Cognitive Explanations for Moral Development 
When talking about moral development, we refer to a developmental process in which a person’s behaviours, actions and views are formed as we experience life.  With these changes in behaviour and attitudes comes an understanding of right from wrong at an early age as well as the ability to reason, follow and understand rules and make critical decisions.  Many researchers agree that childhood and adolescence is a key part of our cognitive moral development as this is the stage in which memory skills, processing of information and perceptions of the world around us become more efficient (Oakley, 2004).  This essay will compile and compare a number of studies regarding cognitive moral development explanations in children including theories from leading cognitive development contributors such as Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan and identify how they contribute to our understanding of moral development. 
Jean Piaget’s theory rests on an infant’s innate cognitive ability to learn through activities, this is known as ‘Schema’. An example of early Schema would be an infant’s natural inclination to suck and feed from a breast in order to grow.  Following the innate schema are three distinct principles key to Piaget’s theory, these being Assimilation (new experiences and information are placed into existing schemas), accommodation (New information creates new Schemas and update old ones that cannot explain new encounters e.g., not all things in the sky are birds) and Equilibrium (the child actively seeks out new experiences and schemas to create the bigger picture of a logical world) (Oakley, 2004).
Prior to Piaget’s theory, the main views on a child’s cognition were that a child’s mind is simply an early version of that of an adult, only with less experiences that make it less efficient, in much the same way that a child’s body is the same as that of an adult, only with less growth (Sutherland, 1992). Piaget proposed that a child’s cognition was more than this.  Piaget put fourth four main stages of cognitive development that can be used to explain how a child would develop the morals they would one day poses as an adult.  The earliest stage in this development takes place between 0 – 2yrs, at this age an infant begins to learn from its environment using basic reflexes known as Elementary Acts, by pushing and moving objects with their hands and legs, they child interacts with their environment and begins to learn. At ages 2 – 7 comes the pre-operational period, by this time an infant begins to think with more logic and can understand things from other perspectives.  Ages 7 – 11 brings stage 3, Concrete Operations, this is where moral developments really begin to break through, prior to this age, Piaget found that a child’s morality and actions are only done according to consequences, it was only into the Concrete Operations stage where a child would question intentions in regard to if an act was ‘moral’ or ‘immoral’, at this age a child will become aware that their thoughts are their own and that other people may not share their views and opinions, as we can see the child is now beginning to develop a sense of ‘self’ and will soon develop the morals and ideas that make them unique (Boyle, 1976).  For Piaget, the final stage of development is known as the Formal Operations stage, this comes from ages 12<, at this stage Piaget believes that the child would be adept at reasoning, and believed this to be the ultimate form of cognition (Choen, 1983).  By looking at how Piaget pitched these developmental stages we can see how is research is relevant to moral development and how a child’s understanding and perception of rules changes, 
Piaget’s conclusions state that children begin by understanding rules as obligatory and must be obeyed due to them being set out by authority figures (parents, teachers, etc), however as the child matures with experiences and social interactions, they begin to understand that rules may not be concrete and begin to behave according to their inner moral judgement rather than simply following rules created by society (Kay, 1970). As stated, this usually come at the ages of 12 and above which some may perceive as teenagers being troublesome however this is simply these teenagers first steps into autonomous, moral biased thinking which will continue and mature into adulthood. 
In 1984, Lawrence Kohlberg published his cognitive developmental model of morality that acted as a revision of Piaget’s 1932 model that was previously discussed.  Kohlberg developed his model based off research he conducted with children where he presented them with a grim moral dilemma for them to ponder and give answers with reasoning, the dilemma is as follows, 
Heinz’ wife falls ill and is expected to die, however a doctor in the same town has recently discovered a drug treatment that could potentially save her life.  The doctor claims that the drug costs $200 to produce but is charging $2000 for one dose.  Heinz tries every way he can to gather enough money to afford the treatment but is only able to accumulate $1000. Heinz bargains with the druggist to sell the treatment cheaper however the druggist refuses claiming that he only intends to make money from his new drug and turns Heinz away.  Now desperate, Heinz breaks into the doctor’s laboratory and steals the treatment for his wife. (Kohlberg, 1981)
The moral dilemma here is clear.  Rules set out by society state that we should not steal, however many people may disregard this rule in order to save their loved ones making it, in their eyes, the lesser of two evils.  Kohlberg presented this, as well as several other similar dilemmas to children of a variety of ages and used their responses to determine the children’s morality, ethics.  Kohlberg concluded that Morals are developed across three levels, each with their own two distinct stages.  Younger Children (13>) are on the pre-conventional level, ages 13 – 16 are known as the conventional level and 16 – 20 is known as post conventional or principled level.  Level 1’s stages are biased on the principle that rules are followed in order to prevent punishment from authority figures, while some though is given to others as the child approaches 13, they are primarily self-interested and self-preservative.  Level 2 brings noticeable advancements in cognition as the children now judge actions of other as right or wrong in relation to social acceptance however the children also begin to consider other points of views and intent behind actions. (In the case of Heinz, Heinz intended well by trying to save his wife, even though is actions may be considered wrong by other people’s standards).   Level 3 occurs as we approach adulthood and brings forth the recognition that what is morally right and legal/social views might often clash, by now a person would have developed their own ethical principles and make decisions biased off these but will still act in accordance with laws and human rights unless put in extreme situations (Birch, 1997). 
