Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development
Critical analysis not narrative/descriptive

This essay is going to compare and contrast the cognitive development theories of Vygotsky and Piaget.  Vygotsky broke his theory down into three levels: cultural, interpersonal and the individual and each of these mean will be explained (Introducing Child Psychology, 2004).  Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) will be evaluated and its importance in understanding child development (Psychology the Science of Mind and Behaviour, 2009).  The role of cultural tools in cognitive development as understood by Vygotsky will be explored (Gross, 2010).  Lastly, the focus Vygotsky had on language and its links to the mind and development will be discussed (Theories of Developmental Psychology, 2002).  Piaget’s theory had a focus on how children interact with their environment and how they naturally mature and develop (Introduction to Psychology).  Piaget also had sections to his work, however, he broke his down into four ‘stages’: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational (The Developing Person, 2008).  Individual differences will be studied and how it has a role in cognitive development and it will be discussed where these two theories allow for them or not.  The strong and weak points of each theory will be analysed along with if the theories have evidence to support them.  Where each theory is similar or different will be pin pointed throughout this essay.
	Vygotsky’s theory had three levels: cultural, interpersonal and individual (Introducing Child Psychology, 2004).  He argued that development happens through the interplay of sociocultural input and biological development (Psychology the science of mind and behaviour, 2009).  Vygotsky used the concept of ZPD to explain how a child can develop. The ZPD can be established by studying what the child is capable of achieving independently at that time and what a child is able to achieve with support and guidance from either more advanced peers or adults.  The term ‘scaffolding’ was created by Vygotsky as a way in which additional support for comprehension can help learning take place, to ‘scaffold’ learning (Cooperative-Based Learning and the Zone of Proximal Development, 2015).  The ZPD is important as it allows understanding of what development level a child is on so they can receive help to get to the next level of development.  It also brings to light what the child will soon be able to do independently, allowing for those at higher development stages to shift the learning so that it indicates to the child what they need to do next.  In this way the learning is always aiming to raise cognitive development (Psychology: The Science of Mind and Behaviour, 2009).
It is an interesting fact that both Vygotsky and Piaget were working on similar concepts at a similar time.  However, Piaget’s cognitive development theory focused on how children interacted with their environment and their natural maturing abilities (Introduction to Psychology).  Piaget found that with experience and time the way people think changes, and that thought processes will always affect behaviour (The Developing Person, 2008).  Piaget focused on the levels of development and at what ages these developments occur. He broke this down into four major stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational (The Developing Person, 2008).
Each of these major stages are then further subdivided.  The sensorimotor stage, for example, is broken down in to six stages: modification of reflexes; primary circular reactions; secondary circular reactions; coordination of secondary reactions; tertiary circular reactions; beginning of representational thought.  Each of these sub-stages is equated with a specific age range and is listed in linear order.   The stages have specific criteria and need the previous stage to be accomplished before the next stage can occur (Children’s Cognitive Development, 1997).  These stages are in contrast to the broader sense of development occurring in stages that Vygotsky proposed. 
Vygotsky’s ZPD theory has been a great influence within education as it is a simple way, for example, for teachers to understand how children can keep learning.  Clapper (2015) found that understanding the ZPD was key as it is a valuable tool for learning to occur and that lessons should be planned around this theory (Cooperative-Based Learning and the Zone of Proximal Development, 2015) .  Vygotsky also does not have structured age ranges linked to development stages, which allows for individual differences unlike Piaget’s theory which has very structured ages linked to development levels.  This is a weakness within Piaget’s work, having such structured ages linked with each level of development, as it does not consider individual differences. Some children take longer to develop in certain areas than others.  However, Piaget’s work is much more developed than Vygotsky’s but it has to be taken into consideration that Piaget had more time to do so as Vygotsky died young.
Vygotsky was a social constructivist as he believed cognitive development was through social processes.  Vygotsky emphasized that children developed from the cultural tools that were handed down to them (Gross, 2010).  Vygotsky argued that children can gain wisdom from previous generations, with technological and psychological tools.  Technological tools could be a number of things such as books, physical devices and bicycles.  Psychological tools could be other important factors such as language, concepts and symbols and mathematics and so on (Introducing Child Psychology, 2004).  By the child having good parents/carers and an excellent environment this provides them with: cultural, technological and psychological tools which are all vital to have exceptional cognitive development. This demonstrates how Vygotsky in contrast to Piaget saw cognitive development as something which takes place within the social environment.  His work placed the focus on those with greater cognitive development passing on the information to others and to do this through “scaffolding”. 
Piaget’s cognitive constructivism looks at the cognitive structuring process of the individual.  He thought of each child as a ‘scientist’ who would conduct ‘experiments’ to learn, this could be anything, for example a child putting something in their mouth.  By the child conducting ‘experiments’ they come to learn how the social and physical world work.  The child creates ‘theories’ for the way the world works, which Piaget referred to as a schema or schemata (Introduction to Psychology, 1993).  
