[bookmark: _GoBack]Critically Compare one Cognitive and one Sociocultural theory of moral development

This essay will outline previous beliefs and background empirical evidence of development. This is to set a basis for the two theories being analysed throughout, offering explanations to explain moral development. The cognitive theory will primarily focus on Piaget’s theory, whilst the socio-cultural theory will concentrate on Vygotsky’s theory of moral development. Both will have supportive background evidence from other resources and complimentary Journal articles. 
Development can be defined as a sequence of changes over the full lifespan of an organism. In order to delve into moral development, one must firstly look at the primary background of how development occurs in the first place. The beliefs of development can stem from many different resources, such as; research from books, religion and peers or family (personal experience). The research found, though, can be somewhat contradictory. In terms of some religious evidence, which depicts the child as ‘evil’ (Hendrick, 1997) while others show the child as an ‘innocent’. This perception of the child as being evil can be seen when looking into the research behind the puritan dogma. This being the set of principles and rules expected from a group of protestants who rose in the 16th century, the Puritans demanded greater strictness within religious discipline. The reasoning behind their disregard towards children was due to their belief they were born with natural stubbornness which had to first be broken down. The parents would rear the child with strict rules and if they were disobeyed, were often both mentally and physically punished, it was also accepted to have others discipline the child if they misbehaved in the presence of others (Fuller, 2017). Obviously, this would be heavily scrutinised today. By the late nineteenth century to early twentieth century these radical techniques and opinions started to diffuse, with parents valuing their children much more. Despite this, the working class would still send children as young as 5 to work as they needed money for the family, the child was now seen as an important economic commodity. Within the wealthy and middle-class community, who did not need to send their children to work, childhood was viewed as precious and a time which should be enjoyed and protected. Whereas the mere concept of childhood had been minimised and disregarded until this point. When the 19th century progressed further (mid), the child was eventually seen as ‘economically worthless’ but ‘emotionally priceless’ (Zelizer, 1985), this was a breakthrough in history. 
Leading on from the background of development, it is important to consider moral development of children. This is the general process through which children develop attitudes and opinions towards others, based on cultural norms and socialisation. Lawrence Kohlberg was an important influencer within the cognitive theory of moral development, who proposed six stages to moral development spanning across 3 levels; the pre-conventional, conventional and post conventional level. His theory extended that of Jean Piaget’s (which only detailed a four-stage process), with the main principle stating that moral development is a continuous process throughout one’s life (Kohlberg, 1969). Piaget’s theory of moral development focused on the idea that “a child is born with an innate plan for their cognitive development. This unfolds as the child matures” (Piaget, 1930). The theory behind this quote is that the environment is necessary for a child to progress as stimuli allows skills (proposed to already be possessed) to flourish and develop. This can link like to the term ‘adaptation’ meaning the tendency to respond to demands of the environment to meet one’s goals. In terms of being ‘born with an innate plan’, Piaget believed the child must have an instinct to respond to environmental demands as their ‘intrinsically motivated to learn’. Piaget coined the term of the ‘active child’ based off these ideas, stating children actively seek to make contributions to their own development, suggesting much of the knowledge a child retains is acquired on their own. These contributions are said to increase with age, due to the child’s choice of peers, activities and the environment they surround themselves with. The maturation of a child can therefore only be successful if the child is engaged with others and with stimulating, beneficial activities to aid their development. (Piaget, 1930)
Piaget’s stages to moral development include; the sensorimotor stage (birth- two years old), the preoperational (age two to seven), concrete operational (seven to eleven) and finally the formal operational (adolescence to adult). The sensorimotor stage is very much so the child exploring the world through their senses, so touching, tasting, smelling. This provides a basis of knowledge regarding the outside world, as for the first few months from birth the child doesn't acknowledge anything besides if they’re needs are being met. When object permanence slowly starts to occur within a child, between four and nine months, this is the true start of one’s moral development. Once that child questions and searches for a hidden object, they are developing that right and wrong perception, whereas before if something was hidden it was gone permanently, at this stage that’s seen as ‘wrong’. The child has learnt through the environment that just because the object is out of sight, that does not mean it has disappeared. This is merely the start of a child’s understanding; other milestones will include acquiring language and evidently asking questions about anything that interests them or even confuses them. This is the best way for a young child to gain the knowledge needed to progress in life. Through the pre-operational stage, transformational reasoning will thrive and progress, this is somewhat important as it paves the way for abstract thinking. The concrete operational stage allows a child to truly grasp how to think logically as opposed to intuitively, which is vital to understanding real world scenarios and happenings. After these stages have occurred successfully, a child has the tools to morally debate with themselves, or even others regarding certain events which may require a logical opinion for the desired outcome. (Piaget, 1930)
