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Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory

Piaget (1896-1980) became interested in how the environment influences children's development and how their behaviour is controlled by their mental processes. Suggested by Piaget was that the thoughts of an adult and a child were nothing alike.
Piaget believed that there were four identifiable stages that development can be observed. The sensori-motor stage, during the first 2 years of life. The pre-operational stage, which happens between the age of 2 and 7. The concrete operational stage, believed to take part from 7 to 12 years old. Lastly, at the age of 12 years plus, the formal operational stage happens. However, Piaget did clarify that the age in which these stages took place, could vary slightly. He also suggested that there were several substages within the four main stages (Benson, 1998). As a child transitions through the 4 stages, it is believed they can gain more space in their brain to learn and store new knowledge. Piaget’s stage theory is still being used today, with the help of researchers continuing to find new ways to study the scientific cognitive development theory and adapt it (Carey, 2015). 


Many theorist’s agreed with Piaget, Wundt, B.F. Skinner and Chomsky, amongst many others. But like many cognitive theorists, Bower took Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and used it to research deeper into the development of the human mind, forming his own version of the theory.
Smith, Cowe and Blades (2011, pp. 450) informed the reader that Bower took Piaget’s hypothesis and conducted his own scientific experiment. The aim was to measure young children’s heart rates, when an object they had just been shown, is then moved out of sight. Findings shown from this experiment was the reaction of surprise from the children, who were only a few months old. Bower believed that this was proof that children became aware of the existence of an object much earlier than Piaget had assumed. This proves that with new research and evidence, hypothesis can be investigated further, which result in further development of knowledge. In turn, this will allow us to continue to encourage and further develop children's learning and development. 


Still used today, Piaget’s play theory is considered to be useful in helping to understand a child’s mind. This is based on assimilation and accommodation. It is suggested that Piaget’s play theory is mainly assimilation because it is done for the enjoyment of the child itself and can be done by simply copying another child (Benson, 1998). Piaget believes all children are born with schemas that operate from birth, he refers to these as ‘reflexes’ (Huitt. W. and Hummel. J. 2003). The environment allows children to continuously gather new information, which will allow the pre-existing schema to adapt, known as assimilation.  When gaining more knowledge from new experiences and through the power of play, a child can create a whole new schema, this is referred to as accommodation. Practitioners in the early year’s setting can observe, record and evaluate schemas that a child displays. It is understood that every child is different, one child may show three schemas, another may show only one, whilst others may not display any at all.  By using observation techniques, practitioners are allowing themselves to develop a better understanding of the child and their way of thinking. This can further help to encourage a child through play, to learn and develop, also contributing to the planning of the next stage of the child’s development (PACEY, 2020)
In order to help and adapt your thought process and behaviour accordingly, there is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Used to help with mental and physical health problems, it is also highly successful in treating stress and anxiety. It is believed that by helping to adapt your negative thoughts to positives ones, this will improve your well-being. The advantages of this therapy are that it can be used to treat conditions such as: phobias, anorexia, insomnia and obsessive-compulsive disorders. It has also shown to help with some long-term health conditions, such as: irritable bowel syndrome and chronic fatigue syndrome, although the physical symptoms of these cannot be cured. This therapy does not have to be taken alone with a therapist, it can be done within a group or by reading self-help books. A positive outcome is that it can have a long-term effect if the person can adapt the new positive thoughts into their everyday life. This proves helpful in situations where medication alone has not worked. The time needed to complete this therapy and effectively change your life is not as time consuming as many other therapies, therefor this would be an advantage, if successful. With that being said, it’s no surprise that there are disadvantages to cognitive behavioural therapy. The individual must put the work in that is needed to change and adapt their negative thoughts and behaviour into positive ones. In addition to that, this form of therapy can be time consuming, outside of the sessions is when the advice and new information needs to be put into practice, this will take the therapy from being unsuccessful to successful. If during the sessions it is essential for the individual to revisit certain emotions or anxiety, then they may experience a period of anxiety or emotions from triggering those feelings. It is arguable that whilst it may help the individual learn new ways to think and behave, it does not treat any underlying health conditions, such as unhappy childhood (National Health Service, 2019).


I believe Piaget’s cognitive development theory to be worthy as there is proof it is still a successful way of understanding and furthering children’s development today. In schools worldwide, Piaget’s theory is still being used. With the theory acting as a foundation to the education setting, it allows children’s abilities to be challenged suitable to their development age. The Welsh Government (Nursery education for 3 and 4 year olds in Wales, 2019) informs us that during these educational years, learning is done through play. They state that this is the key to a child’s development, allowing their language and communication skills to be strengthened through a range of play, such as: role play, construction play and creative play. Bower discovered that Piaget’s may have underestimated children’s abilities, arguing that Piaget’s theory may not be a worthy way of explaining children’s development (Smith, Cowe and Blades, 2011).
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