Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning
Cognition is highly regarded as one of the most prominent pillars on which the study of psychology stands upon, extracting elements from both the biological and learning approach in order to mould a new interpretation based on one’s perception of the world and their own beliefs within the social and moral plane. With regards to this essay, it is important to mention that whilst this work will primarily focus on the cognitive approach, it should be stated that there are alternative approaches which have also attempted to understand how children develop moral reasoning, however for consistency, these approaches will not be mentioned further. It is in our greatest interest to discuss the three primary theorists of the cognitive approach and their contributions into the explanations involved with the development of moral reasoning. These champions are as follows; Jean Piaget (1932), who first suggested that children morally evolve in two separate stages, those being “Heteronomous” and “Autonomous” respectively, as well as sparking an intense interest within a new avenue of intellectual study. The second is Lawrence Kohlberg (1976), who as a fierce Piagetian, built upon Piaget’s relatively simplistic model and manufactured a five-stage model, divided between three levels of moral thought; Pre – conventional, Conventional, and Post – conventional, which had been used by various researchers including Snarey (1985), and Rest et al. (1999). However, the results appraised whilst using Kohlberg’s model sparked much controversy from our third champion, Carol Gilligan (1985), who made a prominent contribution in differentiating between the morality of care and the morality of justice, which are now both considered to be equally valued in the present western society’s perception of the moral realm.
Jean Piaget first became interested in moral development within children when he discovered that children would incorrectly answer questions on an IQ test with similar reasonings, effectively acting as a catalyst to Piaget’s hypothesis that children merely reason in different notions as opposed to adults. This would later stem to Piaget’s 1932 study in which he observed children of various ages playing with marbles and hopscotch. From there, he asked the children about their perception on rules and where they originated from. Piaget concluded that children developed in two major stages of moral thought; The first stage, he titled the “Heteronomous stage”, in which he argued that children perceived rules as absolute and written into stone. John Santrock (2020) states that within this stage, young children possessed a firm belief in imminent justice, and that morality was judged solely based on magnitude and not intention. This was further solidified by Piaget’s interviews with these children who he dubbed as “simple thinkers” as they listened to two stories involving individuals committing immoral acts. During these sessions, Piaget found that young children would describe the “naughtiest” individual as the one who executed the more obtuse crime, despite whether their intentions were innocent or not. Thornton (2008) mentioned that this derives from Piaget’s belief that children at this stage of moral thought possess an egocentric perception of the world, and thus only interpret their own perspective regarding the situation at hand.  In contrast to this, Piaget’s “Autonomous stage” (seven to twelve years of age), claimed that children began to consider the intentions of wrongdoers as well as understanding that rules themselves, were nothing more than social constructs that could be subject to change during negotiation (Santrock, 2020). During his study, Piaget discovered that whilst suggesting changing the rules of the game of marbles, the older children were far more amicable to change compared to the younger children, therefore indicating that Piaget’s hypothesis that children become far more refined as they mature is widely true. However, despite this, Piaget’s model is rather simplistic in design and has often been interpreted as too rigid. As an example, in a study involving three-year-old children, Vaish et al. (2010) discovered that these children were far less inclined to aid adults in need, even when asked politely, if they had previously witnessed them behave in an antisocial manner. As a result, it is clear from these findings that young children do in fact possess a more complex social and moral understanding than first assumed by Piaget. Although it is paramount that we do not take Piaget’s contributions for granted. It is clear that Piaget is a major pioneer in the research behind children’s moral development, and whilst his work may be incompatible with today’s understanding, it cannot be denied that Piaget inspired new generations of research within an underappreciated field of inquiry, thus making him an essential patron to the current cognitive explanation to children’s moral development. 
