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Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development 
A major area of psychological research is cognitive development. Cognitive development bases massively on a child’s development and can be referred to as the way a child perceives things, their thought processes and the way they gain understanding of the world. Cognitive development begins from birth when babies start to actively learn. Babies collect, organise and process information and then develop their own perceptions and thoughts from what they have gathered. It also covers intelligence, memory, language and reasoning. 
Cognitive development at an early age is of utmost importance for many reasons. For example, a child who does not develop cognitive skills such as numeracy, vocabulary and language from an early age will run a significant risk of starting and staying behind their peers who have developed their cognitive skills further.
This essay will look at cognitive development from the perspectives of two very different theories. Although any researchers have looked into this area of research, two of the most well-known researchers are Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotksy. This essay will look at both ideas on cognitive development and compare and contrast them both. 

The earliest theorist to theorise the way in which children think came from Jean Piaget in 1952. Jean Piaget was an influential Swiss psychologist who had a keen interest on the cognitive development of a child. One of the things Piaget believed was that nature versus nurture was a key aspect for cognitive development. He believed that maturation is required in order for the child to learn but it is also important that the child is exposed to stimulus and experiences. Both these interacting together allows cognitive development to take place. 
As previously stated, cognitive development starts as soon as a baby is born. Piaget used the term ‘schema’ to describe a child’s cognitive representation of sensory actions. For example, when a baby is born they will suck their thumb. This represents them being fed which is a survival action and as the baby develops, this action will integrate with other actions linked to feeding (Piaget, 1971). 
Not all actions and experiences can fit into an already existing schema. This is where Piaget’s three key principles comes in. The first key principle is ‘assimilation’. This is where new experiences and information gets put into a schema that already exists and occurs when similarities are found between new information and old information. Children do not always take in all the information they come across, but when they do it is important their knowledge gets stored correctly. Next is accommodation. Accommodation is the process that allows current schemas to adapt to new information and experiences. For example, a child may see an aeroplane flying in the sky but think that it is a bird as they have learnt that birds fly in the sky. The child then has to create a new schema in response to their new experience and then accommodate it for future reference. This then leads to equilibration. Equilibration is the stage reached when assimilation and accommodation balance out evenly in order to achieve cognitive stability (Hummel, 1998). The idea of equilibration is that the learnt schemas fit together to gain full understanding of the world but as children are constantly undergoing new experiences, it is hard to keep up with it. When a child engages in a new experience, disequilibration takes place until assimilation and accommodation balances it out. 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development involved four stages; the sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational period (Schacter, Gilbert & Wegner, 2011). The sensorimotor stage takes place when the child is aged from birth to two years. During this stage, children experience the world through their senses and actions and go on to develop object permanence. This is where the child understands that an object may exist even if it cannot be seen. During this stage, the child also learns secondary circular reactions where their actions may result in another action taking place. For example, if a child hits a ball it will move. Reverse thinking is not possible during this stage, but reverse actions are often seen (Woolfolk, 2004).
The next stage of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is the preoperational stage. This stage takes place when a child is between two and seven years old. During this stage, Piaget believed that children had not yet mastered mental operations abilities and could not think their actions through. He also believed that children were egocentric. This means that they assume that other people have the same point of view as them. As a result of this, it was found that children would often talk at each other rather than to each other; they would not actually interact. Children also gain conservation skills during this stage and understand that even if the appearance of something changes, the amount it withholds stays the same but they still would not have reversible thinking skills (Woolfolk, 2004). 
The concrete operations stage is the next stage that children go through when they are between seven and eleven years old. Piaget believed that children in this stage learn best by carrying out hands-on activities and it is where reasoning processes begin to develop. Piaget stated that identity, compensation and reversibility were skills that were all acquired during this stage. Children in this stage also begin to understand that a certain action can cause changes in another action and that things can remain the same over a period of time (Woolfolk, 2004). 
The final stage of Piaget’s cognitive development theory is formal operations. This stage starts at eleven years old and continues throughout adulthood. Piaget said that if this stage is reached, the child, or young adult, is able to think abstractly and has the ability to utilize strategies for problem solving. The person in this stage should be able to recognise a problem and come up with the best solution to overcome this problem (Woolfolk, 2004).
Piaget said that each stage must be met in order to progress through the stages and not everyone will reach the final stage of formal operations. 

