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Piaget’s cognitive development. 

Cognitive development is a term used to refer to the construction of a thought process. Many different theorists believe there are a variety of stages within this thought process. For instance Jean Piaget refers to four developmental stages. This essay will outline and describe the stages of Jean Piaget’s cognitive development theory and whether or not it is still relevant to todays children. Piaget was an intriguing theorist therefore it would be interesting to discover if he was an influence to other theorists such as Howard Gardner and Jerome Burner. The essay will go on to discuss whether or not the education system today reflects the theory of Piaget’s cognitive development theory. It will also go on to explore limitations to Piaget’s theory as (McLeod 2018) indicates how the theory describes children primarily and does not take into consideration all learners, as well as focusing on development rather than learning in general. Therefore it does not address the process of learning information or specific behaviours. (Flavell 1967) describes Piaget’s intellectual development theory as a leading theory on cognitive development. 

Piaget can be seen to be one of the first theorist to offer an insight in to the internal process of thinking states (Gray & MacBlain 2012). They also express that Piaget’s cognitive development theory offered new tools to help examine children’s pre verbal development which was difficult before. (Gray & MacBlain 2012) go onto suggest that due to Piaget’s cognitive development theory he allowed children to be seen as active and constructive thinkers. Allowing children to express themselves as individuals and not be seen as small adults with the same brain capacity. This gave children the ability to express themselves and develop their own personalities dependent on the environment around them. Piaget has also been described to be the first theorist to develop a new area of study to investigate and explore for a variety of other theorists and psychologists. However, (Gray & McBlain 2012) expressed criticism for some of Piagets research. For instance they felt that some of the language used in Piagets investigations was too complicated for children to understand therefore the results of his research and his theory might be affected by the over complicated language. It has also been suggested that Piagets results from his investigations were generalised as he did not keep accurate records of his results. Although his started the investigations with his three children as the sample group increased he did not keep records of children’s ages or abilities. 

Piaget’s Cognitive Development theory was seen to be progressive reorganisation of internal processes as a result of children maturing through life experiences in their surrounding environments. As stated above the theory includes a four stage model which reflects each age group ranging from a new born baby to sixteen years old. Each stage describes a range of movements and developments each child should be able to do as they mature through life. The four stages within Piaget’s theory include the sensory motor stage, the pre-operational stage, concrete operational stage and the formal operational stage. Within these stages Piaget’s theory describes how children learn a variety of motions as they gradually become more complex. (Wadsworth 1977) expresses that each stage builds upon previous stages but “discontinuous that each stage is characterised by the development of cognitive structures”.

Each of Piaget’s stages detail a range of movements and reflexes that children are estimated to be able to do as they mature. For instance during the sensory motor stage was developed around the ages of 0 to 2years. They are expected to be able to grasp and suck for items in their reach and once they develop this schema, it is thought they would go onto grasp and want for items out of reach. (Bashrin 2015) states that Piaget developed the idea that children would move through the stages in an “invariant sequence”. He did not set a fixed time for children to pass through the stages although a rough age guide was created. Furthermore, (Piaget 1952) said the pre operational stage is the stage between toddlerhood and early childhood. (Crain 2005) states that children in this stage are able to understand more complex issues but are very much still dependent on their senses. He goes on to explain how children in this stage can only focus on one issue at a time until they move onto the next stage. (Bashrin 2015) states that in the pre operational stage children are able to understand concepts as well as having a mental reasonings however he states that children will still struggle to carry out tasks physically which they can mentally understand. 

(McLeod 2018) states that Piaget uses Schemas to understand the process of cognitive development. McLeod refers to schemas as “building blocks of knowledge”. Learners need a basic level of knowledge and understanding to expand any further and gain more “building blocks.” (Wadsworth 2004) describes schemas as “index cards” in the brain. Like little cards of information that allows us to know how to handle and process information. Without these schemas the information that the learner holds would be useless to the individual. Beswick et al (2008) describes schemas as a way for children and babies to understand what they are doing. They state that the use of repetitive schematic play allows the babies and young learner to engage in what they are doing and understand the meaning of what they are doing it and why they are doing. The authors describe the use of schemas to help practitioners to understand the learners behaviour as it allows them to understand reasons behind children’s behaviour.

