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‘Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development.’

Cognitive theory can be defined as a concept of human development that focusses upon advancements within how people think over certain time periods. According to cognitive theory, our thought processes, and individual styles of thinking, can shape and influence our behaviours, attitudes, and beliefs along with our abilities to interpret and represent experiences (Berger, 2008, and Hogg and Vaughan, 2014).

This essay will compare and contrast two key theories of cognitive development. It will consider Vygotsky’s social theory, compared to Piaget’s stage theory of children’s cognitive development. Their work is widely recognised as two of the most significant theories, placing emphasis upon the importance conscious thoughts in development.

Jean Piaget was a Swiss developmental psychologist, who pioneered the central thesis of development, and transformed the way in which child learning was assessed (Holt, Bremner, Sutherland, Vliek, Passer and Smith, 2015). 
Piaget believed a child developed cognitively in four stages, whereby they actively construct their own knowledge and understanding of the world (Gross, 2015). Each Piagetian stage is associated with age boundaries, and consists of a distinct thinking pattern. It stressed the prevalence of each stage as an illustration of intelligence, and a summarisation of the various schemas possessed at that particular transitional moment (Gross, 2015, and Piaget, 1959).

Firstly, Piaget noted the ‘Sensorimotor stage’, spanning from the child’s birth to the age of two. During this stage, the infant will develop their understanding of their surroundings through coordination of both their motor skills, and sensory experiences (Piaget, 1954, as cited in, Santrock, 2009).

Secondly, Piaget proposed the ‘Preoperational Stage’, following on from two to seven years of age, the child will advance beyond simple sensory motor informational connections, replacing their world knowledge with words and drawings. Within this stage, two subdivisions were identified, the ‘Symbolic Function Stage’, which occurs first, where the child will gain the ability to mentally visualise and represent an object that is not present. 

This was proven with Piaget’s ‘Three Mountains Task’, which illustrated how the child viewed a scene of mountains from their perspective, against someone else’s perspective, leading to the effect of ‘Egocentrism’ being reported, as the children could not distinguish between themselves and another (Piaget, 1954, as cited in, Santrock, 2009). The second subdivision was ‘The Intuitive Thought Stage’, where reasoning is primitive, and the child is inquisitive. 
This was investigated through ‘Piaget’s Conservation Tasks’, of presenting children with different sized beakers of liquid and asking them to identify which one contained more liquid, the children would normally fail which displayed centration and an inability of mentally assessing and reversing actions (Santrock, 2009, and Santrock, 2014).

Thirdly, the ‘Concrete Operational Stage’, from seven to eleven years of age, the child will develop the ability to perform concrete operations supported with signs of logical reasoning, along with the ability to classify objects into different sets and categories (Piaget, 1954, as cited in, Santrock, 2009). During this stage, children will encounter ‘Horizontal’ and ‘Vertical’ decolage, referring to the fact that the child will learn a certain function but does not necessarily have the capability to apply the new information to all situations.

And finally, the ‘Formal operational stage’, appearing between the ages of eleven to fifteen and continues through into adolescence and adulthood. In the fourth Piagetian stage, the child will advance from concrete experiences, to more abstract and logical thought processes, involving imagining ideal circumstance (for example, future possibilities). They start to develop problem solving skills, and become more systematic with thinking (Piaget, 1954, as cited in, Santrock, 2009).
However, these stages have been heavily criticised as children’s development may be far more complex and individualistic to be narrowed down into such simplistic universal stages (Lourenco, 2016). Also, it is important to remember that children may progress through the stages at different rates as a result of their individual maturation, and environment.

As noted in the introduction, Piaget’s work is often compared to Lev Vygotsky’s, in their views upon the social character. Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934, as cited in, Santrock, 2009) was a Russian born developmentalist. Similarly to Piaget, he also acknowledged that children actively construct their own knowledge of the world.

Vygotsky (1934, as cited in, Alves, 2014) developed a Sociocultural cognitive theory, based on the ideas that both spontaneous and scientific conceptual structures within the child develop continuously from levels of social interaction, and do not result from cognitive conflicts. Vygotsky placed far greater importance upon the element of social interaction, and its consequential impact upon cognitive development, than Piaget.
[bookmark: _GoBack]He emphasized how the culture and social experiences of a child guide, and confound their cognitions, rather than natural stages related to age, and brain maturation.

Vygotsky believed that a child develops cognitively through adopting and learning social conventions, such as language and mathematical systems. The notion of social learning preceding development is raised, which is contradictory of Piaget, who stated that development precedes learning (Santrock, 2009, and Santrock, 2014). The theory also proposed that children’s social interactions with more skilled adults are vital, as exposure to more advanced skillsets will increase cognitive tools. 
Whereas, Piaget placed more of an emphasis upon the way in which a child learns and interacts from their environment, and how they integrate new knowledge into their existing knowledge.

Vygotsky explained cognitive development in terms of three levels. Firstly, the ‘Cultural level.’ Vygotsky, in contrast to Piaget, believed that the child did not need to develop their own understandings of the world anew, alternatively they build upon the accumulated knowledge of previous generations. Thus, passing on culture, as the older generation will have gained their wisdom from the generation before them (Schaffer, 2004, as cited in, Gross, 2015). An example of a shared cultural tool (defined as what the child will inherit), may be language or values, promoting the notion that culture plays a role in development rather than universal stages.

Secondly, and thirdly, the ‘Interpersonal level’, and ‘individual level’ (Gross, 2015). Vygotsky claimed that the child from birth is a social being capable of interaction, although at such a young age it is difficult to carry out these socialisation processes independently or without assistance, this consequently develops with maturation and as the child grows to become more self-sufficient. Cognitive development was thought to involve the process of active ‘internalization’ of problem solving processes, whereby the child interacts with other social beings and consolidates learning from their mutual experiences (Berger, 2008). 