Around the same time as Piaget, another theorist, Lev Vygotsky was also studying the cognitive development of children his theories differed to Piaget’s theories in many ways. Both Piaget and Vygotsky were classed as constructivist psychologists which meant they believed that learning is a result of mental construction and piecing new information with previously learnt information (Flavell, 1992).
Vygotsky’s theory was known as the ‘sociocultural theory of development’ and emphasised how children learn through social interactions with others and their culture; which varies across cultures. This differs from Piaget’s theory as Piaget focused more on how the environment plays a part in an individuals learning and said that cognitive development is seen as universal across all cultures. 
Another way Vygotsky’s theory differs from Piaget’s is that Vygotsky did not include set stages within his theory. The first part of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of development is often known as ‘private speech’. This is basically where the child talks to themselves and Vygotsky believed they did this as a way to think themselves through a problem in order to find a solution. Children talking to themselves links to Piaget’s preoperational stage where it he said that this action is egocentric but Vygotsky said that it was a good way of self-directed regulation to lead to problem solving; which is Piaget’s final stage, the formal operations stage.
Vygotsky’s theory also involves an aspect called the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ or the ZPD. The ZPD is the term used to explain the difference between what an individual can do on their own compared to what they can do with support from a more knowledgeable peer. Vygotsky used the term ‘more knowledgeable other’ to describe the person leading the example. When a child is in the ZPD they are able to complete the challenging task with help from someone else but are not able to achieve this on their own. Vygotsky believed that when a child follows the example of the more knowledgeable other, the child is encouraged to enhance their learning and reach their targets and achieve maximum learning. 
The final aspect of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of development is scaffolding. Scaffolding is used to encourage and guide children by giving them advice and suggesting ideas in order for the child to fully understand something new. Vygotsky’s idea was that children can use the guidance from their teachers, peers or other adults until they feel confident enough to solve the problem on their own. 
The social interaction aspects of Vygotsky’s theory being believed to positively aid children’s cognitive development and learning massively contradicts Piaget’s theory as he very much believed that children develop independently and explore the world as ‘little scientists’. 
Similarly, Vygotsky’s theory emphasised that cultural tools were an important way to develop cognition. Cultural tools include anything that is technical or symbolic which helps communication. Some examples of cultural tools that are useful for problem solving and development with learning are media, computers, books and language. The idea is that children learn the use of the tools from the more knowledgeable other and then are able to use these tools on their own for future learning. This also supports Vygotsky’s belief that the role of the more knowledgeable other and social interaction with others is key to learning. 

The work of these theorists is still relevant today and are still used frequently within schools to test intelligence of children. 

To conclude, it seems that both Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget have had a huge impact on how we perceive children’s cognitive development, abilities and styles of learning. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is evident that both theorists have different views on how they perceive the field of cognitive development in children but some similarities are prominent. Both Vygotsky and Piaget have socio-economic status but Vygotsky focuses more on culture whereas Piaget bases his ideas on resources. Piaget believed that children develop and progress through stages of cognitive development throughout their lives whereas Vygotsky’s theory put emphasis on the importance of language and culture on an individual’s cognitive development. 
However, although both theories are useful and both make a lot of sense regarding cognitive development, it is important to remember that they are two separate theories and cannot be combined to create one theory. 
Overall, it is suggested that Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is able to provide more of an outlook on how a child develops cognitively because the theory goes more in-depth and involves more aspects. This could be because Vygotsky died at aged 38 when his theory was incomplete but it is unsure how his theory would have developed further. 
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