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“With reference to appropriate psychological evidence and theory, discuss children’s cognitive development”. 


The term ‘development’ refers to the pattern of change beginning at conception through a child’s life span and can take place in different domains, for example; biological, social, emotional and cognition (Keenan & Evans, 2009). For some, the idea of development only happens when a change leads to a qualitative reorganisation in a behaviour, skill or structural ability (Crain, 2000). Psychologists from the twentieth-century have had a big impact on the study of a child’s development and have created the foundation for the current field of developmental psychology (Keenan & Evans, 2009). This essay will discuss a child’s development, with specific reference to a child’s cognitive development and the theories that have shaped the views of cognitive development.
Cognition is a term referring to every mental activity or process a person engages in from thoughts to thinking that enables the acquiring of and dealing with knowledge (Taylor, 2005; Keenan & Evans, 2009). A person’s cognitive development and the way in which they think alters with age. For a human, cognition is seen as flexible and develops from environmental experiences and due to the fact that everyone has individual experiences their developmental pattern will be different (Taylor, 2005). Understanding cognitive development, and that of a child, allows the development of teaching so that development can be maximised. This essay will focus on children’s cognitive development and in particular the work of Piaget and Vygotsky. 
Highly influenced by the work of Binet, Jean Piaget followed and observed children in natural settings to build the foundation for his own cognitive developmental theory. With the use of small-scale experiments, open dialogue and observations, Piaget suggested that there is a progression through stages of a child’s cognition and thinking. These four stages he called the sensori-motor stage, the pre-operational stage, the concrete operational stage and the formal operational stage and was very clear that they followed this order (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). With each stage, there is no line of division from the next and intellectual development is seen as a continuous process. This essay will now define Piaget’s four stages in his developmental theory, as previously stated the stages follow a particular order but the ages that they can be achieved vary from child to child (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). 
The sensori-motor stage begins from birth to roughly two years, it focuses on the immediate sensory and motor experiences. Piaget observed his own children for this stage and divided it into six sub-stages: reflex activity, primary circular reactions, secondary circular reactions, coordination of secondary circular reactions, tertiary circular reactions and internal representations (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). Researchers have further looked into this first stage of Piaget’s theory and found that while they agree, Piaget may have underestimated children’s cognitive ability. Bower (1982) found that children developed the idea of object permanence a lot earlier than first suggested by Piaget, thus disproving his hypothesis that ‘young children did not have an appreciation of objects if they were out of sight’ (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003, p.397). 
The pre-operational stage is split into two sub-stages: the pre-conceptual period, which is from two to four years and the intuitive period, which is from four to seven years. The sensori-motor stage develops the capacity for symbolic and internal thought is built upon in the pre-conceptual period. Piaget’s view was that a child’s language increased rapidly and this is a result of the development of symbolic thought. Even though there is this rapid increase in language development, during the pre-operational stage the child is still self-centred or egocentric, that the world revolves around them. The intuitive period begins around four years of age with a further change in thought. Piaget believes that a pre-operational child is unable to cope with certain tasks and conversations as they can be lacking the logical thought processes to be able to apply principles like, for example, compensation. Other researchers have come to the conclusion that this lack of success could be down to other factors that aren’t associated with logical factors (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). Donaldson (1978) argued that there was another reason as to the poor performance of conversation tasks carried out by young children. He believed that children viewed the world by creating hypotheses that helped them foresee events in the future using past experiences. Using a conservation experiment, the experimenter is able to ask the child if the number of sweets in both rows are the same. The experimenter then goes on to change one row emphasising that it has already been altered. According to Donaldson, it is reasonable for the child to believe that the change in the number of sweets in one row and the question asked about the number of sweets is linked (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003).
