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With reference to appropriate psychological evidence and theory, discuss children’s cognitive development 

This essay will explore children’s cognitive development using psychological evidence and theory. The main researchers that will be spoken about in this essay are Piaget and Vygotsky, and theories from both will be used to explain children’s cognitive development and how they aid children to flourish intellectually and mentally in everyday life. Cognitive development according to Halpenny and Pettersen (2013), refers to the changes and growths that enable an individual to nurture their thinking processes such as memory and reasoning. As children develop from infancy into early childhood, their thinking, remembering and representation processes develop along with them. Piaget (1964) suggests that the development of knowledge is a natural process that begins at conception and continues throughout one’s lifespan. Baltes (1987) proposed principles of lifespan development that suggested that development was life long, multidimensional, multidirectional and involves gains and losses. According to Pulaski (1971) the term ‘cognition’ incorporates many different things such as, thinking, knowing, imagining, perceiving and remembering, which are all seen as intellectual activities of the mind. The studies carried out by Piaget and Vygotsky, enable us to recognise what to expect from children, to see from a child’s point of view how they perceive the world and to understand how they interpret information. The following essay will use psychological evidence and theories to explain children’s cognition and how their cognition develops from infancy. Jean Piaget is one of the most influential names in children’s cognition.
Jean-Piaget (1896-1980) was interested in how the environment impacted a child’s cognitive development. Piaget followed on from Binet and suggested that using probing questions on children would enable him to understand what children could understand and looked at the mistakes that children made with the idea that these mistakes were made accidentally. Piaget suggested that the answers that children gave when being questioned were largely impacted from their environment and the behaviours that they have seen and learnt (Boyd et al, 2009). From this, Piaget (1964) suggested that children and babies can adapt incoming information and then use the newly learnt information based on their experiences. From this Piaget introduced the Sensorimotor stage. The Sensorimotor stage refers to one of the stages in which Piaget defines cognitive development. The Sensorimotor stage includes six substages based on age and primary techniques. Stage one is from birth to one month and focuses on reflexes where the use of reflexes such as sucking or looking are used. In this stage Piaget states that children have no ability to integrate information and have very limited imitation. Stage two is from one month to four months and focuses on primary circular reactions where the baby begins to learn skills such as grasping, sucking, listening and looking. This is where a baby will start to look in the general direction where a sound comes from and during this stage a child will begin to suck and put anything in their mouths that they can find. Stage three, four to eight months focuses on the secondary circular reactions where the child will become more aware of their surroundings and this is where they begin to understand the ‘object concept’.  Stage four, eight to twelve months focuses on the coordination of secondary schemes where a baby will now be able to do things such as moving a pillow to one side in order to get to a toy or something of interest. Stage five from twelve to eighteen months focuses on tertiary circular reactions. This is where children begin to experiment with things and become very active. Lastly, stage six, from eighteen to twenty-four months focuses on the beginning of mental representation. This is where a child will become able to solve problems and where deferred imitation becomes possible (Piaget, 1970). 
During substage two of Piaget’s Sensorimotor stage comes object permanence. Object permanence is based on at what age children begin to recognise that the object they are looking at doesn’t just disappear but is in fact, just hidden. During studies Piaget carried out on his own children, he began to realise that between twelve and eighteen months of age, children are able to realise that objects continue to exist when they are unable to see them (Piaget, 1970). A study carried out by Bertenthal, Longo and Kenny (2007) explored if an infants tracking of a briefly hidden object is sensitive to how the object disappears and then reappears. They carried out the study on five, seven to nine-month-old infants. The infants were shown a ball moving across the floor and then briefly disappearing either by kinetic occlusion, instantaneous disappearance, implosion or virtual occlusion. The study found that tracking of the object became better with age and that the infants were able to realise that the ball would reappear following kinetic occlusion at the age of nine months, younger that the age that Piaget suggested (Bertenthal et al, 2007). This however, is not the only study that has suggested that although Piaget’s stages were correct during the sensorimotor stages, the ages may have been a little bit off. Baillargeon (1991) found that children as young as three and a half months old realised that objects continued to exist once they were hidden. Baillargeon carried out a study on three and a half month old infants where the infants were shown either a small carrot or a tall carrot sliding along a track. The middle of the track was hidden by a screen that had a large window in the upper half of it. The short carrot could not be seen through the window as it was too short and did not reach the lower edge of the window, however, the tall carrot was tall enough to appear in the window but did not. The children appeared to focus longer on the tall carrot suggesting that they knew of the existence, height and route of the taller carrot and that the children expected to see the taller carrot through the window as opposed to the smaller carrot and were surprised when they did not see the taller carrot. This study suggests that children as young as three and a half months old are in fact able to understand that hidden objects are just that, hidden and not gone forever. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another theory that Piaget constructed and has an interest in is conservation. Conservation is a term that Piaget uses to explain how infants and children realise that certain qualities of an object remain the same even when the object is altered in appearance (Pulaski, 1971). During Piaget’s (1940) conservation experiments he establishes the certain stages of cognition that children go through from infancy to adolescence. The conservation experiments are set out to see if children can understand that the quantity of something (such as the volume of water or the mass of play dough) remains the same even when the appearance of the volume or mass changes in appearance. These experiments used give children two or more certain objects or volumes of a substance and are asked if they believe that the substance or objects are the same or if due to the appearance changing, the objects are different. A study carried out by Elkind (1961) attempted to replicate Piaget’s conservation of mass, weight and volume study. One hundred and seventy-five children from a school in Newton took part in the study. The children were firstly presented with two clay balls that were identical in size, shape and weight. They were asked if they agreed that the clay balls were the same in size and then the children were asked, if the ball was rolled into a hot dog shape, which one would be bigger, or if they would they still be the same size. They followed the same procedure for the conservation of weight and volume. The results matched that of Piaget’s and found at which ages children discover the conservation of mass, volume and weight. A study carried out by Ping and Goldin-Meadow (2008) found that children seemed to understand conservation better when gestures in instruction were added. Having looked at further studies, Ping and Goldin-Meadow found that although studies have shown that gestures that point to or trace an object when explaining the task help children to understand conservation, they suggested that gestures can help even when the object is not being pointed out to the children. Two experiments were carried out in order to test this hypothesis. The study found that when the children were previously shown the objects before the explanation of the task, it helped them to mentally visualise the objects once they had been taken away and the gestures and instructions that followed allowed the children to understand the task better. This study was one of the first studies that provide experimental evidence that gesture can enable cognition changes even when the gestures are not shown in relation to a specific object and if they are shown in a space not associated with the objects. Piaget’s theory has been seen to be very beneficial to education. Due to Piagetian ideas and theories being incorporated into school’s curriculums, teachers are now able to understand a child’s cognitive development enabling them to treat the child accordingly and to help them at their own cognitive levels of development and understanding (Piaget, 2008). 

