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Compare and contrast two psychological explanations of cognitive development


As a child, individuals will learn how to behave and to act before reaching adulthood; In theory they will or should understand how the world works. A humans intuitiveness tells them that it’s dangerous to jump from a cliff, or to jump towards a moving vehicle. It also allows humans to recall pieces of information from their short term memory; it tells humans where to look first if they lost their car keys as an example.

Communication is key when developing as a child as it allows humans to communicate effectively when reaching adulthood. Individuals accumulate the knowledge of the world through cognitive development, which incudes many factors some being inherent and others learned. 

Cognitive development suggests the development of processing knowledge across the lifetime of an individual. Expressing thinking can be difficult, because there are no clear margins separating thinking from any other mental actions. There are higher mental processes in the action of thinking, as it including many aspects such as creating and remembering. This mental process also includes the process that includes a young child to be skilled. A toddler can perceive their environment as well as understanding language from others around them and developing speaking themselves. However personality and temperament aren’t involved in cognitive development. The concept of cognitive development is about how an individual can change. The development of a child changes in many different ways. 

Understanding theories surrounding cognitive development is extremely important. It is a topic this is undergoing constant research and theories are constantly changing. Only recently in the 20th century did scientists start to look at the development of children. Prior to then, children weren’t as important as the studies undertaken on adults; the realisation was that children’s development determines the rest of their adult lives and how well they do. 

This essay will look at the two main theories surrounding cognitive development and will determine the pros and cons of each. Jean Piaget introduced the first theory for cognitive development, followed by Lev Vygotsky’s theory. Both theories have been greatly significant and have had impacted the way children are taught. 

One of the early influential child development theories was Sigmund Freud's “psychosexual development stages” theory, which is based on viewing psychosexual energy as the driving force behind behaviours, and that personality developments are influenced by the satisfaction of each described stage. Freud also described child development as a series of 'psychosexual stages.' In "Three Essays on Sexuality", he outlined these stages as oral, anal, phallic, latency and genital. Each stage involves the satisfaction of basic desires, which later plays a role in personality development. Freud suggested that a child would then develop a fixation that would later influence adult personality and behaviour, should he or she not complete any one of the described stages (Kupfersmid, 1992). 

Piaget disagreed with the idea that intelligence was set. He believed that cognitive development was maturation and that the environment had an impact in the child’s overall development. When working at the Binet institute, Piaget found it interesting that children answered incorrectly when presented with logical thinking tests. He realised that a child’s thought processes is different to an adults. Figuring out important differences between the children and the adults, Piaget defined his study as ‘genetic epistemology’ (Campbell, 2006). Genetics is the scientific study of where things come from. Epistemology is concerned with the basic categories of thinking. His aim was not to see how children could solve problems or their academic intelligence. He was more intrigued by their general knowledge of the world such as time.

Piaget was the first to create an efficient theory of cognitive development. His theory includes a stage theory of child cognitive development, thorough observational studies of cognition in children, and a sequence of simple tests to show different cognitive capabilities. Piaget argued with the concept that children were less capable thinkers than adults; he suggested that children just think differently in the comparison. He believed that individuals are born with a basic mental structure that are genetic and can be evolved. This structure gives the ability to learn and store knowledge. 
Piaget created a four-stage model; Sensorimotor, Preoperational, Concrete Operation and Formal Operations.  The Sensorimotor Stage is concerned with children up to the age of two, and gives the individual the understanding of how things work in life; it gives them the mental capacity to learn about themselves, others, and how things work. 
The Preoperational Stage concerns itself with children between the ages of two and four. At this age. the individual is not yet able to intellectualise abstractly, and needs distinct physical situations. Objects are organised in simple ways, especially by important features. 
He believed the ages of seven to eleven, is the concrete operation stage. Through experience, adaptation is increased, meaning the individual can think abstractly, they can think logically to explain their physical experiences. 
The final stage of Piaget’s theory is the formal operations stage, for the ages of eleven to fifteen. He believed that once the individual has reached the age of fifteen they reveal their final form. At this point, they no longer need concrete objects to make rational judgments. At this age, the teenager is able to rationalise and comprehend without the need for a physical object.  
However, there can be arguments made against Piaget’s theory such as his theory is based on a rigid sequence of stages. By stating specific ages for each stage, is may be correct for one child but completely wrong for another due to the differences of the child. By the stages being so rigid, this is unlikely to be similar in life as a child will not just switch from stage to stage, it is over a period of time a child would acquire the knowledge thinking. If the child turns fifteen it doesn’t mean mentally they are in their final form. Piaget doesn’t allow for the emotional or social development of a child and how this could affect his stages that are created. 

