Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning.
To first discuss moral reasoning, we must first understand what it is. Moral reasoning is defined as one's logical ability to discern right from wrong and how and why that person applies ethical reasoning to real-life situations (Santrock, 2014). There have been many theories surrounding this subject. However, this paper will focus on the cognitive explanations around moral reasoning, citing the works of Piaget, Kohlberg, and Gilligan to understand better why people make moral choices and how those choices came to be.
Piaget was a psychologist whose work on child development was considered ground-breaking. He was the first to develop a systematic study to understand how children acquire moral understanding. His research suggested that children learn as they grow and that how they develop is not just about how they acquire knowledge but how they construct a mental model of their world (Britannica, 2022). Piaget devised a few methods of investigation to study how a child's moral development occurs. He began by looking at how children respond to rules set out in a game, particularly the game of marbles. He used this game as the children create rules with each other. Piaget also questioned the children using short stories on ethical issues such as lying, stealing, punishment and justice. He was particularly interested in why the child gave the answer they did and not the answer itself (Piaget, 1977). 
Through these studies, Piaget determined that children go through two separate stages of moral development. From 4 to 7, children display heteronomous morality or moral realism. Children believe rules are sacred and unchangeable in this stage, with no room for movement. When Piaget suggested to the younger children that they change the rules of marbles, he was met with resistance due to these factors (Santrock, 2014). Children in this stage believed that any violation of rules would result in imminent punishment; for example, Piaget told the children a story about a boy who had fallen into a river after using a piece of wood as a makeshift bridge. Children younger than age eight said the child must be being punished for something 'naughty' they had done in the past. Children in this stage do not consider intention and motivation, and the goodness or badness of an action is judged by the consequence of a situation (Boyd & Bee, 2010). 
After age eight, children move into the autonomous morality or moral relativism phase. They start to recognise that something is not just right or wrong, but that morality relies on intentions, not just consequences. Children's understanding of morality undergoes a fundamental shift where they overcome their egocentric view and make moral decisions based on another person's point of view. They see that intention and motivations matter (Boyd & Bee, 2010). Piaget posed a moral question about theft in a story about a boy who stole a bread roll for his friend who was hungry and had no money, and a little girl who stole a ribbon just because she wanted it and thought it was pretty. Children in the heteronomous stage believed the boy who stole the bread was more 'naughty', as the bread roll was larger or cost more. However, children in the autonomous stage understood that the little girl was more 'naughty' as she stole for herself, but the boy was being kind and did not want his friend to go hungry (Piaget, 1977). Children start to think about retribution vs restitution when it comes to punishment. They believe the punishment should fit the crime and not just be there to make someone suffer but as a way of putting things right (Packer, 2017). 
Critics of Piaget have identified several shortcomings in Piaget's work. One argument is the abstract way Piaget described the tasks to the children in his studies. Critics believe he underestimated younger children's capabilities when later research showed that they could understand and reason much more when given less explicit instructions. A study by Bussey (1992) found that preschool children could distinguish between lies and truthfulness. Although older children were more accurate in their identification, the younger children still performed better than initially thought. Piaget's studies were ethnocentric and Eurocentric, with his research pool limited to his own children and a small selection of Swiss white males. This led to critics stating that it cannot be assumed that all children would react similarly given the moral questions as it has been found that western children cognitively develop more rapidly than non-western children (Buck-Morss, 1975). Gilligan (1982) criticised Piaget for being gender biased and having a negative view of female morality. Piaget thought girls' games were too simplistic, so whilst he compared the moral stages of both boys and girls, he struggled to make comparisons.
Whilst there has been much criticism of Piaget's theory, these criticisms do not undermine his basic theory. Lefrancois (2006) stated that Piaget's approach has been heavily influential in education, impacting how adults observe children's development and how children are guided in their moral understanding. Piaget's research on moral development was revolutionary in laying the groundwork for what would become a massive field of interest in the psychology of children (Gross, 2020). 
A second significant perspective on moral development was Kohlberg. Greatly influenced by Piaget's work, he believed that morality in children develops over time during childhood and adolescence. He, too, was interested in why children make the moral decisions that they do rather than the decision itself (Gross, 2020). Kohlberg devised eleven stories of different ethical dilemmas to put forward to children. Over twenty years, he used the information from these stories to understand why and how children come to give their answers (Santrock, 2014). 
The most well-known of those dilemmas is about a man named Heinz and his sick wife. Based on the answers Kohlberg received from his different dilemmas, he developed three levels of moral development, each characterised by two stages within each level (Kohlberg, 1984). 
