	
	
	



Understanding the importance of your child's development [image: ]
This leaflet intends to help give a deeper understanding of the theories of children's cognitive development. This leaflet will focus on the work of Jean Piaget and his theory of cognitive development. Piaget (1973) posited that cognitive development happens through the relationship between our automatic instincts and events that occur in the world around us which advance through a series of stages. These stages are universal and are passed through in the same sequence by all children without missing any or regressing back a stage.  He argued that there are four stages: Stage one - Sensorimotor (0-2 years old), Stage two – Pre-operational (2-7 years old), Stage three - Concrete operational (7-11 years old) & Stage four – Formal operational (11+ years old). 
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Who & Why Piaget? 
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Jean Piaget, (born August 9, 1896, Neuchatel, Switzerland-died September 16, 1980, Geneva), was a Swiss psychologist and the first to make a systematic discovery study of the investment of understanding in children. Piaget was thought by many to be the major figure in 20th - century developmental psychology. (Gross, 2010). 
Piaget has been revered as the giant of developmental psychology (Hunt, 1969). During the 1960s Piaget’s theory had impacted the study of child development, his work was the product of his background; he had an interest in Darwinian evolution and studied philosophy. Regarding his studies, he was specifically interested in epistemology – ‘how we know what we know’. It is easy to see from his interests that Piaget’s somewhat unique perspective combined the non-empirical (epistemology) and empirical/scientific (Darwin) approaches to create his constructivist approach. We all as children construct our understanding through experiences and interactions with the world. Piaget saw schemas as these mental structures that allowed us to build and organize past experiences in order to understand future ones (Slater & Bremner, 2011). It is the actual categorizing that is important as this process begins with simple schema and as we grow our experiences and schema become more and more complex – leading to a greater understanding of the world (Bee, 2000). Before Piaget brought his work and understanding to the field of psychology, children's development was mainly explained by the two leading perspectives of behaviourism and psychoanalysis. These perspectives are opposed in their understanding of human psychology, however they both saw the child as a passive entity in their own development merely responding to behaviour towards them and giving no credit to the child in shaping their own development. It was Piaget who proposed that the child had some part to play in their own cognitive development. His work revolutionized the understanding of child development.  


Stage One – Sensorimotor Stage (0-2 Years old) 
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The first stage is one of the most impressive and dramatic areas of a child's development. At this stage, a child develops from a helpless newborn into a thinking and knowing toddler that is a cognitive individual with a mind. The changes can take place as the result of the child’s actions on people and objects in their environments and it is at this stage that it is the development of thought in action. For example, an infant would start to learn to solve little problems, such as pulling a cloth to obtain an out-of-reach toy or object and learn that the objects still exist even if the object cannot be seen or even heard. So as this stage draws to a close the infant will be able to reason through thought as well as through sensorimotor activities leading to an understanding of object permanence. The sensorimotor stage is made up of six sub-stages (Piaget, 1952):
1. Reflexive schemes substage – (0–1) month-old – sucking, grasping etc. 
2. Primary circular reactions – (1 – 4) months old- coordination between senses and motor behaviour for example thumb-sucking – circular refers to repetitive behaviors and primary refers to the fact that it is behaviour with the infants' body and not the external world. 
3. [bookmark: _Int_FKGZdvUF][bookmark: _Int_ml2xNqNP]Secondary circular reactions - (4-10) months old – use of objects in repetitive behaviour e.g., cup banging. Secondary therefore refers to the use of objects now, not their body.






4.  Coordination of secondary schemes - (10-12) months old – goal directed behaviours. Can solve object permanence tasks where two schemas are required, for example lifting a blanket to grab a ball. Out of sight is no longer out of mind.  
On object permanence – it will take 18 months for this to fully develop. After 12 months an infant will look for an object where it was last hidden, but object permanence isn’t fully developed as they cannot infer invisible displacement – Only when they can do this is object permanence fully developed. 
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5. Tertiary circular reactions - (12-18) months old – Understanding of casual relationships between events for example, pushing a bowl off a table will result in it smashing on the floor.      
6. [bookmark: _Int_Euj17AG5]Beginning of thought - (18-24) months old – can form lasting mental representations. This is demonstrated by deferred imitation – the ability to imitate behaviour sometime after it was observed. Children also no longer have to engage in trial and error, they can psychologically experiment with actions.  