This contradicts Piaget, who defined ‘the child as a scientist’, whereas Vygotsky replaced this with ‘the child as an apprentice’, through acquiring and learning their skillsets and knowledge from their communications with other people, therefore mimicking and mirroring certain behaviours and world explanations (Rogoff, 1990, as cited in, Gross, 2015). 
Vygotsky therefore determined that cognitive development stems from the ‘Intermental’ to the ‘Intramental’, or from joint regulation to more self-regulation (Gross, 2015).

Although both theories are classified as Constructivist, Vygotsky’s theory of Socioculturism is referred to as a ‘Social Constructivist’ approach, as it emphasizes social environmental factors and learning, as crucial in the construction of knowledge and wisdom (Santrock, 2009). Whilst, Piaget’s stage theory is more ‘Cognitive constructivist’, or even biological, due to the emphasis on stages of cognitive development.

Piaget also differs greatly from Vygotsky in terms of how children adapt. Piaget proposed that humans advance intellectually due to seeking ‘Cognitive Equilibrium’, described as a balanced and consistent mental state. This was also referred to as ‘Assimilation’, and was thought to be achieved through the processes of interpreting and merging new experiences, with pre-existing ideas. 
If a new experience is uncomfortable or difficult to comprehend, it can result in ‘Cognitive Disequilibrium’, whereby there is an imbalance that can cause consequential confusion. Piaget also added the process of ‘Accommodation’, which occurs when the child’s old, pre-existing ideas will be reconstructed, to include or accommodate new ideas and experiences (Berger, 2008).

This is fundamentally contradictory of Vygotsky, who proposed the concept ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD). This was used to describe a range of daily tasks that were classed as too advanced for the child to conduct alone without the help of adults or more skilled children, but can be learned and adopted with guidance and assistance. Piaget believed the child will learn when they are ready to progress to the next stage, whereas within this concept of ZPD, it is alternatively suggested that children will learn through instruction.

Vygotsky divided the Zone of Proximal Development into two levels. The ‘Lower limit’, included the level of problem solving the child can develop independently of others, and the ‘Upper limit’ applied to the level of increased responsibilities that can be adopted with additional instructions (Santrock, 2009). 
Matusov and Hayes (2000) state that it is at this point that Piaget differs, as he argued that participation in any activities that the child is not suitably prepared for, with a more knowledgeable counterpart, will lead to the partner’s views being unfairly impacted upon the child and will not affect the child’s structures.

Additionally, for Piaget, it was thought that children construct their individual sets of knowledge through organization of ideas, and grouping previous knowledge during stages, actively learning through self-discovery. Whereas, Vygotsky alternatively proposed that children instead rely heavily on their social contact, and cooperation with other people for appropriate learning, and does not have to be set by specific time limits (Alves, 2014).

In contrast to this, Piaget and Vygotsky’s views on Education and teaching implications can also be compared as somewhat similar in certain respects. Vygotsky further linked ZPD to the term ‘Scaffolding’ which described the notion of changing the level of guidance the child is exposed to, providing additional support for increased cognitions to take place, which has been widely applied within the field of education (Shayer, 2003). 
Vygotsky believed that education played a central role in cognitive development through his theory of Zone of Proximal Development and Scaffolding, whereby the child will look to the mastery of a teacher as a learning facilitator not a director, and use schooling as a source of learning cultural tools. 

However, Piaget deviates slightly with views on education, as merely refining the child’s cognitive skills that have already been developed. Although, with regards to teaching implications, their viewpoints become linear, as Piaget similarly described the teacher as a guide rather than director, providing external support for the child to explore and develop (Santrock, 2009).

Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories additionally differed greatly on their outlook on the role of language. Vygotsky was clear within his Sociocultural theory that language and thought develop independently of each other, and then subsequently merge, being separate systems. There was emphasis placed upon the importance of language in a child’s development of cognitive processes, playing a powerful role in shaping thought (Berger, 2008). He stressed the idea of children developing their cognitions through the internalization of egocentric speech, becoming instead their inner speech and in turn, their individual thoughts. 

This is very different to Piaget’s outlook on language, as his theory suggests that language has a minimal role, and cognition primarily has an influence. Piaget alternatively believed that children’s self-talk is largely egocentric and is an example of immaturity. Vygotsky believed that language was key to cognitive development, whilst Piaget believed cognitive development resulted in language formation. (Santrock, 2009).

However, empirical research does appear to provide support for Vygotsky’s ideas on language and the idea that private speech is a positive influential factor in development as it is used when a difficult task is encountered and they are unsure on how to proceed. Perhaps providing a falsifiable basis to Vygotsky’s ideas (Winsler, Carlton, and Barry, 2000, as cited in, Santrock, 2009).

Although there are similarities between Piaget and Vygotsky’s work, one crucial difference was identified by Lourenco (2012), who stated that it is often overlooked that Piaget’s theory is fundamentally Autonomous in regards to operational behaviour, whilst Vygotsky’s ideas towards diverse social interactions are more Heteronomous.

However, Glassman (1995) put forward the argument that Vygotsky and Piaget, are more similar than different. They both adhere to the notion that cognitive abilities develop in sequence with specific aspects appearing at certain points, and that throughout childhood, children adapt to complex information and skillsets. 

Another similarity between the two theorists, is the consideration of both nature and nurture being particularly present in their arguments, they both recognise the role of hereditary and maturation of the brain, along with environmental influences.
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