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TOPIC ONE: COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT AND THE INFLUENCE OF PRETEND PLAY

This entry will focus on Cognitive Development and pretend play as an influencing factor. Firstly, the simple definition of cognitive development which will be used throughout is as follows: the development of mental processes such as problem solving, memory and reasoning (University of Hong Kong, 2014; Help Me Grow, nd). The entry will examine two key theorists of cognitive development (Piaget and Vygotsky), and then outline how pretend play acts as an influencing factor in children’s cognitive development. Finally, links between policy and practice: the real world use of pretend play as a tool to further cognitive development will be examined.
Firstly - the theories of Piaget. Piaget found that children actively constructed their own understanding of the world, largely through the process of schemas (categories of action or idea) and adaptation of these schemas through three cognitive processes (Boyd and Bee, 2014). Piaget’s theory is a heavily staged approach, involving four discrete periods of development, which he felt to be organized like a ladder. According to his theory, children all develop in the same general direction – that is, up the ladder, and all move through the stages in the same order (Shute and Slee, 2015). One tenet of Piaget’s theory was that eventually, the schemas a child constructs to understand the world around them are not enough to fully understand the world – meaning that a child “completes” one stage at a time and does not progress to the next stage until they have effectively exhausted the development opportunities in their current stage (Boyd and Bee, 2014). Whilst Vygotsky does have some similarities to Piaget, in that he also believed that the child is an active participant in their own development (Packer, 2017), his theory focuses more on the development of cognition under social influence (Simply Psychology, 2022). Whilst Vygotsky also believed that development occurred in stages, he believed that these stages could come to a halt, or even in some cases regress (Shute and Slee, 2015). One principle of Vygotsky’s philosophy is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which referred to the increased abilities that he found children had when accompanied by a more able companion. He believed that an independent test of cognition did not reveal a child’s whole potential for cognitive ability – that the same child could often solve harder problems or achieve significantly harder tasks if they had the assistance of someone more capable (Shute and Slee, 2015). 
Before discussing the impact of pretend play on cognitive development, it would be wise to define the term “pretend play” itself. Weisberg (2015) defines the term as any play that involves some non-literal/imaginative/make-believe aspect, whether this manifests as a simple play of object substitution, or something with a little more complexity. Gmitrova and Gmitrov (2003) theorise that several cognitive skills which are used throughout life are exhibited as pretend play occurs (such as problem solving and improvisation), whilst Weisberg (2015) suggests that these skills share an underlying cognitive root, and points to the emergence of some form of pretend play before full symbolic abilities as a proof that pretend play is a major factor in cognitive development. Weisberg (2015) also theorises that pretend play may provide an especially facilitative environment for cognitive development and experimentation. Allowing the child to exercise their cognitive muscles in an environment where they are in control (such as pretend play) has been found to expedite learning and cognitive development to a greater degree than, for example, an environment where they are more passive (Whitebread et al, 2009). Smith (2010) relates how pretend play may often be absent or much more simple in children who have experienced emotional trauma, which he attributes to mean that the presence of pretend play is connected with positive or healthy cognitive functions and aspects of development – which connects to Gmitrova and Gmitrov’s (2003), as well as Weisberg’s (2015) theories, that the positive cognitive skills used throughout life are often developed and explored through the medium of pretend play – Smith’s suggestion here may be that children who have experienced emotional trauma may not have so many opportunities to explore these healthy cognitive functions.
Play has begun to feature heavily in educational policy, such as in the Welsh Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2015), which includes play as an essential inclusion for development in a range of areas, including well-being and social development. The framework points to play as a central pillar of cognitive development, and references experiential play as an aid to development and learning. Play is not only recommended for use as a learning tool, but for skill assessment as well: for example, in the Oracy strand of the curriculum, it is recommended that vocabulary is assessed partly in terms of the language children use in play – this links to Vygotsky’s idea that play was crucial to symbolic representation (Whitebread et al, 2009). United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and The Lego Foundation (2018) reports that practitioners in education settings have a crucial role in the facilitation of play, particularly in early years settings, where children learn largely through the medium of play. They recommend that adults in these positions are educated on the benefits of play, in order to ensure that they can facilitate and provide environments suitable to support play of all types. However, they also acknowledge that in situations where learning through play is not built in to curriculum provision, staff may not be able to provide sufficient opportunities for play within classroom time, and play may be limited to the free-play that children may engage in during break times. However, it is important to note that this document was published by UNICEF, and therefore not UK-centric.
In conclusion, it seems that pretend play can fulfil a fairly large role in cognitive development – which has been recognised by major organisations, such as UNICEF (2018) and the Welsh Government (2015), as evidenced in their inclusion of play in the Foundation Phase curriculum. 




TOPIC TWO: SOCIAL LEARNING APPROACH TO GENDER THEORY

This entry will focus on the Social Learning approach to Gender Theory. The definition of social learning that will be used throughout is: the acquisition of behaviours and knowledge based on observation of others (Sayers, 1987). The entry will outline a few theorists of social learning – Skinner, Mischel, and Bandura, then discuss influencing factors on gender development, before finally discussing policy and practice around gender development.
