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Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development

[bookmark: _GoBack]It was once thought that infants lacked the capability to think or form complex ideas having no cognition until they had developed linguistically. However, we are now aware that there is in fact intricate active learning taking place instantaneously from birth, where the infant is aware and processing information from their surroundings developing their thinking and perception skills (Gauvain, 2005). Cognitive development can be explained as the development of thought processes from infancy involving how the person perceives and understands the world through skills such as decision making, mental imagery, reasoning, memory and problem solving (Turner, 1977). Many believe cognitive development is the combination of both genetic and learnt influences, this essay will concentrate on the two cognitive development theories of Piaget and Vygotsky, comparing and contrasting both theories thoughts and explanations of cognitive development from the time we are born to adolescence including the supporting evidence and the criticisms of both theories. 

Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget had previously worked at Alfred Binets lab studying the way that children reasoned which later influenced his interest and work into child development resulting in his theory of cognitive development in (Ghazi et al., 2014).  Piaget constructionist’s theory proposes that individuals construct their knowledge independently, he explains that cognitive development arises through the interactions and cognitive conflicts of innate capacities with environmental occurrences and progresses through a series of non-historical hierarchical, qualitatively different stages (Gross, 2005). The cognitive conflict promotes an imbalance, forcing the emergence equilibrium and the formation of new assimilations which result in natural organisation (Alves, 2014). 

The three main components of Piaget’s theory include; Schemas, Adaption process and the Four stages of cognitive development. Schemas are used as basic building blocks, Piaget describes them as mental structures which organise past experiences and provide a way of understanding future experiences (Gross, 2005). The adaption process enables the child to move from one stage to another through assimilation, accommodation and equilibration. Lastly, the four stages of Piaget’s theory which also consist of their own milestones within each stage are; Sensorimotor 0-2 years one of the aspects within this stage that Piaget tested was object permanence, he conducted a study called the blanket and ball (1969) which found that infants who are around eight months old are capable to form mental representations of objects in their minds (Gross, 2010). This study was critiqued by Baillargeon who found that infants who were five months old were capable of object permanence, an age that Piaget expressed that comprehension is beyond them (Baillargeon, Spelk and Wasserman, 1985). Pre-operational 2-7 years children participate in symbolic play and are habitually egocentric, concrete operational 7-11 years children are now mature enough and able to form logical thoughts, a milestone within this stage is that of conservation and reversibility. Piaget conducted conservation tasks to test children’s ability to grasp the concept of length, mass, volumes and numbers. He found that there were developmental inconsistencies which he termed ‘horizontal decolage’ (Gross, 2010) he also found that around the age of seven children could conserve numbers. However, Rose and Blanks replicate of Piaget’s study on liquid redistribution found that children as young as six were successful (Rose and Blank, 1974), demonstrating that children can conserve younger than Piaget stated. Finally, the last stage Formal operational 11+ children are capable of abstract thoughts and systematic reasoning (Von Stumm and Ackerman, 2014). Piaget’s theory proposes that children construct their own knowledge from interactions with the environment and interpreting information of their surroundings. 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development comprises of various weaknesses. He is critiqued for underestimating children’s abilities, by using over complicated tasks and confusing abstract terms leading to obscure results (Siegel, 1993).  e.g.  three-mountain study testing egocentrism. Whereas, other studies suggest that children are able and more successful at simpler forms of tasks and clearer instructions which require using the same skill level as Piaget’s study (Gross, 2010). Behaviourists argue against Piaget’s schema theory, that it cannot be objectively measured as the schemas are innate so cannot be directly observed (Youniss and Furth, 1973). Another weakness of Piaget’s theory is thought to be his use of unscientific methods, such as his sample being too small, only on European children and families of high socio-economic backgrounds, there generalising data is questionable (Gross, 2010). He is also accused of overlooking cultural and social group effects. 

Unlike only child Piaget, Russian Lev Vygotsky who was influenced by the work of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels and by Darwin’s evolutionary theory was one of eight children and grew up in a culture that valued the importance of social groups (Meggitt, 2012). His work was translated in to English in 1962 taking a strong sociocultural perspective, Vygotsky’s theory like Piaget’s is also one of constructivism (Wertsch, 1980). However, unlike Piaget’s theory Vygotsky’s takes a historical and cultural stand point, emphasizing the importance of society and culture for promoting cognitive development. Whereas Piaget’s has four set stages Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development has no stages but focuses on a collaborative process of the three major themes; Social interactions, the more knowledgeable other (MKO) (where children can perform more challenging tasks and activates when assisted by a more advanced and competent individual such as a parent/ teacher/ peer/ coach and computer/ tablet) (Gross, 2010). Then lastly, the Zone of proximal development (ZPD) which is the scope of tasks a child is able to complete with the assistance and guide of other individuals but is still unable to accomplish independently. Once the child has become more capable and confident a steady extraction of help with ‘scaffolding’ is a significant phase (Vygotsky et al., 1979). Supporting Vygotsky’s (ZPD) Freund conducted a study to test Vygotsky’s (ZPD) and found that directed learning within the (ZPD) from a parent resulted in the child performing better than the child working on their own (Freund, 1990). 