From a child encountering a new event or object they would try and understand it from a schema they already know, Piaget called this assimilation.  However, if the schema the child already knows is not adequate for these objects or events, they would then either adapt knowledge they already have or acquire new knowledge.  This would, therefore, extend the child’s ‘theory’ and develop cognition (Introduction to Psychology, 1993).  By a child having different environments and opportunities, the child has individual experiences.  This understanding of how the environment impacts an individual led Piaget to explain how different levels of development occur.  This demonstrates how Piaget’s work focused on the individual making sense of their environment themselves, without the emphasis on the social impact that Vygotsky had.  However, Piaget’s work always seems to be aware of the social environment and it is at times implicit that the new environments that a child is provided with encourage ‘experiments’.
Piaget’s work has impacted the education system as he conducted many studies on how children think through his observation and questions.  The study such as the ‘conservation of liquid’ is where the child would be shown two glasses the same size with the same amount of water in them. Then one of the glasses would be tipped into a taller, thinner glass and the child would be asked which one has more liquid.  Piaget found that when a child was in the ‘concrete operations stage’ they would understand that there is the same amount of liquid; if the child is not at this stage they will state the taller glass has more liquid (Introducing Piaget, 2014).  Piaget’s studies on children have helped the education system to engage with children to find out what level of cognitive development the child is on and how to progress. By showing that a child is only able to understand a particular concept at a certain stage, Piaget’s work emphasises how learning must be appropriate to the individual’s level of cognitive development. This is what makes Piaget’s work stronger as it has evidence to back up his research and theories of cognitive development. Vygotsky lacks such evidence from when he put his theory together.           
Through his work, Vygotsky wanted to study where children’s higher mental functions such as remembering, planning, reasoning and understanding come from in social situations.  Vygotsky (1978) found that as children mature so too does their cognitive development.  He described it as moving from the ‘intermental’ to ‘intramental’ and so language moves from ‘interpersonal communication’ to intrapersonal communication’.  This process could be likened to either ‘flowers’ or ‘buds’ of cognitive development.  In looking at the impact of maturity, Vygotsky’s work links to the stages of Piaget’s work and the role of an individual’s age in cognitive development. 
Language was a key factor for Vygotsky as he found a strong link between mind and language.  He found that once children had learnt how to talk around the age of three they would have a running dialogue which they would use to think through situations and plan. This is called “speech for self” or “egocentric speech” (Theories of Developmental Psychology, 2002).  It is significant to note that Vygotsky mentions age but does so in a broad sense, avoiding tying the development to a specific age.  In so doing, Vygotsky seems to acknowledge that there is a fluidity to cognitive development.  He seems to have a sense of an individual moving forwards but not necessarily in particular time frames. The next stage of language is around the age of seven, when “egocentric speech” becomes “inner speech”. This is where the children think to themselves, for example, when problem solving. Vygotsky saw it as beneficial for a child to develop a strong social relationship, which they could do by interacting with adults in different activities (Theories of Developmental Psychology, 2002).  This allows for individual differences in cultural tools, depending on what environment a child is in and the opportunities that are available them, all of which contribute to child development.  This is one area that Piaget does not have a strong focus on because of his emphasis on the impact of the environment on cognitive development. Both theorists understand that in order for an individual to develop certain cognitive functions other functions must be established already.
To conclude, it is clear that Vygotsky and Piaget both worked on similar ideas of cognitive development and have both had impacts within education regarding how children cognitively develop.  Piaget’s theory is clearly more developed than Vygotsky’s theory, however, it must be noted that there is the unknown of Vygotsky’s work as he never had the chance to keep working on his theories.  Vygotsky does have a strong case on understanding how a child can reach the next development level, which the ZPD explains and the creation of the term ‘scaffolding’ to learning as a process of achieving the next level (Psychology: The Science of Mind and Behaviour, 2009).   Vygotsky also had a major focus on cultural tools which were vital factors for a child to develop depending on their environment (Gross, 2010).  The other focus Vygotsky had was on language and how a child socializes, this allows for individual differences from individual experiences (Theories of Developmental Psychology, 2002).  Whereas, Piaget saw a child as ‘a little scientist’ and how they interacted with the world was how they developed using ‘theories’ which Piaget called ‘schema’.  ‘Schema’ and ‘scaffolding’ have been used within education as a way of understanding learning (Introduction to Psychology).  Vygotsky also had no strict age restrictions to what level of development they should be on, unlike Piaget who broke down the levels of development to link with age. This can be seen as a weakness as it does not allow for individual differences within development (The Developing Person, 2008).  Overall, both of these theories are vital to understanding cognitive development. By having an overall understanding from both theories, they build on each other, creating better knowledge of cognitive development.  Piaget and Vygotsky theories are both baselines that have influence the understanding of cognitive development.     
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