As previously stated though, Lawrence Kohlberg followed on these ideas of Piaget’s to expand and delve into them in more detail. They both share a likeness in their interests of the characteristics of an individual's moral reasoning and one’s valuing of norms and community. Kohlberg emphasised how we can often come to a decision, previously viewed as hard to reach, by looking at it from someone else’s point of view. However, in critique of this, it must be considered how a small child can learn about moral reasoning through looking at situations from another’s point of view. If they do not have the cognitive understanding to come to a decision themselves, how are they supposed to understand another’s situation? Even so, He theorised this with the example of the ‘Heinz Dilemma’, which looked at basic interviews comprised of various ‘dilemma’s’. The basic one of course, being ‘should Heinz have stolen the drug for his wife?’ He was not interested in whether the answer was yes or no, but rather one’s reasoning behind said answer. Kohlberg’s last stage of development investigated how someone defines what is right, and how this is self-chosen. He states how these ideas are ethical and abstract, and how these were the justice principles of human rights. A lot of his moral development theories link to what one views as justice for a situation. His inspiration derives from many people, including justice philosophers Kant and Rawls. Based off their ideas, his final stage leans towards that a person learns to deal with a moral dilemma by remaining impartial to a situation, while respecting everyone and all’s basic dignity’s. In theory the principles of justice are thought, here, to give us a baseline to making respectful, moral decisions. (Kohlberg, 1971)
In critique to Kohlberg’s ideas, came Gilligan. Although she worked closely with Kohlberg, she criticized his approach to the stages. She stated that the two ‘themes’ which he proposed to emerge between boys and girl’s moral dilemmas, should be integrated for one to realise their full potential as a respectfully moral human. Arguing her point, she says how the ideas behind Kohlberg’s theory are largely male dominated/ westernised. So, one should not simply be directed towards justice and rights, but also care responses. (Gilligan, 1982)
Having considered the cognitive ideas to moral development, one can consider the sociocultural reasons behind moral development. One sociocultural theory is by Turiel, who proposed that social conventions and attitudes towards morality are important as they are universal (applicable to everyone). He stated that the child recognises these rules in society and within ethical conundrums are not merely random as they draw from personal experience. If their social group all abide by a certain code of conduct, shall we say, then that is the cultural norm for that child, and they regard this as the norm for those outside this ‘circle’ too. (Turiel, 1983). However, critiques to this idea state that even though certain moral rules may become universal, not all will abide by these. There are many sub-cultures and individuals who will rebel for many reasons (selfish gratification, poverty, peer pressure). It’s important to consider, is the idea of morals being universal possible? Due to the often-drastic difference in upbringing within different cultures, certain moral values will never be the same. Another sociocultural theorist was Lev Vygotsky, a Russian theorist of Marxist background. He argued that there should be less emphasis on the idea of solitary learning, and more on the idea of social interaction and language. He proposed that children use historical/cultural artefacts like symbols and language to organise their mental structures. These act as tools to solve problems in everyday life, whether we realise it or not. 
The main difference between Piaget and Vygotsky was that Vygotsky believed that for a child to acquire new information, they do not need to wait for a certain development stage (as he largely claimed they are self-taught). Rather the communication between a child and an elder experienced role model promotes development on a higher psychological level. This scaffolding technique provides crucial and arguably far more benefits to the child during their zone of proximal development window. (Alves, 2014). Another theorist who has built off the ideas of sociocultural means to moral development is Mark B. Tappan. His ideas complimented Vygotsky’s in similar ways, pairing moral functioning with mediated action this time. So, suggesting that a person gradually gains moral means depending on the type of person they are and the ‘cultural tools’ they have at their disposal to make a desired outcome possible. Tappan suggested that as children grow up, they soak up the culture they are surrounded by and use these tools throughout their life, passing them on through the generations to come. 
To consider the true reasoning behind one’s moral development, these ideas must be considered in depth, do they play a significant role? In terms of which one theory is correct it’s hard to say, as each theory has criticisms but also interesting thoughts. A further point to add to the moral development discussion could be the role empathy plays in the justice of a situation and someone’s moral judgement. Empathy is “an effective response more appropriate to someone else’s situation than to one’s own” (Hoffman, 1987). Empathy is not something to be taught as such, depending on one’s surroundings, this allows that individual to gain their own opinions on how a situation should be handled. It is interesting to see how individuals grow up and deal with scenarios, and equally justify the reasoning behind their actions. A child can be brought up with the ‘right values’ and still deviate from the ‘normal’ or ‘correct’ social attitudes, social world conventions ultimately play a vital role in attitudes. With regards to Piaget and Kohlberg, they may have shared similar ideas but ultimately disagreed at what point certain stages occur. Vygotsky and Kohlberg both seemed to echo the same thoughts proposing that one does not have to wait for a certain age or critical point to advance psychologically, rather it’s a continuous process. Although the difference being, Kohlberg saw moral development as continuously being learnt from one’s surroundings and life experiences, whereas Vygotsky saw the progression as a result of a child’s specific communication with a well-equipped role model. In summary, it is important to consider all factors which could play a part in a child’s moral development. However, one must bear in mind the critiques present as they are just as important in order to recognise and begin to understand a complex progression such as moral development.
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