The levels as described in Gross (2020) are as follows; Level one is the pre-conventional level, and in stage one of this level, children use heteronomous morality. As Piaget previously stated, children obey mainly because they are told to by an authoritative figure. A child's moral thinking is tied to punishment, and they will obey for fear of retribution. Stage two is individualism, instrumental purpose, and exchange. In this stage, children are driven by self-interest. In a given situation, a child at this stage will do what they feel is in their interest but will do something for another if they might get something in return (Boyd & Bee, 2010).
Level two is the conventional level. At stage three: mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships and interpersonal conformity, children start basing their morality on terms of societal standards and what society expects of them. They look for approval and try to be a good child. They begin to make choices based on the consequence to a relationship rather than if the action is right or wrong (Gross, 2020). Stage four is social systems morality. At this stage, morality is based on understanding laws, justice and usually a sense of duty to the greater good. A person at this stage is aware that society needs rules to function correctly, so they are compelled to uphold those rules (Berger, 2020).
Level three is post-conventional reasoning. Stage five is the social contract or utility and individual rights. Whilst people understand that laws exist for the greater good, it is accepted that these laws do not always work for the interest of individuals. The lines of the law become blurry, and there is the initial ability to think outside of those lines in certain circumstances. Stage six: Universal ethical principles, is the highest stage of Kohlberg's theory, and an individual's morality is based on a universal set of ethical principles. For instance, preserving a person's life is placed above all, even if one might break the law to do so or even end someone's life to protect the lives of others. People can choose their conscience over authority and law (Kohlberg, 1984).
Some have criticised Kohlberg's research as lacking ecological validity. Rosen (1980, as cited in Munsey, 1980) stated that the dilemmas he proposed were outside the scope of reality for some of the children. Regarding the Heinz dilemma, the children had not been married or had never been in a similar situation, so how would they know what to do? Kohlberg was also heavily criticised by Gilligan (1982) for being gender biased, who stated that Kohlberg's theory is based on male norms and placed abstract principles above care and concern for others when making moral decisions. However, a study compiled by Walker (1989) found no evidence of a systematic difference of gender in the scores of moral stages. Kohlberg's research lacks validity, as the dilemmas posed were not real, so how a person might think they will act and how they actually would be very different (Santrock, 2014). 
There are many strengths to Kohlberg's theory. People have emulated his studies which have supported Kohlberg's original findings. Colby et al. (1983, cited in Gross, 2020) completed a longitudinal study over twenty-five years, finding that the first five stages of Kohlberg's theory were universal. Kohlberg has also affected how children are disciplined in school. Like Piaget, Kohlberg's theory has positively affected educational settings and parenting styles. Authority figures are now aware that children of different ages have different motivations to follow the rules, and education can be tailored to an individual child's needs and understanding rather than a blanket style of punishment for wrongdoings (Lawrence & Karl, 1999).
Carol Gilligan (1982), who was an assistant of Kohlberg's, wrote the book In a Different Voice. In this book, she challenged Kohlberg and Piaget’s theories of moral development and created her own. Gilligan was critical of Kohlberg and Piaget's theory as she believed them to be indifferent to females' alternative perspectives on morality, resulting in women attaining lower scores in their standardised androcentric tests, which consequently labelled women less moral than men (Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan proposed that men and women have alternative ways of structuring their moral beliefs depending on the dilemma they face. An empirical study by Lyons (1983) testing Gilligan's hypothesis that gender plays a vital role in how morality is developed supported Gilligan's thesis that men are oriented towards rights and justice and women towards care and response to others. This is also supported by Noddings (2013) in her book A feminine approach to ethics and moral education.
Using Kohlberg's three levels of moral development, Gilligan created the moral orientation model based on women's moral development. Stage one: pre-conventional morality: there is a focus on self-interest and survival. Stage two: Conventional. Women in this stage prioritise selflessness and caring for others. Stage three: post-conventional. In this final stage, caring for others is a significant component, and women emphasise taking responsibility for their choices and taking control of their lives (Gilligan, 1982). 
Despite Gilligan's criticism, further research found gender differences immaterial in moral development. A comprehensive study by Walker (1989) found that the difference in moral reasoning among genders occurred with different dilemmas and based on the studies, he found no evidence of a systematic bias amongst moral stage scores.
In conclusion, this paper looked at three cognitive theories of moral development. It started with Piaget and looked at his contributions and why they were important and the strengths and weaknesses of his approach. Piaget discovered that children went through three stages of development. He paved the way for Kohlberg to further develop the three stages in creating three levels with six stages in total. These stages were more comprehensive than Piaget initially stated. Whilst innovative, there were many criticisms of their work which paved the way for Gilligan’s research, specifically into the moral development of women which she claims was significantly absent from Piaget and Kohlberg's research. The combined research has proven important as it supports the idea that children learn and think in a different way than adults and that not all children develop at the same time regardless of gender.


