Kohlberg believed that every individual goes though these stages in the order that he set out, as did Piaget with his own theory.  We can see clear similarities between both models as both break down development into distinct stages, although there are some discrepancies of when children develop certain cognitive skills, both men ultimately agreed that morality begins with obeying authority figures whether this be through fear of punishment or an innate schema.  A person’s moral judgement will then mature over time until their morals reflect common societal decency such rights, respect and understanding of the law, allowing for small variations between individuals biased off personal experiences (Barnet & Barnet, 1999).     
Another popular theory within cognitive development is that of Lev Vygotsky, Vygotsky took a different stance to Piaget and Kohlberg when looking at early cognitive development as Vygotsky took a more sociocultural approach and emphasised that a child’s development is biased more around interactions they have with mentors such as parents and teachers and the problem-solving tasks they work through with adult guidance which he refers to as the zone of proximal development (Miller, 2016). Vygotsky believes that children are naturally curious and observant of all they encounter, particularly during early development. A child’s penchant of asking numerous questions to their elders is their effort to make sense of the world around them, guardians of these children will also likely encourage development by providing challenges and assistance where necessary, however, the actions the children imitate as well as what answers are given to their continuous questioning will also come from the mentors own perceptions and experiences gained from growing up themselves in any given culture which will lead to the children developing morals or any other behaviour biased of their sociocultural environment (Berger, 2017).  We can see how Vygotsky could conclude that cognitive development, as well as the development of morals, stems from external interactions.  While Piaget also touched upon this it is it is Vygotsky who recognised that children learn through play and support with peers and mentors giving them a greater link between development and sociocultural aspects. 
The final viewpoint on moral development I feel it is important to cover is that of Carol Gilligan, Gilligan stands in clear opposition to Kohlberg’s theory stating that is shows clear gender bias as his work and data was collected exclusive by and from males and any previous theories, such as the ones covered so far, were all also devised by educated white males.  The reason for this is believed that the complexities behind how females develop their morals simply would not fit neatly into the male models that had already been established (Muuss, 1988).  It is due to this that Gilligan focuses her theory more around Sex differences rather than Age differences.
A central point in Gilligan’s work is the claim that when it comes to decisions that require a moral judgement, males and females will differ in that males will typically make judgements favouring justice and rights and females will typically make decisions biased on a level of care when presented with an open-ended moral dilemma (Gibbs, 2013).  Gilligan’s study on views behind abortion highlights the differences between views of justice and care quite neatly, Gilligan concluded that men make difficult decisions biased of “right” or “wrong” (even though this may differ from man to man) and always strive to make the right decision,  they will also think rationally,  impersonally and will make the decision biased of quantifiable factors such as having enough income to care for a child or the stability of a relationship, all of which will factor into the decision if it is “right” to bring a child into that situation, and any emotional fallout of this decision will become a later issue making the decision objective and the emotional ramifications more subjective (Seidler, 1993).  Counter this with the female’s perspective of greater care and acknowledging their interactions with others around them such as those in their lives would take what responsibility over the birth of a child and would affect everyone involved, females recognise that just because the decision to abort a child may be “right” or even “moral” does not make it irrational to feel emotion to the event after as regardless of the outcome of the decision, its effects will still be felt by those still around her which may influencer her decision (Blum, 1988).  
The above individuals and their respective theories make it clear that, despite certain similarities, there has never been one complete and comprehensive definition behind a subject as complex and often subjective as moral development.  What might make sense to Piaget and Kohlberg may not even remotely reflect the experiences that formed Carol Gilligan’s upbringing and character.  It may be unfair to judge Piaget, Kohlberg and Vygotsky’s work based off their own educated, white, male, Marxist/ constructivist viewpoints considering each of these men underwent their own cognitive developmental stages to make them who they were.  Some may even argue that their male centric investigations are a strength as it gives us one of the better possible explanations for that demographic and that females would be deserving of their own investigations and theories. I think it’s fair to say that each explanation covered in this essay cannot explain moral development individually, rather each contributing bits and pieces to our greater understanding of this broad topic, benefited by Gilligan’s sex-based views, Piaget’s cognitive explanation and Vygotsky Socio-cultural explanation.  I find that each theorist covered all (mostly) agree that our moral development comes from our interactions with our environment, and the fact that all individuals from different cultures and backgrounds can have such differing experiences in their formative years that can lead to different characters and moral outlooks leads me to conclude that one simple, fit all explanation behind moral development may not exist, rather each individuals morals and values are the culmination of an entirely unique set of developmental circumstances, some so unique that they may not even fit into any sex based,  sociocultural or cognitive scientific model, although these may be good places to start.  
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