The way a schema can be described is new experiences are taken in to account and are assimilated, they are then stored in the memory until a new experience does not fit with the learners existing understanding of the experience. This then means that some accommodation needs to be done for the learners understanding to for the new experience. Disequilibrium then occurs when the leaner adjusts to new experiences. It can also be called ‘cognitive conflict’ as the learner may have problems accommodating all the new information they have. Then finally according to the simple psychology organisation equilibrium occurs which is the balance of understanding being achieved from the new experience. This is seen to be temporary until another challenge or new experience occurs and this process of mental schemas starts again. 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development has influenced educational reform in the 
UK in previous years however (McLeod 2018) indicates that although Piaget’s theory of cognitive development influences educational policies it was never specifically designed to affect education. McLeod 2018 refers to Piaget as an influential individual in educational policies and practice, as a review of the UKs education system in 1966 was based strongly on Piaget’s which ultimately led to the Plowden Report in 1967. The Plowden Report states that “a child cannot read without having learned to discriminate shapes’ and ‘until a child is ready to take a particular step forward it is a waste of time to try to teach him to take it.’ Which clearly shows the influence of Piaget’s 4 stage model. The Plowden Report emphasised the need for children to be seen as individuals and not a miniature mould of adults. 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is an influential factor in educational policies. As stated previously Piaget’s theory prompted the Plowden Report 1967. The UKs education system is based off a variety of different countries education systems. Piaget’s theory has been included in the creation of the foundation stage in the welsh education system. From experience of the welsh education system it is clear to see Piaget’s cognitive development theory has influenced the way foundation phase students are taught. From experience in the primary education system pupils are taught how to treat each other with the use of  inanimate objects as Piaget believed children to be egocentric up until the age of around 6 years old. The schooling system is split into stages and information is taught like building blocks with a basic layer of knowledge taught in the early stages of education and then it is gradually made more complex as the stages go on similar to the cognitive development theory of Piaget. This showing the education system has been influenced by his theory and our education system is a reflection of that. One “Minds of Wonder” author that goes by the name of (Nicola 2016) expressed that due to Piaget’s theory people have now began to understand that children cannot be moulded from the outside. They need to be taught through hands on experience. Nicola uses the words “explore, experiment and question” to express her ideas of how Piaget’s theory has helped to allow the education system to evolve and allow children the freedom to learn for themselves. (Cherry 2018) explains how in the earlier Stages of Cognitive Development toddlers gain knowledge through their experiences and this is enhanced during the foundation phase in Wales as children are taught through play and gather more of an understanding of the curriculum showing an influence of Piaget’s theory on the education system. Piaget was also able to influence teachers to be seen as facilitators to prove an environment that stimulates learning within the environment as well as a hands on learning approach as opposed to learning from memorising books. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, Jean Piaget was an influential theorist who had a great impact on the education system in the United Kingdom. His theory of cognitive development prompted the Plowden Report in 1966 which issued changes to the primary education system and the way the curriculum was taught. It is clear from research that the stage theory is still used in todays educational system. The system is clearly influenced by the cognitive development theory developed by Jean Piaget. However, some theorist have argued there are limitations to Piagets theory of cognitive development. For instance as stated above (Gray & McBlain 2012) have expressed concern for Piaget over estimating teenagers and underestimating young toddlers and babies. Overall, this essay has outlined the basics of Piagets stages with some examples of the movements and motions children are expected to do at each stage. These stages can be taken as guidance as some critics have suggested that there are clear limitations to Piagets stages and theory. As well as explaining the learners use of mental schemes which Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is based upon. Without the use of schemas children would not learn the process or understand logical experience. Piaget’s cognitive development theory allows use to better understand the learners mind and allows us to allow children the freedom to explore and question the world for themselves. Letting them develop their own reasoning of experiences and issues. 
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