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“Moral development is the process by which people develop the distinction between right and wrong (morality) and engage in reasoning between the two (moral reasoning)” (Cherry, 2022). The cognitive development of moral reasoning “stems from the field of cognitive developmental psychology and moral psychology” (Elm, 2019). Moral reasoning is the complex thought process to determine what is the right or wrong course of action that pertains to that individual. Everyone has a moral code they follow and even those considered evil have their own moral code which may not link up to others. The development of moral reasoning is something that starts as soon as we are born, and it is shaped and moulded as we grow. Moral reasoning is constantly tested and reformed by new information and ideas and something psychologists’ study in detail. Cognition refers to thinking and memory processes which affect the functions of the brain such as attention span, memory or reasoning so moral reasoning is something that happens internally and can only come to fruition through our actions or what we verbalise. Key studies have been done to test the cognitive approach of the development of moral reasoning. Four well known psychologist who tested this were Piaget and his theory of cognitive development, Vygotsky and his theory of language and cultural development, Kohlberg and his stages of moral development, and Gilligan’s theory of Ethics of Care. 
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Jean Piaget was one of the first psychologists to make a systematic study of cognitive development by studying how children over time can think logically and scientifically (Piaget, 1952).  Piaget theorised that children move through four different stages of intellectual development which were sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. The sensorimotor stage is from birth to 2 years and Piaget described this as the sensory motor stage where the infant is focussed on learning to co-ordinate their own body and understand the world through their senses. The next stage, preoperational is from 2 years to 7 years old where children think at a symbolic level but not yet using cognitive operations. The third stage, concrete operational from 7 years to 11 years old, is where the child begins to use logical thought and reasoning and begins to become less egocentric. Finally, the last stage of formal operational is where the child can think in an abstract manner to allow for scientific thinking. Piaget’s work had an enormous impact in understanding how children develop and future education and development psychology. He viewed children as being little logicians and he theorised that intelligence changes as children grow. 
“Piaget has been criticized on the grounds that it is conceptually limited, empirically false, or philosophically and epistemologically untenable” (Lourenqo & Machado, 1996). Piaget’s study was lacking in scientific control as he did not study the subjects across their entire lifespan which greatly impedes his variables. His study was also gender biased as it only involved young boys and he also used his own children for his study which is a conflict of interest. His theory does not account for the influence of motivation and emotion and his stages of development were found to be too broad. Another criticism is that Piaget used interviews to collect his data which are not true to life and are subject to interpretation. Finally, he did not look at the effect of cultural settings or social interactions on cognitive development.
Piaget’s theory is vital in the understanding of education for children and allows awareness of what developmental stage the child is in. Piaget’s theory paved the way for new fields of study in understanding cognitive development of children. It is something that is still used today and widely used in school systems and in the development of curriculums. While his research methods were far from perfect, his work has allowed for better understanding regarding how children learn due to their cognitive development and led way to other psychologist to challenge his theory with their own studies. 
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Another psychologist who was developing his theory around the same time as Piaget was Lev Vygotsky. His theory presents insightful critique of Piaget’s theory of development especially the role of egocentric language. Kohlberg viewed children as moral philosophers and he theorised that children developed their moral principles predominantly through thinking about them. Vygotsky’s notion of the zone of proximal development(ZPD) is very important concept for theories of moral learning and development.  The ZPD has been defined as "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978) . This zone refers to the difference between what a learner can do without help and what they can achieve with guidance and encouragement from a skilled partner which led way to his scaffolding theory. His theories focus on a student’s ability to learn information through the help of a more knowledgeable individual to learn content they would otherwise not process on their own. Vygotsky’s theories focus on the role of culture in the development of cognitive abilities, and he theorised that social learning comes before development and that cultural differences have a dramatic effect on development. “Vygotsky emphasises that the developmental course of the intellect differs from those of speech, but at a certain point the two lines of development meet and speech becomes rational and thought verbal” (Kakkori & Huttunen, 2012). 
However, his work has still faced many criticisms such as his disregard of the role of the individual and rather the focus on the collective. This bias heavily hinders his research and does not allow for accurate and fair data as people are complex and unique and cannot be defined to one thing. Vygotsky believed his theory to be universal however it didn’t apply to all social and cultural groups adding to the inequality for each individual learner. His theory did not allow for learning constraints for learning disabilities and difficulties, discriminating against groups of people. Also, his work at the time was not well known and unfortunately, he died at the age of 37 before his work could be fully appreciated.
“Vygotsky’s theory provides a profound understanding of teaching and learning that reflects the complexity of social and cultural contexts in the modern learner” (Verenikina, 2010). His work is widely used in today’s understanding of child development due to his work of zone of proximal development which is an important aspect of teaching and education. His scaffolding theory is widely used in schools today aiding in the education and development.
