Learning how to understand your 
child’s cognitive development
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[bookmark: _Int_7TxR2i3I]Child development is a process that every child will go through, the early years of a child’s life are a crucial stage of development where they learn to adapt to the environment that surrounds them. It is important that parents or guardians are able to understand this important time of development so that they can support and aid their child during this process

[bookmark: _Int_jvsy0v4o]One way to help learn about your child’s cognitive development is through Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. Children's intelligence evolves over time, according to Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development. A child's cognitive development entails more than simply acquiring information, the infant must also create or develop a mental image of the world. (Jean Piaget's Stages of Cognitive Development, 2020). His theory has two main components: the process of learning and the stages we go through as we gain this ability through time. As a biologist, Piaget studied how organisms adapt to their surroundings. The individual utilises mental organisations called schemata (also known as schema or schemes) to represent the world, this then governs their behaviour. The biological desire to achieve balance between schemas and the environment drives this adaptation, this is known as equilibration. Assimilation and accommodation are two processes employed by the individual in its endeavour to adapt, according to Piaget. Both of these mechanisms are used throughout an infant's life as they adapt to their surroundings in increasingly complicated ways. Assimilation is the process of merging information from the environment into pre-existing cognitive systems. The process of accommodating involves altering cognitive processes in order to accept something from the environment. Throughout life, both processes are used simultaneously and alternatively, (Huitt, W., & Hummel, J, 2003).

Piaget divided the process of child development into four stages, he believed that development is biologically driven but could also be potentially influenced by environment. It is also important to note that some infants may progress through these stages at a different rate compared to other infants. The first stage of development within Piaget’s theory is the sensorimotor stage which occurs at approximately 0-2 years. There are several significant characteristics and developmental changes that occur during this period as the infant begins to learn about the world that surrounds them through their senses and actions, such as moving around and exploring the environment. Throughout the sensorimotor period, a variety of cognitive abilities emerge. Among them are object permanence, self-recognition, postponed imitation, and representational play. As the infant is living entirely in the present at this stage, it also lacks a mental picture of the world stored in its memory and thus lacks a sense of object permanence. (Jean Piaget's Stages of Cognitive Development, 2020). In developmental psychology, object permanence is the recognition that things continue to exist even when they are not visible. Piaget concluded from his research that children could not properly comprehend the idea of object permanence until they were at least 12 months old. Piaget would typically present a toy to an infant, then proceed to hide it or take it away, Piaget would then observe the child to see if he or she sought out the toy (Dean, 2021). When we examine an object, we create a mental code or image that represents what we know, which we may later retrieve when the object is no longer physically available. According to Piaget, young newborns are unable to generate symbols and are thus confined to the here-and-now world of their immediate sensory and motor acts. Piaget proposed that representational thought develops gradually as children's ability to generate mental symbols improves. This is a significant achievement as the development of representational thought frees children from living only in the present world (Child Development Principles and Perspectives, 2005). 
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Following the sensorimotor stage is the pre-operational stage which takes place from the ages of 2-7 years. During this period, an infant's ability to recognise specific objects develops further. They obtain a better understanding of the world surrounding them, as they learn to use language, as well as their memory and imagination. Children engage in pretend play and may be able to articulate connections between the past and the future throughout the preoperational period (Wood et al. 2008). With the infant’s increasing ability to identify objects and symbols, they begin to communicate these skills during play, conversation, and artwork. This also corelates to the child’s language development, their vocabulary is always increasing as their mental representation of the world broadens. Their use of symbols also enables them to think faster and more efficiently because they are no longer reliant on the physical manipulation of objects in their environment. If a child is distressed, for example, the child can identify the problem, the parent or caregiver will then be able to help the child (Child Development Principles and Perspectives, 2005). Although children will begin to apply their mental representations of the world at this stage, it is important to remember that children lack the ability to see other people's perspectives at this point as their thinking is purely egocentric. According to Piaget’s theory during the pre-operational stage a child’s thought process is based on personal experience rather than logical thinking, meaning that they are unable to see other people’s point of view. Piaget demonstrates this through the “three mountains task”. Children were presented with a 3-dimensional mountain and asked to identify which photo represents the doll’s view of the mountain. Piaget discovered that children at this stage of development had difficulty seeing things from a different perspective as they struggled to identify the photo that indicated the doll's point of view; he referred to this as ego-centric thinking. (The Preoperational Stage of Cognitive Development, 2018). 
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Furthermore, the next stage of Piaget’s theory is the Concrete operational stage which takes place from the ages of 7-12 years. This is an important developmental stage in which the child begins to think logically and rationally, their behaviour is no longer based on intuitive thought. During this time, children learn a variety of concrete cognitive operations, such as the ability to arrange objects in a specific order. As children progress to the concrete operational stage, they understand the concept of conservation. For example, if a child pours a glass of milk into a taller glass, they understand that the amount of milk remains the same. Whereas a younger infant would believe that they would be getting more milk. Another important part of development is the understanding of reversibility. Children become aware that their actions can be reversed, and that things that have been altered can be restored to their original state. Water is an example of this; children can grasp that water can freeze, turn into ice, and then return to liquid form Raymond et al. (2021). 
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The final stage of Piaget’s theory is the formal-operational stage which takes place from around 11-12 years and beyond. Several important skills are developed during this time including logical thought and deductive reasoning. Children can now evaluate a problem or situation and can recognise the numerous variables that could impact or affect the result. They can also predict what will happen if one or more variables are modified or manipulated. This skill is extremely useful as it allows young individuals to choose the most logical or sensible approach to a situation (Morelli, n.d). Deductive reasoning enables a child to solve issues by applying logic and general principles, this skill is very valuable particularly in Science and Math (Lynch, 2021). The adolescent's increasing ability to engage in abstract thought is the second key development that occurs throughout the formal operational period. During this stage of intellectual development children frequently consider "what if scenarios" and can use their cognitive abilities to generate multiple solutions and possible outcomes. Metacognition, or the ability to think about one's own thoughts as well as those of others, develops when young individuals gain a deeper knowledge and understanding of their own mental processes (Cherry, 2021). The adolescent learns to think logically about abstract notions such as truth, justice, fairness, and morality throughout this period. Many social, political, and ethical challenges around the world are based on such principles. Adolescents are beginning to grasp these notions, as well as the ability to reason flexibly about them and appreciate their significance. Adolescents gain the ability to see that, depending on the context and intent of an action, fairness, for example, can be subjective to certain individuals. (Child Development Principles and Perspectives, 2005). As they consider possible outcomes and solutions, the child gains confidence in their ability to solve problems on their own preparing them for the world that awaits them. Children are now able to use their mental representations of the world along with the skills and abilities that they have developed over time, in their everyday life. 
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