Vygotsky states “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people inter-psychological and then inside the child intra-psychological” (Vygotsky, 1978) explaining that higher mental processes are first developed through the interactions between children and other people, the child then internalizes the processes. He also explains there is two levels of development, the first is actual development and the second is potential development (Gross, 2010). Although Vygotsky’s theory gives great insight to cognitive development, much of his work is unfinished due to his death in 1934 at the age of thirty-seven, leaving some of his thoughts and theory unexplained and unable to respond to his criticisms (Wertsch, 1980).  

Likewise, to Piaget’s theory being subjected to criticisms, Vygotsky theory is questioned on his concept on zone of proximal development, arising the issue of how to measure a child’s ZPD with no metric scale existing (Wertsch and Tulviste, 1992). In addition, Vygotsky is criticized for not addressing the cognitive processes and levels that play a part in cognitive development and putting too much emphasis on the cultural and social processes (Shayner, 2003).

Comparing and contrasting Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories against each other consists of a variety of similarities and differences. The most apparent similarity is that Piaget and Vygotsky theories are both developmental approaches (Alves, 2014) expressing the importance of learning and the prevalence of the processes involved with development, not the external outcomes or exterior manifestations, however, they differ in that Piaget says that learning takes place after development which contrasts with Vygotsky’s view that learning is prior to development (Duncan,1995). 

Along with both theorists sharing a dialectical approach on reasoning, they also
agree that development begins at birth, increases in childhood then decreases with age, although Piaget explains cognitive development ends at adolescence, whereas, Vygotsky insists that cognitive development continues until death (Flavell, Miller and Miller, 2002). In contrast to Piaget recent research into neuroscience using MRI scans on the brain of 103 individuals has found that the frontal lobe which is responsible for complex cognitive tasks continues to develop past adolescence (Lebel and Beaulieu, 2011). 

Another difference of the theorists involves Piaget proposes that cognitive development is universal, but Vygotsky argues it varies across cultures. (Dasen, 1994) found Aborigine children develop later in some of Piaget’s stages and faster in others compared with the European children according to their cultural values and skills required to survive (Gross, 2010) demonstrating Vygotsky’s across culture theory appropriate.  

Both Piaget’s and Vygotsky put a significance on the role of language and speech but differ in that Piaget suggests it only plays a minimal role in development and that egocentric speech becomes social speech while Vygotsky says language and speech has a power role and that social speech is what becomes a child’s inner speech (Shayer, 2003). In addition, while Vygotsky states that education is a central part of development and helps children by promoting learning processes through exchanges between peers and teachers to learn the tools and skills of the culture Piaget’s thoughts were that education simply refines the child’s cognitive skills that have earlier emerged (Alves, 2014), 

In conclusion, it is evident that both Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s theories have their weaknesses and critiques. However, there is no doubt that they have both shaped and immensely contributed to our understanding of cognitive development, psychological processes along with providing a framework and understanding the education of young children by providing explanations for children’s cognitive learning styles and abilities today. Both theorists have similarities and differences the central difference being Piaget’s theory concentrates on the individuals constructing their knowledge independently and explains cognitive development develops through Schemas, Adaption process and his four stages of; Sensorimotor, Pre-operational, Concrete operational and lastly Formal operational, which he states in contrast to Vygotsky and Dasens study are all universal. Whereas, Vygotsky’s theory focuses mainly on the sociocultural influences of parents, teachers, peers playing the key role in cognitive development. Vygotsky’s theory involves three components of Social interactions, the more knowledgeable other (MKO) and the Zone of proximal development which is supported with previous studies. Although Vygotsky puts an over emphasised role on the socio-cultural factors, Piaget’s also recognises that learning and cognitive development are influenced by the environment. Both theorists agree that teachers are facilitators and guides however, Piaget explains that they provide support for the children to explore their surroundings and discover knowledge for themselves. Whereas, Vygotsky says that teachers and peers establish a range of opportunities and provide children with the appropriate cultural tools and skills.

Further research is recommended to investigate a more deeper understanding of individual differences. Children learn and develop differently, taking this into consideration, teaching methods and materials that are flexible and adaptive best suited to the students could perhaps be more effective than standard and general teaching methods, maximizing their learning and helping to reach their highest potential. Teachers should play an active part in shaping children’s cognitive development. More peer and group learning activities would allow the students to support one another. Also, the concept of scaffolding could be used in classrooms offering useful problem solving skills and strategies.
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