The first of the three theorists is Skinner and his model of operant conditioning. Also known as systematic reinforcement, his model dealt with responses to behaviour, and in this model, behaviour is repeated or, as may be the case, not repeated based on whether the individual receives a positive or negative reaction -  these reactions form the reinforcement aspect of the model (Shute and Slee, 2015). Mischel’s theory of sex-linked social learning is very similar to Skinner’s model – according to Mischel’s theory, children learn by observation of positive reinforcement given to other individuals of their own identified sex. In this way, Mischel felt that children would imitate other children who they had noticed being rewarded for behaving in this sex-linked way, but would not imitate those who had not performed these ‘sex-appropriate’ behaviours and therefore not been rewarded. Mischel found that children even of pre-school age may begin to reinforce these sex-typed behaviours amongst themselves (Sayers, 1987). Conversely, Bandura felt that the learning process may even prove to be a danger to the individual if, as Skinner claimed, learning was solely due to consequences of the individual’s own actions. Bandura found that significant portions of human behaviour were learnt by modelling and imitation – for example, Bandura’s famous 1963 ‘Bobo doll’ experiment, which included no reinforcement, but demonstrated that children would, in fact, imitate the actions of the adult even with no form of reinforcement, either positive or negative (Shute and Slee, 2015). According to Bandura’s theory, adults and peers fulfil gender-appropriate modelling roles, who children then imitate and use as a base for their own behaviours and concepts of gender (Simply Psychology, 2018).
This paragraph will outline two of the major influencing factors on children’s gender development: family and media, first examining family. The family unit comprises one of the first and maybe most important sets of gender models (Olsson and Martiny, 2018), where children come to realise their own place in their communities (Paechter, 2015). Paechter suggests that children are unconsciously treated differently according to gender by their families from the very moment that they are born. She posits that, no matter how small these differences are to begin, they add up and eventually result in very different lived experiences for girls and boys – for example, in Mondschein et al’s 2000 study (quoted within Paechter, 2015, p.49), discussing mother’s expectations for their girl vs. boy infants. The study found that mothers of boys expected their babies to be significantly more competent at crawling down slopes/ramps than the mothers of girls, when in fact no gender-based difference was found. This supports the idea that parents and family may unconsciously treat girls and boys differently – and create gender differences in behaviours where there were originally none. Another major factor in gender-based socialisation are media broadcasts (Miell, 1995), which tend to represent very stereotypical gender roles – showing men in work, and women largely depicted within the home (Olsson and Martiny, 2018). Miell (1995) also relates how media influences are very likely to result in familial influences being overridden, as whilst parents may make every effort to treat their boy and girl children equally, children may still be inundated with stereotypical messages about gender based behaviours from the media – learning, to use Olsson and Martiny’s (2018) example, that girls will grow up to stay in the home, and these girls may self-select their behaviours, choices and preferences based on this early messaging.
Governmental policy around gender-based examples for children largely focuses on schools (Gender equality at every stage: a roadmap for change, 2019. Education Scotland, 2022.), and tackling gender stereotypes in the school environment. The Government’s gender equality roadmap (2019) references gender stereotypes as being especially limiting for women in terms of careers that they may choose to pursue, and states that whilst girls tend to outperform boys within the educational sphere, this reverses in the world of work, with boys and men becoming more successful, despite being (on average) less well educated than their female peers. The document also promises to provide renewed and improved support within schools – including support to challenge gender stereotypes, and promises to roll out varied approaches in order to tackle the cause of gender-based aspirations in schools. Improving Gender Balance Scotland has similarly released a variety of short action plans targeting gender equality and the removal of stereotypes in schools, releasing one for each school stage specifically (Education Scotland, 2022). For example, their primary school guide (2017) recommends a few activities for practitioners to use within the classroom, to potentially tackle unconscious biases held by the children. Not only does the guide raise issues that may be present in the children’s perspective, but it also notes that practitioners may unwittingly be perpetuating gender based behaviours. For example, these biases may manifest by seating well behaved young girls next to children who may exhibit more challenging behaviours – questioning what the impact is on these girls and how this could reinforce certain gender based expectations and stereotypes throughout the classroom (p. 2). Whilst these plans may not tackle the whole root cause of gender inequalities (as evidenced in the previous paragraph, family can be a major factor in a child’s expectations for their own gender), they may be a major step along the way to remove some of the unconscious biases that children may believe.
To conclude, it would seem that children often receive very similar messages about gender-based behaviour – and pick out what applies to them, whether through the process of reinforcement, as Skinner and Mischel theorised, or, as Bandura thought, through identification and modelling. As previously discussed, whilst family may do their best to provide counter-stereotypical examples of gender, often messages from media and peers override these core messages. However, as evidenced by the governmental guides released recently, steps are being taken at a policy level in order to try to counteract harmful, stereotypical messaging that children may receive and internalise, to their own detriment.
