Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning.

[bookmark: _Int_X1KQQIdV]Moral development is the life-long process of differentiating what is the most virtuous action to take in a situation and what is the contrary to that. While some cornerstone principles may stay for life within one’s personal ethical inclination, they alter throughout the course of time. This, when viewed through the lens of cognitive psychology varying theories. This branch of psychology is concerned with emotion, thinking and rationale, and how all of these take place. This has given rise to Theorists like Jean Piaget, who produced a famous theory that began the fascination with the development of morality. This then paved the way for Lawrence Kohlberg to make his theory, inspired by Piaget, but based more upon personal experience. Finally, the ideas of Carol Gilligan proceeded to the forefront of cognitive psychology.  
Jean Piaget established two forms of reasoning that he claims we start and end at during our development. These are the heteronomous stage and the autonomous stage (Piaget, 1936). The heteronomous stage is the first. Piaget wrote that in this stage, a child's moral reasoning is based on the influence that figures of authority have shaped them into thinking and the sacredness of rules. It could be characterised as lacking self-determination and lack of self-taught moral values. He believed that most children under eight are in this heteronomous stage. The autonomous stage supposedly stars from around nine years of age, however Piaget believed that girls would often enter this stage earlier than boys. This line of thought is much more flexible and is the result of children forming their own thoughts and behaviours, aside from how they have been told to behave in the past. The intention of other people is considered in more trivial moral dilemmas, as Piaget experiments show, and more complex cognition can be performed as thought around morality is not as constrained. It is worth mentioning that Piaget also believed that progress in different areas could lead to different ways of reasoning, meaning in some situations, one may show more autonomous ways of thinking, whereas in others they may be more heteronomous. 
A fantastic example of this is Piaget’s Story of the roll and the ribbon. In this dilemma, the younger children believed that Alfried was in the wrong, as the roll is larger in size than the ribbon, meaning his crime was worse, regardless of his reasoning behind it. The material consequence was the greater factor for those with the heteronomous line of thinking. As expected, the autonomous, less egocentric children answered contrarily. 
There are many criticisms of Piaget’s theory, one of which is that the notion of stages can be seen as too rigid and does not leave any room for development to fall behind or progress faster than expected. However, Piaget later stated that the stages were not completely rigid and should be used as a guide for average development. Another issue regarding centration is that children have been found to have more correct answers in other studies (Donaldson, 1978), meaning that the validity of Piaget’s conservation study might not be as high as initially expected. It can also be seen that there is very little social influence in Piaget’s theory, meaning there are many more influences to a child’s development that the theory does not explore. 
[bookmark: _Int_t5a6YVkL]Kohlberg is another cognitive psychologist who focused on moral development. He was inspired by Piaget and developed his own three levels of moral development, each having two sub-stages within it. This idea came from his dilemma presented to children; “Heinz and the druggist”. In which children had to state whether or not it was morally justified for a man to steal form a chemist in order to save his wife’s life. Based off the answers given he developed his levels of moral reasoning. Kohlberg believed that moral development takes place through “personal cognitive conflict resolution”. Meaning that when presented with a problem, one must work through it themselves in order to progress through the levels.
[bookmark: _Int_t5jrBawK]The first of these levels is the preconventional stage (Kohlberg, 1963). Those under this stage, according to the theory, will act according to avoid sanction and/or to get some form of reward. This is the primary justification for their actions. Next is the conventional stage, in which there is a need for fulfil your role and satisfy your others by doing so. The right thing for someone to do in this stage, from their perspective, is to contribute as they are expected to. Finally, we have the postconventional stage. At this point, individuals are aware of people’s differing perspectives, and are aware of the expectations different people have of each other, rather than just what is expected of them. It is here that some self-selected ethical principles are held by an individual are maintained, even if these are contradicting what is seen by others as a definitive moral principle. 
One criticism of this theory is that there are many moral rules that one obtains through the culture that they are in, and that much of it is not due to chance and personal experiences (Turiel, 1983). This social aspect is one that Kohlberg didn’t investigate enough. One of the more famous criticisms of Kohlberg was created by Gilligan (1988), who worked with Kohlberg to develop his theory. She claimed it was too gender biased and created her own version of Kohlberg’s preconventional through to postconventional stages that she thought were more reflective of a wider population. Her preconventional stage is more concerned with caring for oneself and looking out for your own interests. The conventional stage involves caring for others through self-sacrifice. The postconventional stage is focused on the complex dynamics of relationships and mitigating tension between people. 
[bookmark: _Int_TwPMAyhh]Ultimately, each theory has contributed to psychology and has its own applications. Piaget's theory is often used in schools to predict what sort of level a child should be at, in order for them to be taught properly. It has given us a better understanding of children’s thinking, and because of that, it has benefitted educational institutes greatly. Similarly, Kohlberg’s theory has been used to understand students and how to predict their level of understanding. Gilligan’s theory was used to showcase how a woman’s development takes place through the development of relationships and their personal ethical principles are based on these, and how their actions will affect others. 
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