, 1997) pg.159 around the ages of 8 and 11 years the child recognises through social interaction that the rules are not absolute and can be changed and mutually agreed. The development to the second stage of moral understanding is led by the maturation in cognitive operations. Thus, they can understand that laws are not ‘God-given-absolutes' but rather, socially beneficial conventions (Thornton, 2008).
[bookmark: _Int_eGDEJC0n][bookmark: _Int_VfeWVqlc][bookmark: _Int_q8wrJw51][bookmark: _Int_d4yXyOxV][bookmark: _Int_K8Cep2kC][bookmark: _Int_8bUK0cUA][bookmark: _Int_YywccLgM][bookmark: _Int_XFriGtRe]Kohlberg like Piaget used story telling techniques to further develop and refine Piaget’s moral development theory. People of all ages, intellect levels and socio-economic backgrounds have been presented with Kohlberg’s moral dilemma scenarios. He believed that moral development occurs at three levels and each level has two stages. He believes that everyone passes through the stages in the same order from the lowest level. As the person progresses through these stages it results in maturation and reasoned sense of justice. The results from Kohlberg’s moral dilemmas indicate that generally the children in middle childhood are classed in the level 1 stage, pre-conventional, younger adults ages 13-16 years at level 2 the conventional stage and the older adolescents fall into level the post conventional stage (Birch, 1997).



[bookmark: _Int_ffYnav0h][bookmark: _Int_b9Sq1HLh][bookmark: _Int_ejq7WPjT][bookmark: _Int_tEZpNBKA][bookmark: _Int_pJ7cTx4k][bookmark: _Int_6e7M5UHQ][bookmark: _Int_twlQleJ6][bookmark: _Int_e4zdnHig][bookmark: _Int_Nlwlpklx]Kohlberg suggests that preconventional level is the lowest level of moral reasoning. The decision of good or bad is understood in terms of external rewards and punishments. Heteronomous morality is the first stage in this level which he believes is influenced by punishments e.g. Children obey because they fear being punished. The second stage is individualism, instrumental purpose and exchange. At this stage the individual believes in equal exchange, the right thing to do is what is favourable to self and others are let to do the same. The second stage in Kohlberg’s theory is the conventional level at which certain standards are applied but those standards are set by an authority figure. The third stage is mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships and interpersonal conformity. At this stage the basis of moral judgement is trust, caring and loyalty to others. Socially acceptable is important for the individual especially by their parents whose moral standards are adopted by the child. The fourth stage is social systems morality and moral judgements are based on the respect for authority and belief that rules are made for the benefit of the system and its members. The highest level in Kohlberg’s theory is post conventional reasoning where an individual recognises alternative moral paths, considers the possibilities, and ultimately chooses a personal moral code. The fifth stage in this level is the social contract and individual rights. At this stage an individual reasons that what is right is judged with respect to a society and its rules. A person assesses the efficacy of laws and social structures based on how well they uphold and defend fundamental human rights and ideals. The sixth and highest stage of Kohlberg’s theory is universal ethical principles. At this stage, the individual has established a moral code based on fundamental human rights. When faced with a conflict the individual reasons that conscience takes priority over law and rules despite the fact that there may be a risk in that choice. (Santrock, 2014).
[bookmark: _Int_MAC72uTN][bookmark: _Int_kR2ueXu6][bookmark: _Int_srocSwzw][bookmark: _Int_7KozluAs][bookmark: _Int_xWD4dkrS][bookmark: _Int_JgoTWWcb][bookmark: _Int_epjsUDkj][bookmark: _Int_NDxBwGlb]Piaget’s work in understanding the was how children think has been highly regarded and is thought to be major step forward in this field. Many researchers have used to Piaget’s model of theory to better understand the moral reasoning in children. There is evidence that children’s moral reasoning changes as they mature, and it is evident that stages of development exist. There is also criticism to Piaget’s method of research and thus the results might not be acceptable. Especially for children as they might have not comprehended fully as to what was being asked or even remember all the details of the dilemma presented to them. (Davenport, 1994) Kohlberg extended the Piagetian theory and carried out a longitudinal study in which he studies the moral reasoning of boys at various ages. (Mitchell & Zeigler, 2003) 2nd ed pg. 255 One of the criticisms of Kohlberg’s theory is that the definition of the stages is biased towards the western culture as (Rest, 1983 as cited in Mitchell and Ziegler) The most noted criticism of Kohlberg’s theory of moral reasoning has been presented by Carol Gilligan (1982) Gilligan believed that the flaw in Piaget and Kohlberg’s theory was that it was based on the male norm as they studied boy and men (Burman, 2008)pg. 289 According to Gilligan the male perspective puts justice as the basis of morality. She advocated for a care perspective that gives more importance to relationships and concern for others. She believed that Kohlberg’s research was heavy on the male view as he only used males to research his theory. Gilligan and her colleagues carried out extensive interviews with girls from the ages of 6 to 18 and found out that girls view human relations as the basis of their moral reasoning (Gilligan 1992, Gilligan & others 2003). Burman (2008) suggests that Gilligan ties the different concepts of morality to traditional roles of men and women. She believes that for men equality is of importance and is based on fairness, respect and balance of other’s view and of oneself. On the other hand she claims that women view morality on the basis of one’s responsibility and needs and for this reason an equal rights approach is not viable. There is an element of care and a desire not to hurt. Therefore, to downgrade the level of female morality would be systematically wrong. Gilligan had her critics too that identified an issue with the idealisation of women’s qualities in her study. (Elam, 1994).
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