TOPIC THREE: LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND DEVELOPMENT

This entry will discuss Language Development and acquisition, throughout the text using the American Psychological Association’s (2023) dictionary definition of language development as “the process by which children learn to use language.” Firstly outlining two different theorists, Chomsky and Vygotsky, before examining factors which can impact language development. Lastly, the discussion of policy and practice helping children to develop and acquire language skills. 
A central tenet of Chomsky’s theory is that language is innate to humans – that the human mind contains a faculty specifically constructed to give the ability to use language. This conclusion was reached partly due to the observation that no other species uses language as a method of communication – he observed that whilst humans seem to come to language with very little effort, other animal species never acquire the use of language (Chomsky, 1986). Chomsky also believed that language acquisition was automatic and effortless (Wood, 1998), and did not have to be taught to children – rather, they would pick it up simply as a result of being in their environment (Sutherland, 1992), although he also did not believe that the process of language acquisition could be attributed to a simple process of imitation (Wood, 1998). Wood also relates that, in line with Chomsky’s theory, infants seem to come to their understanding of language quite naturally. However, later on in childhood language appears inextricable from cognitive skills such as reasoning – children have to work to develop their language skills. In this way, language development itself seems inevitably to involve cognitive development (1998). Vygotsky felt similarly to this viewpoint – theorising how “self-directed speech” for example, the narration of a child at play, serves as a self-regulator, especially in circumstances in which the child may struggle, and eventually transforms into an internal narrative (Shute and Slee, 2015. Reunamo and Nurmilaasko, 2007.). Vygotsky felt that the primary function of speech is as a tool for communication (Everson, 1991), in accordance with his theory that social interaction was the motivating force behind the acquisition of language – that the child makes the effort to learn and acquire the language in order to fulfil their need for communication (Shute and Slee, 2015). 
This paragraph will examine how Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can impact on a child’s language development. According to Naigles and Tek (2017), struggle with the social or pragmatics aspects of language is one of the defining diagnostic characteristics of ASD. For example, children may struggle in situations where language is being used non-literally, which points to impaired symbol use and symbol formation as a feature of ASD (Vulchanova, Vulchanov and Allen, 2023). As the authors suggest, it could be argued that language itself is a highly symbolic system by nature, which may explain why children (or indeed adults) who struggle with symbolic representations may also struggle with language. Smith (2010) relates that children with ASD tend to engage in pretend play much less frequently than children who are developing typically, and that their play is usually significantly more influenced by stereotypes. This finding supports the theories of Naigles and Tek (2017) and Vulchanova, Vulchanov and Allen (2023), that children with ASD have deficits in representational / symbolic function. Naigles and Tek (2017) found that minimally verbal children with ASD tend to have a comparable understanding of language – meaning that the main barrier in language for these children may be the symbolic and non-literal aspects. Similarly, Vulchanova, Vulchanov and Allen (2023) suggest due to evidence such as the above, that the difficulty does not arise with regard to word learning and vocabulary, but rather associations / categorisations and extrapolations – which appears in accordance with the aforementioned characteristics of ASD. Kelley et al (2006) also found that whilst children with ASD (the group in this study had previously received help with language, which is important to note to ensure that findings are not mistakenly extrapolated) tend to compare well to typically developing children in tests of areas of language such as morphology and vocabulary, they performed significantly poorer in areas that involved symbolism or pragmatics, in accordance with the findings outlined previously.
Policy has been put into place to ensure that all children have as much advantage as possible when it comes to language development – for example, Flying Start, which is a service for 0-4 year old children, specifically targeted at low-income families in the most impoverished areas of Wales. Whilst the intervention programme aims to cover the whole spectrum of a child’s needs, one of their specific goals includes ‘support for speech, language and communication development.’ (Welsh Government, 2017, p.2). The programme aims to provide literature and guidance relating to speech and language development for the families that they support – but can then provide guidance and refer families who may be in need of more specialist or in-depth support (Welsh Government, 2017). Another governmental action plan to support language development of children is Oracy Across The Welsh Curriculum (Oracy Cambridge, 2018) which contains recommendations for practitioners within the school setting to aid children in their development of oracy. The document recommends that oracy (defined as: ‘the ability to speak clearly and grammatically correctly’ (Cambridge Dictionary, nd.)) should be given an equal weighting to literacy and numeracy, in order to provide children with the skills to use spoken language confidently and correctly. The document also recommends that all year groups or subject areas are made responsible for their own implementation of oracy, in order for the subject to come to a par with literacy and numeracy.
In conclusion, it seems clear that language development is a complex subject, with many differing opinions on how it develops. However, language development shows links to other aspects of development (for example, social development), which points to the significant impact that the development of language or lack thereof, can have on a child’s life. As previously mentioned, this impact has been acknowledged by parties such as the Welsh Government, for example Flying Start (2017).
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