McGarrigle & Donaldson recapped Piaget’s conservation study on 6-year-old children. The child was shown two rows of equal numbers of counters. The child agrees that the 2 rows are the same. If the researcher then messes one of the rows up, without altering the number of counters, only 16% believe that the number of counters is still the same. So far just as Piaget would have predicted. However, when a naughty teddy bear messes up the row of counters 62% of children in this age group are able to conserve. This shows that children are better able to conserve than Piaget proposed. In this particular study, they assume that in the original condition it appears to the child that the researchers are intending to alter the number of counters, or that they are asking a trick question. In the teddy condition there is a reason for the counters just to be messed up so the situation has meaning (Lozada, 2016).


Piaget’s theory had a massive impact on how children were taught throughout the world and is still a significant theory in cognitive development. He created his theory and by doing this developed the framework for cognitive development, understanding the development of children for others to build their research on.  

Alternatively, the work of Lev Vygotsky has become the basis of much research and theory in cognitive development, he is known for the Social Development theory. 
His theory surrounds itself with the significance of social interaction in the development of children. He believed that the environment of the child had an impact on the cognitive development of children. 
Piaget stated that children’s cognitive development determined their learning potential. Vygotsky however disagreed and argued that a sociocultural approach was the answer cognitive development. Like Piaget, Vygotsky developed his theory at the same time in the 1920s to 1930s. Unfortunately however, Vygotsky died at the young age of 38 and his theories are therefore incomplete. Individual development cannot be understood without indication to the social and cultural context within which it is embedded. Higher mental processes in the individual have their origin in social processes.
Vygotsky’s theory is one of the foundations of constructivism. It declares three major themes regarding social interaction that are social interaction; The more Knowledgeable other: and the zone of proximal development. Social interaction is an essential part in the process of cognitive development. Vygotsky felt social learning helped with the development. He stated: “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” (Kozulin, 2003). 
The More Knowledgeable Other (“MKO”) refers to an individual that has a better understanding and higher ability to one that is still learning. In this part, it is said it could be referred to as their teacher or older adult, but doesn’t only have to be an adult, it can be peers, or even a computer. 
The Zone of Proximal Development (“ZPD”) is the distance between a student’s ability to perform a task under adult guidance and/or with peer collaboration and the student’s ability solving the problem independently. According to Vygotsky, learning occurred in this zone.
Vygotsky focused on the connections between people and the sociocultural context in which they act and interact in shared experiences. According to Vygotsky, humans use tools that develop from a culture, such as speech and writing, to mediate their social environments. Initially children develop these tools to serve solely as social functions, ways to communicate needs. Vygotsky believed that the internalization of these tools led to higher thinking skills.
Many schools had usually kept a transmissionist or instructionist model where the teacher gives the learining objectives and information to the students. In difference, Vygotsky’s theory encourages that the children play a role in the learning rather than just being told. Roles of the teacher and student are therefore altered, as a teacher should cooperate with their students. Learning therefore becomes a mutual experience for the students and teacher.
Although Vygotsky’s theory seems to be used throughout the world today, there are some problems with his theory. He didn’t conduct many studies; therefore there isn’t much scientific evidence to back up his theories. As well, it could be said that all the emphasis is towards social interaction and culture, however is does not focus on emotional aspects in the child’s life (Feldman, 1997). Similarly to Piaget’s theory, there is no room in the theory for developmental problems in the child as well as individual differences between others.
Vygotsky’s theory is positive to cognitive development because he states the engagement between adults and when the child is developing therefore helping the child to reach their full potential. In the study ‘A Cross‐cultural Perspective on Children's Theories of Mind and Social Interaction’ it shows that the children that work in pairs work better than when alone. Also producing more complex ideas, by creating them with a peer (Tan-Niam, 1998).  Another study shows that children with parents that engage in scaffolding with them in early development achieve higher grades when in higher schools than those with parents who don’t (Neitzel, 2003). 
To conclude, both theories differ, but both are sound and have led to further research being conducted in the field. With time, further theories will be developed that incorporate both Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s ideas. As they both have been fundamental aspects of the cognitive development and have been the building blocks for many changes in the development throughout the world.  
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