The concrete operational stage is from seven to twelve years and is when the thinking processes of the child change again, developing new strategies that are only applied to immediate and present objects. For children thinking becomes more flexible as they no longer focus on only one area of a problem, all areas of the task are considered at the same time. As well as flexible thinking, there is also another change in the ability to classify and order, and to understand class inclusion. The child is able to consider areas of a situation at the same time meaning the child can take part in a perspective task successfully. There are limitations to the concrete operational stage as children depend on their immediate environment and struggle with abstract ideas, Piaget believe that abstract reasoning develops in the formal operational stage (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). Research has been carried on the concrete operational stage that confirms Piaget’s observations. Tomlinson-Keasey (1978) found that conservation of volume, number and weight are developed in the order Piaget stated. Although some have found that children can have more advanced reasoning than others, for example Jahoda (1983) nine-year olds in Zimbabwe had more advanced understanding of the principles of economics than British nine-year olds. The children in Zimbabwe showed more understanding of profit and loss, mastering and understanding trading strategies. 
Finally, the final stage in Piaget’s Developmental theory is the formal developmental stage. The formal operational stage takes place between eleven and twelve years and this is where children develop hypothetical reasoning. Children are also able to solve problems considering all possible answers systematically. These claims have been argued by more recent research. Researchers found that formal operational thinking achievement is more haphazard and gradual than Piaget first thought, that the nature of the task could become dependent as it is limited to different areas (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2003). 
Following on from Piaget, Lev Vygotsky developed a sociocultural theory of cognitive development. Vygotsky believed that children were actively exploring the world, that they used reality to test the ideas they had to try and expand their knowledge. Vygotsky had the belief that the social environment actively helped in a child’s development, moulding the child’s growth of knowledge adapting to the wider culture as they grow up. There are three themes to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of development; that development relies on ‘genetic analysis’, the zone of proximal development and language and play (Keenan & Evans, 2003).
The view that development relies on ‘genetic analysis’ can be misleading. Vygotsky uses the word ‘genetic’, not in the biological sense of the work but in the developmental sense. That understanding mental processes was only possible through examining the origins and transformation that process goes through its immature to its mature form (Wertsch, 1991). 
Vygotsky believed that parent and child interactions led to development intellectually, he called this the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development is where interactions between experienced and less experienced member of society (parent and child) can lead to development (Vygotsky, 1978). Following on from the zone of proximal development, researchers found while closely looking at the processes involved developed the term scaffolding (Bruner, 1983; Wood et al., 1976). A process of interactivity, scaffolding is where adults adjust the support that they give a child, whether that be the amount or they type which leads the child to master the skill they have been taught. Sensitivity to development levels is key to effective scaffolding (Rogoff, 1998; Wood & Middleton, 1975). Berk & Spuhl (1995) have showed that when the parent is more effective with scaffolding the child’s behaviour during a problem-solving task, the child is far more likely to be successful on their own similar task. 
Vygotsky had the idea that development gains from society to the individual, the evidence for this was a child’s speech to themselves. That this was a regulation of their own behaviour (Vygotsky, 1986). With language, a child is able to be reflective of their behaviour and show that their thought takes the form of organised dialogues with others. As the child begins to find a cognitive task easier the dialogues become internalised and the child’s speech to themselves decreases, this became known as private speech (Keenan & Evans, 2003; Berk, 2003). Like Piaget, Vygotsky (1978) noticed that young children had the tendency to participate in pretend play. This pretend play seemed to take place at a level beyond their developmental stage and the stage in life. Children would take on the parental role or the role of a doctor as opposed to the role of a child, this meant that the children placed themselves in a zone of proximal development when performing pretend play (Keenan & Evans, 2003). 
From Vygotsky’s theory, education has been greatly impacted due to his stress of the importance of social interactions with others at a more experienced level to drive learning. He also believed that education was crucial to a child’s cognitive development not just for refining cognitive structures that had already been learned (Keenan & Evans, 2003). Wood, Wood & Middleton (1978) carried out an experiment looking into parent and child interactions as well as experimenter and child interactions to see how the interactions influenced performance. Using ‘contingent approach’ they were able to see how the children would performing the tasks after their parent have given them the instructions. From this Wood et al. found that the children that were taught using the ‘contingent approach’ were more active and could perform the majority of the task alone after being given instructions from their parents. 
In conclusion, this essay has looked at a child’s cognitive development exploring theories by Piaget and Vygotsky, supported by empirical research and studies. The importance of how cognitive development takes place and how the child is cognitively developing has been explained by looking into interactions and the impact of the theory on education. These developmental theories by Piaget and Vygotsky carry individual importance when looking at a child’s cognitive development and are both being used in the classroom today.
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