[image: ]

	
Counselling studies & Psychology 
Developmental psychology & individual differences 
M5X00910

Critically compare one cognitive and sociocultural theory of moral development
 











Introduction
Moral development is best defined as “the process through which children develop proper attitudes and behaviours toward other people in society, based on social and cultural norms, rules, and laws”. (Healthofchildren.com, 2018). Moral development may be recognised as a concern by some parents, as they may feel that teaching their child right from wrong is crucial for their future development. Moral development is a complex issue and has been assessed by many psychologists on a global-scale, which may include but are not limited to Piaget and Kohlberg, which both based their psychological understanding through the cognitive based theory. Then we have Vygotsky and Turiel who both based their psychological understanding through the sociocultural based theory. Both of these theories are widely popular and may been seen as unique, depending on the individual involved. However, some may believe that there is a clear difference between the cognitive and sociocultural theory, as cognitive is considered the individual’s thought process, such as perception, whereas sociocultural considers the contribution that society has on an individual. The view that both the cognitive and sociocultural theory have on moral development has been questioned and critiqued by other psychologists, in an attempt to present their aspirations and understanding on how they view moral development. Despite the fact that a 2-year-old is capable of identifying their own gender, through photographs of themselves for example, they would still not be able to determine another child’s toy preference, based on their gender (Thompson, 1975). However, As the 2-year-old grows in age, they will become far more aware of the other sex and genders apart of the same age group. As a result, the cognitive-development theory of moral development becomes relevant.

Piaget – Cognitive 
The cognitive-based theory of moral development was first developed back in the early 1900’s by swiss psychologist Jean Piaget, who’s work wasn’t formally recognised until 1950 (Piaget, 1965). Piaget was commonly recognised for his theory based on the cognitive development in children, including the moral development in children. Throughout Piaget’s research, he attempted to determine whether or not children develop their morality whilst growing in age. As a result, Piaget (Piaget, 1965) suggested that there was a specific process by which children follow in order to understand society’s norms, of which are deemed right and wrong by themselves and others. Piaget believed that there were two differences in how children considered their moral behaviour. The first difference is based on how a young child’s actions can affect them, along with the potential consequences they may encounter. The other difference involves the claim that young children are completely aware of the rules they must follow, which gives a clear explanation as to why young children are more concerned with the outcome of their rational decisions, rather than the intention of their decisions. However, Piaget (Piaget, 1965) believed that older children look at the reasons behind their decisions rather than the consequences., suggesting that there are two versions of moral thinking which include Heteronomous morality, where a child between 5-9 years old are completely aware of the rules that apply to them which can never be manipulated, and Autonomous morality where a child between 9-10 years old is aware that there is no complete right or wrong within their own morality, and that morality is dependent on their own intentions and not the consequences they may be faced with. (Piaget 1965). 

Kohlberg – Cognitive
American psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg developed upon the work of Piaget, from a cognitive-based perspective. Kohlberg believed that moral development was a slow process, which developed and evolved as the child grew in age. (Kohlberg, 1966). During 1958, Kohlberg presented his six stages of moral development, which has a clear relation to the work Piaget conducted on moral development. These six stages are divided into three levels which include pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional. (Kohlberg, 1966).
The pre-conventional level, which applies to children up to the age of 10, consists of the punishment and obedience, individual, instrumentation and exchange stage. This level is where the child is understanding the basics of morality and is only concerned with avoiding the potential punishments they may be faced with. The punishment-obedience stage is where the child obeys the rules and regulations set by the parents and will be concerned with the punishment that they may face if these rules and regulations are not abided by. The individual, instrumentation and exchange stage is where the child becomes far more aware of the benefits of abiding by the rules and regulations set by their parents, which as a result, can allow them to achieve a payoff. An example of this may be that the child can be made aware that if the child eats all of their dinner, they will be rewarded with a desert. The conventional level, which applies to children aged 10, consist of the interpersonal conformity and the law and order stage. This level is where the child has a better understanding of their personal needs and are beginning to become far more concerned with how they are viewed by other individuals. The interpersonal conformity stage is where the child begins to understand the fundamentals of loyalty and trust between family members and friends. The child’s morality may be based on what the family or friendship group deem to be right and wrong. The law and order stage are recognised as something that applies throughout not only the individuals childhood, but also their adolescence. This is where they abide by the rules governed by their society, which is allowing some of their moral behaviour to be based on the authority. The post-conventional stage, which applies to teenagers and adults, consists of social contract and individual right stage. This level is where teenagers and/or adults base their own morality on reason. The social contract and individual rights stage are where the teenager and adult will treat others with the respect that they feel they deserve. As a result, the teenager or adult’s moral behaviour is based on what they deem to be right and wrong. 