Reference list

Berger, K. S. (2020). The developing person through the lifespan (11th ed). Worth Publishers.

Boyd, D., & Bee, H. (2010). The growing child. Pearson Education Inc.

Britannica, T. E. (2022, September 12th). Jean Piaget. Retrieved from Encyclopedia 
Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jean-Piaget

Buck-Morss, S. (1975). Socio-Economic Bias in Piaget's Theory and Its Implications for Cross-Culture Studies. Human Development, 18, 35-49. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26764215

Bussey, K. (1992). Lying and truthfulness: Children's definitions, standards, and evaluative reactions. Child development, 63(1), 129-137. https://web-p-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=0&sid=fde45042-5893-416b-a202-cab30764f286%40redis

Colby, A., Kohlberg, L., Gibbs, J., & Liebermen, M. (1983). A longitudinal study of moral judgement. Monographs of the society for research in child development, 48(124). https://doi.org/10.2307/1165935

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: Psychological theory and women's development. Harvard University press.

Gross, R. (2020). Psychology the science of the mind and behaviour (8th ed.). London: Hodder education.

Kohlberg, L. (1984). Essays on moral development: Vol. II. The psychology of moral development. Harper & Row.

Lawrence, J. W., & Karl, H. H. (1999). Parenting style and the development of moral reasoning. Journal of moral education, 28(3), 360-373. https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/iatl/study/ugmodules/ethicalbeings/ps__dev_of_moral_reasoning.pdf

Lyons, N. (1983). Two perspectives: On self, relationships, and morality. Harvard Educational Review, 53, 125-145. https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.53.2.h08w5m7v217j84t1

Munsey, B. (1980). Moral development, moral education, and Kohlberg. Religious Education Press.

Noddings, N. (2013). Caring: A relational approach to ethics and moral education. University of California Press. https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=u7MwDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR11&dq=Caring+Noddings&ots=LxvbZzyF4t&sig=RkQKYXX8LjqQ9FyZpEMNfFbRGbo&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=Caring%20Noddings&f=false

Packer, M. J. (2017). Child development: understanding a cultural perspective. SAGE Publications Ltd.

Piaget, J. (1977). The moral judgement of the child. Penguin Education Books.

Santrock, J. W. (2014). A topical approach to lifespan development. McGraw-Hill Education.

Walker, L. J. (1989). A longitudinal study of moral reasoning. Child Development, 60(1), 157–166. https://doi.org/10.2307/1131081