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Lawrence Kohlberg was an American psychologist who was best known for his theory of stages of moral development. Whereas Piaget introduced the idea of how moral development occurs in stages, Kohlberg furthered this idea by examining how moral reasoning changes as we grow (Kurt, 2020). Kohlberg studied how people would justify and rationalise their actions when placed in similar moral quandaries. “Kohlberg was interested in the person’s dominant pattern of moral reasoning and how the process of thought was reached rather than the actual decision made” (Vitz, 1994). Kohlberg theorised how humans develop moral judgements in 6 stages: obedience and punishment, self-interest, interpersonal accord and conformity, authority and maintaining social order, social contract, and finally, universal ethical principles (Kohlberg, 1981).  Kohlberg believed in 3 stages of moral reasoning that encompassed the six stages which were pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional. Pre-conventional is all about obedience and punishment orientation and how children view ethics as taught by what society implements and not something they are able to internalise themselves. Conventional is about the social norms and conformity along with following the social and authoritative order. Finally, post-conventional relates to social contract orientation and universal ethical principles for abstract reasoning.  
Criticism of Kohlberg’s theory is that moral reasoning does not equal moral behaviour. There is a big difference between knowing what the right thing is to do versus actual actions. This means that moral reasoning may not lead to moral behaviour. Piaget overemphasised the quality justice being the preferential response; this was to the exclusion of other values such as care, compassion, or emotional intelligence (Gibbs, 2019). His bias for favouring one quality over another devalues his variables and means his data is not being fully explored. His theory has also faced heavy bias for age, gender and culture. His participants were mainly under the age of 16, all male and belonged to the upper-class. Carol Gilligan argued that his theory is excessively androcentric and did not adequately describe the concerns of women (Gilligan, 1982). 
Kohlberg’s theory was highly influential especially in psychology and education as no other account has provided such a detailed explanation of children’s moral development. His theory came at a time when most psychologists were behaviourists, his work was ground-breaking by concentrating on cognitive. Kohlberg’s research added to society through his model of discipline in school systems and his expansion of Piaget’s 2 stages to 6 made way for a better understanding of moral development.  
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Whereas Piaget and Kohlberg studied moral development through children across different age groups, Carol Gilligan focussed on moral development of girls and women. Gilligan worked alongside Kohlberg during her time teaching at Harvard and his work is what inspired her to undertake similar research however with girls (Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan’s theory focused on both care-based and justice-based morality by proposing three stages of moral development. The first stage is pre-conventional, where the woman focused on herself meaning only her needs and self-interests were of any importance. The second stage is the conventional stage which is where a woman begins to consider her responsibilities towards others. Finally, the third stage is the post-conventional stage is where a woman fully understands the interdependence that exists between herself and others.  Gilligan’s reasoning for participants moving through the three stages were not linked to their ages like both Piaget and Kohlberg but instead only through a woman’s evolving self-perception and interpersonal reasoning. She theorised that moral development is influenced by the relationships that a woman has and how their decisions will affect others, the ethics of care. 
Criticism that Gilligan has faced is the societal expectations of men and women and how their moral development would follow different paths if society’s expectations were different. Also, her ideas have been criticised as they treat women’s voices as a single homogenous entity and ignore the diversity of women. Her theories have also expressed concern over the suggestion that women emphasise care and connection more than men thus adding to societies unfair gender norms. 
Gilligan’s theories added a different view of moral reasoning by focussing on women which can be directly compared to Kohlberg and Piaget who studies were on men. “Gilligan challenged psychology for its narrow sexism in studying men then generalising their results to both genders” (Fleming, 2005). Her work led way to inspiration for a feminist-orientated movement in philosophical ethics known as the ethics of care. Through her theory it is widely acknowledged that there are 2 moral orientations, one that emphasises justice and one that emphasises care (Vinney, 2021). 
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Moral development often emphasises the culture, beliefs, emotions, attitudes, and behaviours that contribute to a person’s moral understanding. Understanding the development of moral reasoning begins with infancy and changes as we grow.  Knowing what intellectual level a child is at has aided in awareness for their education level. All the listed psychologists and their theories share a common ideology, and we can begin to understand the complexities of moral reasoning and how it is shaped when we are young and continues to be developed as we grow into adulthood. All four psychologists added to the understanding of the development of moral reasoning through different studies and areas of focus. Looking at the different areas of focus it is evident that there are many factors which help define and shape moral reasoning. Piaget and Vygotsky inspired fellow psychologists and furthered the interest in the development of moral reasoning by looking at children. Piaget derived the differentiation between children and adults and their moral reasoning and his four stages of intellectual development. Vygotsky brought an understanding of egocentric language and how that plays a role in moral reasoning and his ZPD theory. Kohlberg’s theories aided in how moral reasoning changes as we grow, and his cognitive research was pioneering in a time when there were less in his field of study. Finally, Gilligan and her biased views of previous studies and how there is a whole other element to moral reasoning that needs to be appreciated. The development of moral reasoning can be understood better through stages of intellectual development. In conclusion, there is no one psychologist whose research has provided the way forward; all the discussed psychologists have made their own contribution building upon existing findings and theories as well as contributing their own theories to the understanding of the development of moral reasoning. 
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