An Essay to highlight Childrens Cognitive Development

In order to function as contributing and mature members of society, children need to develop certain skills and knowledge. In order for this to happen children develop complex cognitive structures throughout maturation, leading to the ability to adapt to their environment, (Perez & Gauvain, 2010). Cognition is the result of obtaining knowledge and understanding through experience, thought and the senses, (Flavell, 1992). This essay will focus on childrens cognitive development. It will begin with Piaget (1936) cognitive developmental theory.
According to Piaget (1936) a Childs cognitive development occurs due to biological maturation and interaction with its environment. Piaget (1936), cognitive development theory focuses on childrens development rather than on childrens ability to learn.  It focuses on explaining the mechanisms and processes by stages and schemas. There are three schemes, and four stages. Behavioural schemes which are behaviour patterns provoked by certain stimulus, symbolic schemes which are aspects of experience represented by verbal codes and mental images and operational schemes, these schemes make use of mental actions in then head. Children have the ability to construct new schemas as they have the intellectual functions of organisation and adaption.  Without these schemes Piaget (1936) concluded that children would not be able to create new understandings of the world based on their own experiences. 
The four stages of cognitive development are defined as follows, the sensorimotor stage is the stage form approximately birth to two years old, and at this stage it is believed that infants obtain knowledge of the world through motor abilities and sensory input. The second stage, the preoperational stage is from the approximate age of two to seven. At this stage children begin to think at a symbolic level although they are not able to think logically are they have not yet developed the cognitive operations that enable them to do this. The third stage, the concrete operational stage, occurs at the apprimate age of seven to twelve. During this stage children have developed the ability to think more logically about physical objects and experiences. The thinking process focuses on reality mainly. The final stage of Piagets (1936) developmental theory is the formal-operational stage. This stage occurs at approximately eleven to twelve years old and beyond. At this stage children are now able to think more sensibly and thoroughly about hypothetical events and intellectual concepts.
Piaget (1936), describes the need for a child to have a rich learning environment and the opportunity to explore concepts in order for them to develop understanding and knowledge. This essay will now focus on these concepts and highlight how they enable a childs cognitive development. Beginning with the concept of object permanence.
Object permanence is the ability to understand that an object still exists even if it cannot be seen (Gross, 2001). Between the ages of 0-1 months old, a baby can track the moving object with its eyes but does not register the disappearance of the object. Form one to four months old the baby continues to stare at the spot where the object was originally. From four to eight months old, the baby will now search for a partly hidden object. At eight to twelve months of age a baby will search for an object which has been concealed but does not search correctly if has been hidden in another place, for example if the object was on a cloth on the babies right hand side then hidden under a cloth on the left had side, the baby will only look under the cloth where the object originally was even though the baby has seen this object being moved. From twelve to eighteen months the baby will fail to search for the hidden object if they have not seen it being hidden. Once the baby is eighteen months old, the skill is learned and they are able to retrieve the hidden object whether it has been hidden visibly or invisibly, (Tomlinson-Keasey, 1985).
In contrast to Piagets (1936) concept of object permanence, Bower and Wishart (1972) argued that how the object was hidden in the first place greatly affects how the infant responds to its disappearance and that it is not necessarily the case of out of sight, out of mind as originally described by Piaget (1936). They discovered this when they conducted an experiment which involved turning the light off while an infant was looking at an object and with the use of infrared cameras they were able to see the infant was still searching for the object, therefore the infant does remember the object.
Piaget (1936) concept of centration will now be explored. Centration is when children cannot compare parts with wholes but can compare parts with parts, they can only focus on one aspect and will ignore the other if it is different. Centration leads to conservation which is the inability to conserve, (Gross, 2001). Conservation is the result of Piaget (1936) conducting five different tests with liquid volume, number, mass area, length and substance and found that pre-operational children could not understand that the substance does not change when the appearance is altered. Another theorist who has influenced our understanding of a childs cognitive development is Vygotsky (1962) his theories and concepts will be outlined below.
Vygotsky’s (1962) theories relating to cognitive development vary greatly form Piaget’s theory as he believed that cognitive development evolves from social interactions with those the child has regular contact with rather than set developmental stages. For example, a child may have the basic knowledge of a game but from watching a parent or peer complete the game they can then learn and complete the game themselves. This is known as scaffolding, (Pea, 2004).  Vygotsky also believed that culture played an important part in a childs cognitive development. When a child is provided with tools for intellectual adaptation from their culture, this then allows the basic elementary function which the baby is born with to be transformed into higher mental functions. This is known as the sociocultural theory. Vygotsky believed that a child develops as a thinker and a learner through speech which is formed from social interaction. This is done through three stages, when thinking comes from a source away from the child this is known as external speech which is stage one. Stage two is private speech, children guide their own play and activities by talking to themselves. The third stage is when children have internalised their thought processes, this stage is internal speech, (Allahyar and Nazari, 2012).
Following on from the theories mentioned above, Vygotsky (1978) discovered the zone of proximal development theory. This is the difference between what skills a child can develop on their own and what skills can be achieved when given assistance from a knowledgeable person. The greater the zone of proximal development the easier the child will find learning.  
Vygotsky (1962) sociocultural theory is currently one of the frameworks in the study of learning and teaching processes, (Allahyar & Nazari, 2012). Vygotsky believes children should be guided into paying attention, learning effectively and concentrating by teachers by scaffolding thus enhancing their overall ability to learn, (Gross, 2001).
This essay will now follow on to an explanation of Bruner (1966) theories of cognitive development as Bruner (1966) has helped to evolve Vygotskys theories and relate them to education. An example of this is Bruner (1966) spiral curriculum concept, which is based on the belief that children can learn any subject at almost any stage of development provided they are taught in an appropriate mode of representation, (Gross, 2001). These modes of representations will be explained below.
Bruner (1966) representations theory consists of three stages essential for achievement of knowledge and a childs intellectual development is dependent on progressing through these three stages. The first stage is called enactive, this stage focuses on action based learning, such as Touching and feeling an object. The second stage is called iconic, this stage is image based learning. Images based on learning already achieved in stage one. The third stage is called symbolic, this stage is language based and connects the image to language. 
Bruner (1966) is considered to have influenced education greatly, it has been most evident in the education of mathematics, (Whitebread & Bingham, 2014).
To conclude, Piaget (1939), Vygotsky (1962) and Bruner (1966) all play an important role and all contribute to the understanding of child cognitive development through their theories and concepts. Although they have differing opinions as to how children develop cognitively. Piaget (1939), focuses on how a childs cognitive development is the result of biological maturation and interaction with its environment, learned at specific age related development milestones. Vygotsky (1962) and Bruner (1966), have certain beliefs in common such as, over time a childs underlying cognitive structures will mature and that language plays an important role in the development of child cognition particularly with scaffolding. The three theorists mentioned above agree that in order for a child to develop cognitively, knowledge must be mentally constructed to begin with, (Gross, 2001).
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