Critically evaluate ONE learning theory and discuss how this theory can be used in the classroom

Piaget introduced a theory named “The cognitive development theory”, the theory is best described as the capacity for knowing, perceiving, or understanding. Piaget conducted research on how young children acquire the capacity for logical and scientific thought. Assimilation as well as accommodation are necessary for effective education, according to Piaget. Piaget formulated the premise that children learn by experiences, independently of their environment, while having a natural desire to learn. Piaget established certain assumptions regarding children, including: 1) children construct their knowledge as a result of their experiences; 2) children gain knowledge without interference from those around; and 3) children are naturally driven to study. Equilibrium, Experience, Social Transmission, and Maturation are the four foundational components of cognitive development (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).

Piaget stated that within his theory there are Cognitive Developmental Stages, these specific stages allow cognition to go through as it develops (Piaget, 1976). The stages mirror the staircase model of development in several ways. The stages are completed in the same sequence, with no step missed (Eggen & Kauchak, 2013). Every step is a development from the stage before it (Berk, 1997). The latter stages are included into the later stages. Piaget's phases are age-specific while including expectations for what children should accomplish at each level (Hetherington et al., 1999). According to Piaget, the development of cognition takes place in separate phases that occur in the same sequence. The Sensorimotor stage (from birth to two years), Preoperational stage (from two to seven years), Concrete operational stage (from seven to eleven years), and Formal operational stage (11 years and beyond). At the sensorimotor stage of cognitive development, behaviours are goal-directed and exhibit object permanence, mental representation, cause-and-effect relationships, and coordinated space. There are six further substages within the sensorimotor stage (Rabindran & Madanagopal, 2020).

Jean Piaget (1986-1980), a Swiss psychologist, dedicated nearly five decades to studying children's cognitive development (Posser, 2003). Piaget used systematic observation in order to comprehend cognitive development (Rabindran & Madanagopal, 2019). He meticulously recorded all of the participant's behaviours throughout the observation. (Butler-Bowdon, 2007/2017). After many years of hard study, he eventually published his views and postulated four global cognitive growth phases for children, the four stages are: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational (Bernstein, 2007). 

The sensorimotor stage is the initial stage of cognitive development, lasting between birth until two years of age. (Kasschau et al., 2014). At this stage of development, infants use sensory activity to attempt to interpret objects. (Moreno, 2010).  This stage is distinguished by object permanence and delayed imitation (Goswami, 2014).  According to Piaget's hypothesis, three important changes emerge within the sensorimotor stage. Initially, children can only communicate a restricted vocabulary by the age of 18 months, however by the age of two, they can convey short, meaningful phrases (Cacioppo & Freberg, 2013). The ability to copy others, which Piaget termed "deferred imitation," also develops in children near the completion of the sensorimotor stage (Martin et al., 2011). Deferred imitation can be defined as “the ability to reproduce a modelled activity that has been witnessed at some point in the past” (Shaffer & Kipp, 2010). It is believed that by the time they reach the sensorimotor  stage, children may reasonably conceptualise and depict symbols (Martin et al., 2011).

In one of Piaget's important investigations on object permanence, he conducted a one-on-one experiment with infants, he removed a toy from the kids hold and concealed it under a blanket while the child watched. If the young child looked for it, this would imply that the child could comprehend that the object remained to exist even while it was hidden, exhibiting object permanence. One limitation of this study consists of the fact that infants under the age of 8 months did not conduct a search for the toy for a variety of reasons, including a lack of motor skills, a lack of curiosity, or the purposeful concealment of the item leading them to assume it was prohibited. Piaget's tests were criticised for lacking 'human sensibility,' with detractors claiming that his theory undervalues the age at which toddlers learn object permanence. According to other researchers, like Bower and Wishart, children who are just as three months old can exhibit object permanence. They switched off the lights and used an infrared camera to monitor the child. When it was dark, they discovered that babies were continually reaching for things, indicating that they are aware of their presence (MyTutor, 2013). 

According to Piaget's hypothesis, the next stage of cognitive development is the preoperational stage. This period lasts from two to seven years (Cacioppo & Freberg, 2013). An infant's capacity for symbolic expression, such as the use of words and images is used to represent the physical environment, this develops throughout a period of time. (Shaffer & Kipp, 2010). Children between the ages of 2 and 4 can draw a picture, however, they lack the ability to reason coherently (Bernstein, 2007 & Santrock, 2011). Based on Piaget's theory, the first constraint of the preoperational stage is animism, Animism is the capacity to tell the difference among animate and inanimate items (Berk, 1997 & Shaffer & Kipp, 2010). The belief that all that exists surrounding them is alive is prevalent at this period of development. (Bernstein, 2007). Egocentrism is another drawback of the preoperational stage (Santrock, 2011). Egocentrism corresponds to a child's incapacity to distinguish beyond the viewpoints of themselves and others (Kesselring & Müller, 2011).  Piaget thought that up to a certain age, children are quite egocentric (Comer & Gould, 2011). Although few investigations confirmed Piaget's theory that a young child is egocentric, the majority of studies have proven that a child may consider the perspectives other people have sooner than Piaget proposed (Comer & Gould, 2011).

The concrete-operational stage represents an essential period in children's cognitive development (Piaget, 1947). According to Piaget, the current stage of thinking is distinguished by logical processes which include conservation, reversibility, or classification, that allow for rational thought. These mental processes are restricted to actual events and cannot be used in hypothetical scenarios. As a result, concrete-operational thinking is investigated through the use of specialised tasks that portray concrete-operational principles. Recent study suggests that it may not be acceptable to presume a concrete-operational stage, instead deciding to evaluate concrete operations as specific and independent (Berzonsky, 1971; Carlson & Wiedl, 1977; Lourenço & Machado, 1996). A limitation to the concrete operational stage would be that even while the child's awareness of the physical world improves because of new cognitive abilities, Piaget maintains that they are still unable to reason abstractly. Furthermore, they do not think in scientifically methodical methods. (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958).