Stemming from Piaget’s work, Lawrence Kohlberg is undoubtedly one of the largest donors of research in regard to the topic of moral development. A Piagetian himself, Kohlberg was inspired by Piaget’s work and strove to improve our understanding of the child’s moral advancement. He achieved this in his study (1976), by asking children which was the more moral act within a multitude of vignettes that he had within his possession. A prime example of this was the Heinz dilemma, in which children were asked whether it was moral for a husband to steal medicine for his dying wife. From the results provided, Kohlberg was able to develop a five-stage model consisting of three levels: Pre conventional, Conventional, and Post – Conventional. Within these five stages, Kohlberg argued that, like Piaget, moral development was age – related. He claimed that most children below nine years old were in a pre – conventional process of morality, which primarily consisted of the child’s fear or eagerness of being punished/rewarded by an individual of authority. In level two (conventional), Kohlberg speculated that early adolescents began to assimilate certain notions regarding societal expectations from both internal and external outlets, such as personal beliefs and social/familial influences. Within the final level, it is believed that young adults begin to form a post – conventional method of reasoning, in which the individual possesses what Kohlberg claimed to be the highest aptitude in moral thinking, where they strive to scrutinise their behaviour in order to uphold their society’s highest ethical values (Santrock, 2020). From here it is clear that much of the psychological world has taken Kohlberg’s work and applied it to a plethora of their studies with similar results. An example of this is Rest et al’s. (1999) study which had found that American adolescents were commonly placed within stage four of Kohlberg’s Conventional level, which compared to adolescents deriving from other nations throughout the world, such as Turkey or China, their moral reasoning had been labelled at level one. This has led to many critics shunning Kohlberg’s five stage model due to his overemphasis on western male values and has driven many theorists to the conclusion that morality is more subjective than universal (Thornton, 2008). In addition to this, it is markedly clear that Kohlberg’s model was rather male centric, as he only used data from his male participants. As a result of this, many studies involving both boys and girls at the time, such as Holstein’s (1976) study implied that women were far less moral than men. This understandably sparked outrage, and many theorists such as Carol Gilligan would go on to prove that Kohlberg’s hyper fixation on judicial morality would fundamentally mar his five-stage model. Nonetheless, it is fundamental to remember that Kohlberg had provided us with thorough research which has been pivotal in better understanding how children reason their way through moral dilemmas. His use of vignettes was pivotal in portraying a capable image to satisfy the minds of multiple children in order to engage them with hypothetical scenarios which were astronomically far out of their normative thought process. Moreover, it is accurate to claim that Kohlberg’s model has transcended into a theoretical norm of its own, as researchers such as Gilligan (1988), and Eisenberg (1986, 1992) have gone on to adapt Kohlberg’s five stage template in order to accommodate the moral counterweight known as care. Thus, marking Kohlberg’s work as an essential contribution to the cognitive approach to moral development.
Despite Kohlberg’s expansive contribution to understanding the development of moral understanding, it is clear that much of our current comprehension stems from critics such as Carol Gilligan who have built upon Kohlberg’s original five – stage model. Gilligan had criticised Kohlberg for designing his experiment as being too male centric as well as overemphasising the implications of Justice over care. According to Gilligan, she hypothesised that females were far more sensitive to a caring perspective compared to men, thus making them equally as moral as men, in contrast to Kohlberg’s earlier findings (Santrock, 2020). In 1985, Gilligan (1982) executed a psychological study, using girls and women, and like Kohlberg used a selection of vignettes in regards to care and ethics. Within this study, Gilligan concluded that morality was indeed gender specific, and that men focus more on justice, whilst women fixate more on care. Using Kohlberg’s model as a template, Gilligan adapted the five – stage model in accordance to her focus on the morality of care. Like with Kohlberg, Gilligan kept the three primary levels; Pre – conventional, Conventional, and Post – conventional, although in a stark contrast, she marks these three levels in stages of the child’s level of empathy, with pre – conventional, being a limited amount, to post – conventional representing a possession of a selfless moral code based on the sensitivity of others. However, despite drawing a new perspective into the discussion of morality, it should be mentioned that Gilligan’s study, whilst striving to build upon the contemporary understanding of the subject, resulted in mirroring similar mistakes as Kohlberg. One such issue, was Gilligan’s utilization of a single sex participant pool, which whilst strengthening Gilligan’s original hypothesis that females are more prone to sensitivity and care, it does not answer whether males are primarily focused on justice. Moreover, in regards to Gilligan’s hypothesis, Ryan et al. (2004) found that both males and females were primarily equal in their ability to utilise the moral reasoning sub - genre of care when interacting with friends and relatives, therefore implying that Gilligan’s belief that moral reasoning is gender oriented is factually incorrect. Thornton (2008), states that it is exceedingly apparent that both men and women highly value the principles of care and frequently use it as a base for their own moral reasoning within the social realm. Although, it is quite clear, that despite Gilligan’s misgivings, she too has been a major contributor to the cognitive discussion in regards to the development of moral reasoning as she inspired many researchers to consider a more holistic approach by accepting that morality has it’s own categories, therefore making her a pivotal member of this discussion.
In summary, it is clear that all three researchers, despite having their overall faults within their research, have proven to be fundamental benefactors within the research of the cognitive explanation towards understanding how the concept of morality develops within children. Carol Gilligan has proven to be an essential character in this research as she was able to introduce the idea that morality stems from more than just one avenue of thought, after reflecting on Kohlberg’s work (1976). Lawrence Kohlberg was not only a figure of great interest to Gilligan but was also a strong Piagetian and an authority figure within the discussion of the topic as well. His five – stage model, was popular amongst many psychologists, who were inclined to utilise it to its fullest. However, it should, and must be mentioned that neither Kohlberg or Gilligan’s work would have existed without Jean Piaget (1932). Piaget was a founding father and the key contributor to the discussion at hand. Without his original work, it is arguable that there would have not been such a fierce debate about the development of morality, and any/all research that had emanated from Piaget’s work would not have been carried out as there would have been little interest. Ergo, Piaget is marked as the greatest patron of the research into the cognitive explanation to the development of morality.
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