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Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory

Piaget (1896-1980) became interested in how the environment influences children's development and how their behaviour is controlled by their mental processes. Suggested by Piaget was that the thoughts of an adult and a child were nothing alike (Robson 2006).
Piaget believed that there were four identifiable stages that development can be observed. The sensori-motor stage, during the first two years of life. The pre-operational stage, which happens between the age of two and seven. The concrete operational stage, believed to take part from seven to 12 years old and lastly, at the age of 12 years plus, the formal operational stage happens. Piaget also suggested that the age in which these stages took place, could vary slightly. Piaget believed that there were several substages within the four main stages (Benson 1998). As a child transitions through the four stages, it is believed they can gain more space in their brain to learn and store new knowledge. Piaget’s stage theory is still being used today, with the help of researchers continuing to find new ways to study the scientific cognitive development theory and adapt it (Carey, Zaitchik and Bascandziev 2015). 

Many theorist’s agreed with Piaget, including Wundt, B.F. Skinner and Chomsky, amongst many others. Many cognitive theorists took Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and used it to research deeper into the development of the human mind, Bower was one of the theorists who carried this out, forming his own version of the theory. Smith, Cowe and Blades (2011) informed the reader that Bower took Piaget’s hypothesis and conducted his own scientific experiment. The aim was to measure young children’s heart rates, when an object they had just been shown, is then moved out of sight. Findings shown from this experiment was the reaction of surprise from the children, who were only a few months old. Bower believed that this was proof that children became aware of the existence of an object much earlier than Piaget had assumed. This proves that with new research and evidence, hypothesis can be investigated further, which result in further development of knowledge. In turn, this will allow us to continue to encourage and further develop children's learning and development. 

Still used today, Piaget’s play theory is considered to be useful in helping to understand a child’s mind (Ahmad et al, 2016); based on assimilation and accommodation. It is suggested that Piaget’s play theory is mainly assimilation because it is done for the enjoyment of the child itself and can be done by simply copying another child (Benson, 1998). Piaget believes all children are born with schemas that operate from birth, he refers to these as ‘reflexes’ (Huitt and Hummel 2003). Zhang (2015) suggests that the environment allows children to continuously gather new information, which will allow the pre-existing schema to adapt, known as assimilation. Agreeing with Zhiqing (2015), Pacey (2020), implies that when gaining more knowledge from new experiences and through the power of play, a child can create a whole new schema, this is referred to as accommodation. Practitioners in the early year’s setting can observe, record and evaluate schemas that a child displays. It is understood that every child is different, one child may show three schemas, another may show only one, whilst others may not display any at all.  Smidt (2015) outlines that by using observation techniques, practitioners are allowing themselves to develop a better understanding of the child and their way of thinking. This can further help to encourage a child through play, to learn and develop, also contributing to the planning of the next stage of the child’s development.

In order to help and adapt your thought process and behaviour accordingly, there is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Lopez and Basco (2015) share the view that individuals suffering from depression show vast improvements when receiving CBT. It is believed that by helping to adapt a person’s negative thoughts to positives ones, this will improve a person’s well-being (Teater 2014). The advantages of CBT are that it can be used to treat conditions such as phobias and anorexia (Davidson, et al 2015), agreeing with Davidson, Nyman-Carlson (et al, 2019) champions the treatment of CBT in young adults experiencing weight restoration. Kinsinger (2017) advises the use of CBT to be massively affective in treating irritable bowel syndrome; Ljotsson (2011) shares the same views, adding that CBT also has the advantage of improving mental health, echoing Teater (2014). Pointed out by Pollio and Deblinger (2017), Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy offers a child great advantages of minimizing emotional and behavioural symptoms which is linked to traumatic experiences, such as abuse or anxiety. Whitfield (2010) implies that CBT does not have to be taken alone with a therapist, it can be done within a group setting or by reading self-help books. With that being said, it is no surprise that there are disadvantages to CBT. CBT can be time consuming, outside of the sessions is when the advice and new information needs to be put into practice, this will take the therapy from being unsuccessful to successful (Lindsay, Parker and Bradley 2013). The National Health Service (2019) challenges the CBT approach, it may help the individual learn new ways to think and behave but it does not treat any underlying health conditions, such as an unhappy childhood (National Health Service, 2019).


In schools worldwide, Piaget’s theory is still being used. With the theory acting as a foundation to the education setting, it allows children’s abilities to be challenged suitable to their development age; The Welsh Government (2019) explains that during nursery education for three and four years old, learning is done through play. The Welsh Government state that this is the key to a child’s development, allowing their language and communication skills to be strengthened through a range of play, such as: role play, construction play and creative play. Vygotsky shared similar beliefs to Piaget (Semmar and Al-Tha I, 2015), but of the same opinion as Bower, they both discovered that Piaget may have underestimated children’s abilities; arguing that Piaget’s theory may not be a worthy way of explaining children’s development (Smith, Cowe and Blades, 2011).
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