There are critiques of Piaget's theory as evidence suggests that object permanence and deferred imitation can occur at earlier stages. Baillargeon (1987) suggested infants at 3-4 months of age could display object permanence whilst Meltzoff and Moore (1994) argued six week old infants displayed deferred imitation. 




Stage Two – Pre-Operational (2-7 Years old)
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Stage two is the pre-operational stage, where preschool children are able to perform and solve concrete, practical tasks or problems by the intelligent use of means-end problem solving, use of tools, requesting objects and asking for things to happen and other means. They are able to communicate well and represent ideas and information by means of symbols – symbolic play, drawing, gesture and in speech.
These abilities will continue to develop rather considerably in the preoperational stage, although there are some strict limitations to the child’s thinking during this period. Children find it hard to see things from other people's point of view, this is referred to as egocentrism. The main difference between this stage and the previous is the use of internal images. The child is often influenced by how things look. Piaget (1952) subdivided this stage into the preconceptual (2 to 4 years old) and the intuitive (4 to 7 years old). The preconceptual child cannot grasp relative thinking such as ‘smallest’ there is only small. The intuitive child can understand but logic ability is limited. There are three main terms associated with this stage: centration, egocentrism and conservation. 
Centration is the focus of a single perceived quality at a time. A preconceptual child will focus on one aspect. Until they can decentre, things cannot be classified in any logical or systematic way. This is linked with the inability to conserve. 
According to Piaget pre-operational children are egocentric in that they view the world from their own standpoint and are unable to appreciate that others may see things differently. This is demonstrated by the famous ‘Swiss mountain scene’ test by Piaget & Inhelder (1956). 
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Three paper-mache model mountains were shown to children who were asked to explore the model and then sit on one side whilst a doll was placed on another side. The child was shown images of the mountains from various positions and asked to choose the image that the doll could see. Only seven and eight years old could identify the correct image any younger children would be consistently incorrect. Piaget concluded that pre-operational children were bound by egocentric illusion and failed to understand what they see is relative to their positioning, hence could not perceive the doll’s perspective.






Conservation is the understanding that quantity remains consistent despite physical appearance or arrangement. Children at this stage cannot conserve because the appearance of an object is dominating their thinking. This is another example of centration as shown with liquid quantity in the below image. Only in the concrete operational stage do children understand concepts of narrower & taller. In this stage children cannot understand that the amount of water is the same.  
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Stage Three – Concrete Operational (7-11 Years old) 
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The child develops a set of strategies called concrete operations. Piaget referred to these as concrete because despite their thoughts being more logical their reasoning is tied to concrete situations. They can decentre are less egocentric and understand conservation. One issue at this stage is transitivity tasks, if told Steve is taller than Frank and Frank is taller than Nick and asked if Steve or Nick is taller under eleven’s can’t solve this in their heads only by using real objects (hence concrete). 






Stage Four – Formal Operational (11+ Years old)
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This stage leads us into adulthood – transitivity tasks can be successfully completed as hypothetical thought is now possible and deductive reasoning. What ‘might be’ is considered as well as ‘what is’ whereas concrete operational can only go on ‘what is’ (Dworetzky, 1981). More complex concepts can be thought of and solved without the need for physical aid or reference point.













Cultural Considerations
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How children have been raised and the culture around them can impact their development. Children of the Hausa – a village in Nigeria who don’t send their children to school, do not understand conservation tasks until around age 11 (Fahrmeier, 1978). Dasen (1994) conducted studies in the Australian desert with 8 – 14-year-old Aborigines, he gave them spatial and conservation tasks. On conservation tasks, the shift from pre-operational to concrete operational was found at 10-13 years of age instead of Piaget’s findings of 5-7 years old. On the spatial tasks operational thinking developed earlier for the Aborigines than compared with their European counterparts. Dasen argued that this made sense because in their culture things aren’t quantified - water is purely for survival. Having good spatial awareness is also crucial in locating and remembering where these vital resources can be found. 
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Age 12 Through Adulthood

Children begin to think abstractly and can form hypothetical ideas.
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Preoperational Stage of Cognitive Development
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Sensorimotor Stage of Cognitive Development

Children gain knowledge through their senses and motor movements
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Age 7 to 11

Children begin to understand logical reasoning
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