Critical comparison of a cognitive and a sociocultural theory of moral development.

        Just as a child grows and develops physically and cognitively so also do their feelings, ideas and behaviours, as their concept of right and wrong emerges. We know moral development occurs at both an intrapersonal level within children through their thoughts and feelings when alone, and then converts to an interpersonal level when they engage in social interaction. (Walker, 2004 as cited in (Santrock, 2014).  How does this process work? and how and when does it alter their behaviour and make them understand morality? What feelings do these changes evoke as they begin to display moral personalities in the differing domains of their lives. Does this understanding of morality differ in different communities in today’s modern society and do children all develop similar beliefs and values. (Santrock, 2014). The study of morality in child development has produced differing schools of thought as to how our complex human nature is formed. In this study we will look at two established but differing theories. Firstly, the work of Lawrence Kohlberg who in 1963 suggested a cognitive theory underpinned by the work of Piaget, which suggested distinct levels and stages of moral development, which leans to the idea that as children grow and learn they follow a defined course leading to morality. We shall then explore the sociocultural theory of Elliot Turiel who follows the school of Domain theory that instead suggests that within the child’s life their social knowledge and understanding falls into different domains. These are separate areas governed by the three domains of morality, social conventions, and the personal, which are then created as children learn to understand and deal with moral issues through their differing social experiences. (Santrock, 2014).
  
        Following many years of research undertaken in between 1963 and 1984, and paralleling much of the research of Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg presented a further major cognitive perspective for the moral development of children. He identified three levels of moral reasoning that occur, and within these three levels six different stages, two in each level. He proposed children and individuals move from each one to the next in sequence, and in relation to age. (Santrock,2014). The first level which is called Preconventional moral Reasoning, explains how a child understands the concept of receiving a reward or punishment depending on their behaviour. This is further defined by two stages where, at the beginning the child’s behaviour is heteronomous, centred on being obedient or at least seeming to be, and conforming to authority and rules to avoid punishment. At the second stage this then develops further into an understanding of a need to look out for their own needs and the realisation that when they are nice to people the behaviour is reciprocated. Moving to the second level Kohlberg named Conventional moral reasoning, standards become applied, but these are not personal but rather set by society. Both stages in this level are centred on community, firstly at stage three by behaving to please other people and gain approval. Moving on at stage four by progressing to an acknowledgement of laws, obeying them and being a dutiful citizen at all times. (Berger,2008). The final and highest level of moral development is Postconventional reasoning where choice and option are recognised and decisions on personal moral codes are taken. In the fifth stage individuals comprehend that moral values and principles may not only uphold and undergird the law but may even transcend them. Whilst at stage six the highest of all the stages, Kohlberg theorises that people develop a moral stance that encompasses universal human rights and are willing if faced with a conflict between their conscience and the law to follow their conscience even if it is at personal risk to themselves. It is thought only a small minority of individuals develop postconventional moral reasoning. Stage six has now been removed from the Kohlberg moral judgement theory but is still considered to be of importance to moral development. (Santrock,2014.) 

        From a very young age and whilst still only in early years of development children can already recognise and demonstrate certain forms of judgement and justify actions within their own social environment. Domain theory and its application is a socio-cultural approach to explain the development of morality from childhood, it falls into three areas. (Lorenco,2014). It suggests children have the ability and capacity to recognise, integrate, and make judgements in and between the differing domains or areas of morality, social convention and personal choice. It proposes that in the Moral domain children are able construct judgements through their experiences, and form an understanding of justice, and the importance of preserving people’s welfare, and rights. This often incorporates the development and use of emotions, such as sympathy and affection, and even empathy. The theory suggests children can differentiate these values from those found in the Social convention domain which dictates expectations of social interaction and conventions. These are the conventions of our own culture, such as what is expected to mean being polite, knowing when and where to saying please and thank you, or the correct way to address each other depending on status. Finally, in the Personal domain children also progress in understanding matters pertaining purely to personal freedom of choice. This may be personal preference on how we choose to style our hair, who we befriend, or what leisure activities we choose to participate in. (Berk,2013).