Lev Vygotsky is another important figure in children’s cognitive development. Piaget believes that a child’s cognitive development is largely impacted within the environment, whereas Vygotsky believes that a child’s cognitive development has a lot to do with a child’s social interaction with adults who are more intelligent and better skilled than they are (Flavell, 1963). Vygotsky adopted the sociocultural theory which suggests that human development is a socially mediated process and varies from culture to culture and that children’s cognitive skills come mainly from social interactions. According to Vygotsky, children are gifted with attention, memory and perception as elementary mental functions. Vygotsky suggests that infants are born with very little elementary mental functions and that through social interaction, they are transformed into higher mental functions (Louis, 2009). According to Vygotsky parent-child interactions aid a child’s cognitive development and help them with education. Parental interactions with their children may have an effect on children’s education in four different ways. These are, valuing, monitoring, helping and doing. Doing is where the parents explain to their children how important education is, valuing and monitoring are seen to have an impact on the child’s engagement and motivation when it comes to schooling and school work and helping interactions are seen to be when parents take their time to read with their children and help them with things such as maths (Scott-Jones, 1995). 

In conclusion this essay has explored, using theories and evidence, theories of cognitive development created by Piaget and Vygotsky. The importance of knowing how cognitive development works and why it is important to know how a child is developing cognitively has been explained in way of education and family interactions. The theories and evidence spoken about in this essay all have an individual importance to cognitive development and how a child grows and develops intellectually and mentally throughout childhood. The theories developed by Piaget and Vygotsky have made a huge impact on how cognitive development is looked at and understood today. 
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