Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of moral development 


[bookmark: _Int_YivsD27M]Within this essay I shall look at 3 main theorists, Piaget, Kohlberg, and Gilligan. Each of these theorists have different views about the cognitive explanations of moral development for children, which has contributed majorly to recent research about this topic. Moral development is the process of people discovering what is morally right and wrong 1. Many factors in a person's life can affect this process, for example social expectations, influence from close family, sociocultural differences etc. 


[bookmark: _Int_lm11Qc8T][bookmark: _Int_DR5B3dWP][bookmark: _Int_0chkG225][bookmark: _Int_tYwD1naj]Piaget will be the first theorist I will talk about for this essay. Piaget believed that age played a huge role within people developing moral reasoning and believed heteronomous reasoning occurred in young children ranging up to eight years old. Autonomous reasoning occurred in children from ages ten years old and between the ages of nine and ten, children could have either way of reasoning. Piaget described heteronomous reasoning through the game of marbles and its rules. Most of the children in this age group decided the rules of marbles could not be changed as they were taught that way so it must stay that way. Piaget believed this was because of the view children have with authority and punishment. However, Piaget did state that children did understand intentions, but they judged outcomes of behaviours and actions in a very set way compared to when he asked children above the age of ten, which fitted into his idea of autonomous reasoning the same questions about changing rules. The children in this category tended to be more independent and less adherent to the rules and decided the rules of this game could be flexible to suit their own personal needs. Piaget used hopscotch as an example to young girls to identify how and when girls' reasoning changed compared to boys. Piaget found that girls’ reasoning changed much earlier than boys did, there could be many factors to cause this such as, girls are viewed differently in society so girls may have to change their way of thinking to survive and to fit into social norms. There could be many arguments against this research which Piaget found as all children are different individuals and develop at various stages and various speeds in their lifetime. Children are also faced with different temperaments, upbringings, and intelligence. The institute of education sciences criticised this theory as they said Piaget did not consider children’s cultural and social interactions and he underestimated an infant's thinking capacity 2. 


[bookmark: _Int_QzfHE8xD] Piaget’s argument about age cannot be redeemed as definite because when he asked children in these age ranges different moral questions many of them used both types of reasoning for different questions. An example of the questions he asked the children were the story of the roll and ribbon. (Piaget, 1932, p119) Within this experiment conducted by Piaget, he told children two stories and asked them who was the naughtiest to which he received a range of answers. The story of the roll and the ribbon is a boy steals a roll for his friend who is hungry, and a girl steals a ribbon because she feels it would look nice on her dress. Piaget concluded that younger children focused on the material consequences and how easily you would get caught, so many of these children said the boy was in the wrong because the roll was bigger than the ribbon. Moreover, older children looked at the motivations and intentions of the act and then made judgement about who was the ‘naughtiest’ to which majority answered the girl was in the wrong because she stole for personal gain whereas the boy stole to help his starving friend with no money.


[bookmark: _Int_s2t46dP7][bookmark: _Int_0u4mPmYl]Piaget then looked at what link social relations has to a child's development of moral reasoning and stated when there was a continuing adult authority through a young child's life it can lead to egocentricity, heteronomy and morality of constraint which meant they felt they were centre of attention all the time and only obeyed rules as a fear of punishment and felt as if they had no other choice. A behaviourist's view is that positive reinforcements are things like praise and reward and negative reinforcements are avoiding, making the child feel guilty and punishments which will make the child suffer in some way such as taking a phone or tv away. Different types of punishments may have an impact on this information because if a child is given negative reinforcements constantly, this can show the child that they should be afraid of the punishment, not that the act is morally wrong. A social cognitive approach to this is if you talk to the child and let them observe what is morally right and wrong you will receive positive reinforcements which then let the child go into the world with the correct morals. This is such an important thing to do with children because as their brains develop, they learn a lot of behaviours from observation alone. 


[bookmark: _Int_5OZVR2VA][bookmark: _Int_Y3Kq86he][bookmark: _Int_wEkj3GeC][bookmark: _Int_Z3TePkJx]Piaget had many strengths as Piaget's focus on qualitative development had a significant impact on education because education systems use his belief that children should be taught to which they are currently developing. Another strength to this theory is it is majorly based upon experiments where quantitative and qualitative data can be found and explained. However, there are also many weaknesses to this theory, for example Piaget did not research children's backgrounds, which could have shown what stage of development they were at but instead he looked at their age which can mean truly little if two children at the same age have come from vastly diverse backgrounds. 