        Moral development in this socio-cultural approach emphasizes a clear distinction in the formation of judgements made between the moral, conventional, and personal domains, which in turn all follow their own separate paths of development. The work of Elliot Turiel proposes that children interpret the society in which they live and then develop their morality as they grow and increase their understanding of the social practices of their community along with its conventions. They are then able to categorise how they judge a situation as it relates to certain behaviours. This suggest reasoning requires the separation of thinking and reasoning, but this is not so. Rather Turiel suggests that by separating the domains into different areas of understanding we are then able to construct our understanding of the interaction and relation of what we think and do in context to our individual culture. This affirms his theory that social and moral development grows and evolves through children’s interaction with their social environment. However, although moral rules are universal social convention is often not, and not everyone will confirm to the same morality (Turiel,1983). Judith Smetana, describes how moral development through the approach of the social domain theory presents morality as the perception by an individual, governed by the view of their welfare, their rights and their idea of what constitutes judgement. These can then be observed as a clear distinct system or defined area of social knowledge that has evolved independently from notions of social customs or personal matters. It is derived therefore through judgement influenced by children’s differing and unique experiences and social relationships. (Smetana, 2013)

        At the time of its publication and in the following years there was much criticism for Turiel’s interpretation of domain theory in the development of morality in children. His book The development of social knowledge: morality and convention, published in 1983, was criticised for its lack of empirical testing and insufficient explanation as to how and why children are able to make complicated moral judgements, leading to the suggestion of it being a theory still developing, (Glassman & Kan 1995). However, based on later studies Turiel and supporters of his theory present significant evidence that the moral thinking of young children is far more sophisticated than had been previously believed. (Smetana ,2013)
 
        Kohlberg claimed his theory of levels and stages were universal however, an extensive longitudinal study did not uphold this theory, one finding being that individuals use of stages one and two decreased with age, other discrepancies in his stage theory were also identified, (Colby & others,1983 as cited in Santrock,2014). Kohlberg’s has also been criticized for over emphasising moral thought as opposed to moral behaviour, as a person may endorse and even proclaim moral virtues whilst still engaging in immoral behaviour. Carol Gilligan raised yet another significant criticism of this study, she argued the study was gender biased, as it was conducted on males only. This resulted in Kohlberg’s study presenting a male morality with justice at its centre whereas Gilligan favoured a care perspective,(Santrock,2014) 

        When considering the question of children’s understanding of morality, the works of Kohlberg’s and Turiel would seem to be two very different schools of thought, with a great deal of empirical evidence published to support both theories. Kohlberg’s theory considers children to be heteronomous in their moral reasoning and understanding or fear and obedience. Advocates of domain theory such as Turiel, Smetana, and Killen however advocate the judgement of children as young as five, on the issues of obedience and authority, exceeds heteronomous borders. concluding that as such there is no pre-moral stage only moral, and in empirical studies to test this hypotheses Turiel and his fellow advocates of domain theory conclude children can judge moral, if not conventional behaviours. (Lourenco, 2003).This then casts doubt on the validity of Kohlberg’s theory. Many replicated studies have been undertaken on domain theory, but few of these have been critical and a disparity remains. how one set of findings universal moral judgements was found to arise in only a few adults. It has been suggested Domain theorists have misinterpreted Kohlberg’s use of the term moral competence. A study undertaken to explore the disparity between Kohlberg’s theory of moral development and Turiel’s was conducted on a group of young children aged 6-8 and a group of young adults, recording their judgement and justifications on lying and stealing. The results revealed that what Turiel had considered to be sophisticated moral knowledge and understanding in early childhood was only an early precursor to morality, and judgement of justice rights and welfare tended not appear until late adolescence or young adulthood. (Lourenco, 2003). 

        Despite the dispute between Lawrence Kohlberg and Elliot Turiel concerning children’s moral judgements and how they develop, Elliot Turiel acknowledged Kohlberg’s work as being a huge influence on research into moral development, persuading researchers to consider morality as an important area of peoples thinking and their relationship to each other and social systems. His writings have been influential in removing psychological study of morality away from the narrow constraints of psychological analyses and psychodynamic processes. Kohlberg’s research and publication on the three-layer, six stages theory was innovative and of significant importance placing the study of morality into a developmental context. (Turiel, 2008)

[bookmark: _GoBack]        The cognitive theory of Lawrence Kohlberg and the socio-cultural Domain theory as presented by Elliot Turiel have introduced differing explanations for the development of morality in children. Both were innovative and ground breaking and have been continued to be researched and revised over the past decades. Significantly as acknowledged by Elliot Turiel the development of the cognitive approach introduced firstly by Piaget and underpinning the work of Kohlberg’s three level six stage theory of morality and how it occurs in children achieved several things. His research raised the subject of morality to be considered seriously, and as an independent area of research and development. Thus, transforming opinions on justice and judgement. It also freed the whole issue from the confines of strict psychological analyses, biological determinism and psychodynamic processes, now presenting the topic as a developmental process. Although Turiel followed with a socio-cultural approach both uphold to the theory that morality is developmental. From the evidence we have seen further studies will further progress and embed our understanding of both these approaches. 
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