Critiques
After years of development surrounding Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, some may believe that there are criticisms and limitations within the theory. American psychologist Carol Gilligan (Carol Gilligan, 1982) believed that Kohlberg’s research was in some ways biased. With Carol Gilligan being a feminist herself (Carol Gilligan, 1982), she deemed that Kohlberg’s theory had signs of potential sexism, as he only based his research on male patients. As a result, Gilligan believed that women who value social interaction more than man, may base their moral decision making on the care they have other individuals. Gilligan also believed that Kohlberg’s six stage theory was basing its research on those who are far more privileged than those who are not. This is biased in the sense that morality might be viewed differently throughout society (Carol Gilligan, 1982). For example, those who have far more financial privileges may have different morals, compared to those don’t. Gilligan believed that women will experience the world in a different manor to men, resulting in women’s morality potentially differing from a male’s morality. 

Vygotsky - Sociocultural
Vygotsky’s (1934) theory of moral development stresses the influence that social interaction has on an individual’s cognitive behaviour, which is known as the social development theory. Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1978) believed that an individual’s moral development would be majorly influenced and determined by the social environment they are surrounded by. Vygotsky also believed that learning is the key aspect of developing in anything we do, therefore a child’s moral development may be influenced by other individual’s behavioural patterns, dependant on how they perceive it, (Vygotsky, 1978). For example, if a child wants another child’s toy, they’ll be influenced into asking for one, which can adversely affect the child’s moral development. Despite much of Vygotsky’s research not being complete due to his passing at the age of 38, his theory was idolised by many, especially Elliot Turiel, (Turiel, 1983). 

Turiel – Sociocultural 
American Psychologist Elliot Turiel (Turiel, 1983) purposed a ‘Moral domain theory’ (Turiel, 1983), claiming that moral development is something that is developed through an individual’s childhood, following them right through to their adolescence. Much of Turiel’s theory bases itself on the child’s understanding of the way in which social groups develop. Turiel’s research suggests that social judgements can be a major influence on a child’s moral development, which as a result, can relate to their behaviour. His theory also bases itself on the ways in which children gain social knowledge through their social experiences. During 1973, Elliot Turiel published his book “Development of social knowledge – morality and convention”, (Turiel, 1983) claiming that moral development consists of three factors. The first being ‘The Moral’, which explains how individuals feel they should treat one another. The second includes ‘The Societal’, which explains the rules that are put into place in order to allow social groups to run smoothly. The third includes ‘The psychological’, which includes the individual having a better of understanding of their own feelings and beliefs, along with others. Turiel suggested that, at first, children become selfish and are only concerned with themselves. However, they will eventually gain a better understanding moral reasoning, which is suggested through Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1966). Turiel also believed that culture played a major role in a child’s moral development, as it can determine their moral judgement. Despite many cultures obeying the same moral factors, such as not harming other for example, their moral development may not always develop in the same way. This is something that a child will understand as they mature and express their own morality, (Turiel, 1966). 

Critiques 
German philosopher Immanuel Kant (Kant, 1983), believed that a child’s moral development is not based upon personal goals, such as wanting to adapt your individual traits to match those of a specific social group. Kant also believed that despite the fact that Turiel’s theory of moral development was inspired by Piaget, much of his research mirrors Piaget’s theory, meaning that various factors of Turiel’s theory may not have been individually inspired. Kant also believed that Turiel’s theory did not take into consideration the fact that some children may have difficulty in understanding or evaluating a specific situation, where in which they are unaware of whether or not these events or actions were caused intentionally or not. As a result of this claim, the results of his research may have been misinterpreted. Another critique of Turiel’s theory of moral development is that certain cultures may not always have the same moral outlook as others, due to certain elements of the society being more affluent than others. 

Cognitive – Sociocultural 
There are a number of clear differences between both the cognitive and sociocultural approach to moral development. One of these may include the fact that the sociocultural theory claims that culture determines an individual’s moral development, which then contradicts Piaget’s theory, as Vygotsky believed that the society the child is raised in, may have a major influence on the child’s moral development. The cognitive-based theory bases its research on the development of a child’s growth, through the six stages of moral development, claiming that a child will independently explore what’s right and wrong within their own morality. The sociocultural theory of moral development, however, bases its research on the social aspects that may influence their view on morality. An example of this may be that if a child grows up within a poverty struck culture, it may affect their moral development.


Conclusion 
In conclusion, it is evident that the cognitive and sociocultural theory or moral development, does differentiate in certain ways. This has been explored by using the relevant historical based theories, which included Piaget and Kohlberg for the cognitive theory and Vygotsky and Turiel for the sociocultural theory. As mentioned, Piaget was the foundation of the cognitive based theory of moral development, and explored the cognitive development in children, followed by Kohlberg who used much of Piaget’s research to develop his ‘Six stages of moral development’. From a sociocultural perspective, Vygotsky explored the social factors, that he believed would influence a child’s moral development, followed by Turiel, who again, used much of Vygotsky’s research to develop his own perspective of moral development. However, much of Turiel’s research was recognised to mirror allot of Vygotsky’s theory, causing controversy around his ‘Moral domain theory’. Gilligan did also critique much of Kohlberg’s theory, as she felt it showed signs of sexism, as he only based his research on males.  
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