The individual will be able to demonstrate that they have the ability to critically examine events whilst considering argument and logic into account throughout the formal operational stage. This stage is further distinguished through having the capacity to process information in more conceptual ways. For instance, an individual in this stage will begin to recognize that repercussions are the outcome of not complying with orders rather than comprehending how there are repercussions to acts, for instance getting in trouble or receiving punishment because of shouting at a parent. More significantly, students will recognise that repercussions may lead to moral and ethical concerns including distrust, emotional instability, and dishonour. An individual additionally begins to make judgements based on establishing an opinion regarding testing out scenarios when they reach the formal operational stage of cognitive development. A feeling of egocentrism, which is the development of ideas centred around a right-or-wrong philosophical thought, along with the capacity to foresee future events, are other possible traits (McCallister, 2015). A limitation of this study is that one academic has remarked that, whereas Piaget's theory suggests four stages of cognitive development, there is empirical convincing proof that not all teenagers reach the formal operational stage. The formal operational stage is dependent upon the development of critical thinking abilities. Some children may not develop the necessary cognitive abilities to effectively enter this stage partly because of variables involving education, parenting, and cultural influences. (Cherry, 2021).
 
The basis of Piaget’s theory has changed the way learning takes place in the classroom. An individual’s understanding of their surrounding environment is brought to life through interaction with that environment which creates a framework or schema that individuals refer to when absorbing and understanding further knowledge.

Piaget’s theory is important to apply within a classroom and can be the foundation for formative assessment where an individual’s existing knowledge and understanding is considered within their education along with their readiness to learn new information. The focus should be on experiential learning rather than memorising and regurgitating information for the purposes of assessment. The theory encourages individual led learning rather than through teaching strategies, and learning and development should be child centred with appropriate strategies in place to support an individuals’ learning. This should be enough to challenge a child by exposing them to new experiences and learning environments whilst considering their current knowledge and ability. This strategy is considered more favourable under Piaget’s model and learning experiences will encourage understanding of a topic or information rather than the teaching of facts with less applied understanding of how these facts transfer to real life contexts (LaMarr, 2022).

Piaget stated that children learn through Assimilation, Accommodation and Equilibration. Each of these three processes are required for his learning model. Children assimilate knowledge to interact successfully with their environment, for example they may be aware that objects float as they will have observed this in the past. They might use this knowledge to play with others using a toy boat in a bowl of water. However, in the accommodation process, if the child discovers that a boat can sink if the volume of water isn’t enough, they will change this schema. Equilibration occurs with a balance of knowledge and understanding and also assimilation and accommodation. The child will test before deciding whether the boat will float and they can continue to play. It is at this point when a scheme is challenged, that an individual gains new knowledge to interact with their environment. This is why it is said that learning through experience is more valuable than repetition to memorise key facts, however the national curriculum dictates that summative assessments which are held at the end of a learning period determine the extent to which an individual learns. Formal key stage assessments have not been changed however and a criticism of such assessments is that they rely on recall and memory rather than understanding of a context (Hargraves, 2021).

Delivering the right tools to allow an individual to learn independently is far more favourable for learning. This in itself can be challenging because of differing abilities and learning styles within a classroom, and learning in a classroom environment requires differentiated tasks to bring out the best in an individual as well as ensuring that tasks are matched to current abilities and the potential abilities of an individual child (Western Governors University, 2020).

Peer and group work can form a crucial part of an individuals’ learning and development and is effective in presenting new information which can be used to inform knowledge and understanding. When planning and adapting schemes of work, formative assessments help to benchmark current understanding of a topic in order to ascertain what a pupil will be able to memorise and recall. Attempting to learn particular answers is pointless unless there is a basic level of understanding, and although particular answers will help an individual be successful in some summative assessments, this does not necessarily mean that learning has taken place. The most successful means of integrating Piaget’s work into the classroom would be to incorporate discovery/experiential learning into schemes of work wherever resources allow (Hargraves, 2021).

Piaget argued there are four main stages for progressional development which would also require consideration in delivering key learning ideas in the classroom. A learning environment such as a creche or nursery would be considered a form of learning environment which would aim to develop sensory-motor and preoperational stages up until the age of four. During this stage, a child’s learning and development moves on from tactile interactions and imagery based on objects that are present currently within the environment. Mastery of semiotic function is important because it indicates that a child can think and assimilate knowledge rather than merely act on objects that are physically present (LaMarr, 2022). This stage relies on perception and intuition.

By the time an individual reaches the concrete operational stage, they begin to learn through logical thoughts without the need for direct stimuli. A child can begin to understand Mathematical functions such as inverse operations and can apply this to different contexts for example within a scientific experiment requiring the addition or removal of an element or ingredient. They also understand associativity which allows them to problem solve and draw on experiences to appreciate a range of ways to reach the same objective and that ideas are not fixed. At the formal operational stage, reasoning and application of ideas and concepts and the notion of problem solving is developed further with the individual being able to hypothesise based on already related concepts which have been learned through the experiences of the child through each progressional stage of Piaget’s model (Hargraves, 2021).

Piaget’s research into how young children acquire the capacity for logical and scientific thought led to other researchers undertaking similar investigations, many critiquing Piaget’s conclusions as “lacking human sensibility”. However, it is evident Piaget’s work has changed the way learning takes place and is even shown to induce independent learning in children of all abilities. Whilst the theory has its limitations, it holds a strong basis which can be used successfully within a classroom. 
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