[bookmark: _Int_Y4mDtNhj][bookmark: _Int_B4Cv1lNI][bookmark: _Int_CnB9E3bX]Kohlberg is the next theorist I will be talking about and his views on moral development within children. Firstly, Kohlberg criticised Piaget and said there is no tangible evidence for a heteronomous and autonomous world because children and adults develop at their own pace. Kohlberg did not place emphasis on social relations through his theory either, "All individuals in all cultures use the same thirty basic categories, concepts, or principles” (Kohlberg, 1971, p. 175). Instead, he believed morality was about how individuals resolve cognitive conflicts because you cannot come to a decision without going through all the arguments in a rational and cognitive way. 


[bookmark: _Int_K7zv94vW]Comparatively to Piaget, Kohlberg used a story with two moral issues, to ask people which moral issue was important. The story of Heinz and a druggist is that Heinz’ wife is dying but he is short of money to afford the drug which will save her life, so he steals it from the druggist (Kohlberg, 1963). Kohlberg asked, should Heinz have stolen the drug? Kohlberg concluded that some forms of moral reasoning are superior (Kohlberg, 1971). He came to this conclusion by deciding that the children who decided it was wrong to steal were less developed than those who answered that it is right to preserve a life, which Kohlberg decided was the highest form of reasoning. Kohlberg stated that, young children more than likely focused on the idea that it was wrong to steal (Kohlberg, 1971). One of the issues with this is that the young children which Kohlberg asked may never have been in a situation about preserving a life but have more than likely been in a situation about stealing, which would lead the children to choosing this moral issue as more important as it is more accessible to their memories. 


[bookmark: _Int_Y67DqpfL]Kohlberg believed that there were dissimilar stages in people's lives which lead to how they developed and how their moral reasoning developed. Kohlberg followed Piagetian traditions very closely when creating these levels. The first level is the preconventional level which is the idea that rules put in place by authority figures are followed to avoid punishment. The second level is the conventional level which is, conforming to the rules because of the importance to the individual to impress people who have set the rules and to fit into or maintain social order. The third stage of Kohlberg's theory was the postconventional level, this is where the individual can see the rules and laws as flexible. An individual in this level may see that in the right situation, rules can be bent or broken.


[bookmark: _Int_9hwyg3Yr][bookmark: _Int_F58Gwo9Z]One of the strengths of Kohlberg’s theory is that there is more variation in reasoning compared to Piaget's ‘two moral worlds’ (Piaget, 1932) model. Another one of this theory's great strengths is that it covers development past the middle teenage years which, comparatively, Piaget only covered up to these middle teenage years. However, when Piaget's theory was developed in the 1930’s/1940’s, people were seen as adults at this age. One of Kohlberg's weaknesses is that he did not recognise alternative development which is a crucial factor. Gilligan criticised Kohlberg’s theory as it implied that men’s reasoning is more advanced and that having an advanced education would lead to and advanced sense of reasoning. 


[bookmark: _Int_66mTSfQ9]Gilligan is the next theorist I will be talking about. Gilligan stated that Kohlberg’s theory was gender biased “. . . the moral discussions of the fourth stage [of moral development] may be compared to formal reasoning in general” (p. 47). Do girls then have a less sophisticated, and therefore deficient sense of moral understanding? Carol Gilligan (1982)”. Gilligan made the argument that women are moral thinkers but have a different moral orientation. Gilligan conducted experiments with young girls and women to show that women do not stop developing morally before men do, but that their moral development follows a different path or various stages than what Kohlberg originally stated. 


[bookmark: _Int_Rjvh61PR][bookmark: _Int_R32YE5Sd]Gilligan then produced a new set of levels for moral development with the information which she had gathered from her research. She started with the first level being, preconventional morality. This first level meant that when a woman is faced with a moral conflict between herself and others, she will put her own needs first. The transition from this first level to the second is where a woman will realise, she has responsibilities to others. The conventional level is next, which is where a woman’s moral judgement becomes more focused on caring for others which leads to self-sacrifice due to the need to please people around her in society. The next transition is where the woman will eventually realise, she needs to consider her own feelings if with others, so she needs to find a balance. The last level of Gilligan's theory is the post conventional morality. This level expresses that the woman has found her balance with others needs and her own which leads the woman to accept responsibility for her actions. 


Gilligan's views have been critiqued by saying “focusing on differences between men and women can serve as a justification for ongoing inequality” (very well mind, 2021). Many feminists believe that Gilligan’s theory re - instated social expectations for men and women. 


[bookmark: _Int_eb4eKSi6][bookmark: _Int_ChIwMNCM]In conclusion, Piaget closely focused on the age of children and decided that that has a massive effect on their development of moral reasoning. Kohlberg stated that children develop at various stages of their lives, no matter how old they are. Kohlberg's theory is based solely on the moral development of boys which is ‘gender biased’ as Gilligan said. Finally, Gilligan pointed out that Kohlberg’s views were gender biased and she then developed her own levels of for girls and how they develop moral reasoning. By researching this topic, it has not changed my view on children developing moral reasoning as I have always considered people’s backgrounds, age, and what stages they are at in life.
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