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Compare and contrast Piaget and Vygotsky's theories of cognitive development

Human cognitive development has received an extensive amount or research, inspired mainly by the two theories proposed by Jean Piaget (1896-1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934). Cognitive development explores how an individual’s brain can develop specific cognitive functions throughout their lives; enabling them to complete crucial tasks such as developing speech, problem solving abilities and independent thought processing capabilities.
Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was a Swiss psychologist, who became the first to develop the most influential theory of cognitive development in Europe. His work was recognised for providing a framework of learning, as a result of identifying key aspects of children’s cognitive development.
Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) was a Russian psychologist, who constructed his theory of cognitive development whilst Piaget was developing his. Despite this, the two psychologists were never aware of neither of each other’s work, due to the lack of engagement between Russia and the outside world. As a result of the cultural and political views in Russia, Vygotsky’s work was censored for many years, in the fear that it would allow others to challenge the ideas they have always known (Orlando, 2012). 
The aim of this essay is to compare and contrast aspects of Piaget and Vygotsky's theories of cognitive development; exploring the links that each theory has contributed to present day practices and implications on the educational system. As well as, identifying the key characteristics that have made these theories so poignant in both their time and present day.  
Vygotsky claimed that social support and the role of the language are the most important influencing factors of cognitive development. He believed that humans were products of their environment. Whereas, Piaget's theory of cognitive development emphasised the importance of being biologically ready. 


Piaget's theory of cognitive development is based heavily on biological influences such as genetics and maturation. The brain biologically matures as an individual develops throughout different life stages, the development of certain parts of the brain and neurotransmitters become responsible for the individual's abilities to conduct specific tasks (Bregant, 2013). 
Based on this theory of stages, Piaget believed that there were 4 stages to cognitive development and that a child could only progress to the next level upon completion of the previous stage. The sensory motor stage (0-2yrs) is the first form of cognitive development that a child will display; during this stage a child will begin to identify themselves as a living being and develop an understanding of object permanence. Pre-operational stage (2-7yrs) is the second stage where a child is likely to develop egocentrism and centration, this means they are likely to display selfish behaviours and focus on one thing at a time only. By the concrete operational stage (7-11yrs) a child should have developed decentration, where they have developed an understanding of empathy and sympathy for others. Formal operational (11yrs+) is the final stage in which the child has reached full cognitive development and from here will be able to apply idealistic abstract thought. In order to test these stages, Piaget conducted studies exploring the ideas presented. 
Piaget conducted many of his own studies, one of which was the conservation study where he wanted to identify whether a child can recognise the difference in external appearances of an object, despite having the same value. Piaget presented different beakers and asked children whether there would be more or less water in it, when in reality it would be the same amount of water. He concluded that children need to understand the concept of reversibility in order to practically apply conservation knowledge (Oakley, 2004).
Miller (2002) supported Piaget's work and claimed that there were four key strengths of his theory; she claimed that Piaget's work identified 'recognition of the central role of cognition'. This suggested that Piaget had changed the focus of 'what children do' to 'how children think and why they do it'. Miller (2002) also suggested that Piaget's theory provided a rich description of an under looked phenomena, during his time of practice. Piaget's theory also allows a wide scope for further theory and research to be developed and conducted; Miller's fourth appraisal was that the studies had ecological validity and the tasks were applicable to events in the life world. However, it has been argued that Piaget’s studies did lacked ecological validity because although the intention behind the studies was relevant to encounters in everyday life, the way in which they were conducted was not. Lourenco and Machado (1996) reviewed several critical analyses of Piaget’s methods when conducting his studies, they found that many felt the experiments were too controlled.
Miller’s third and fourth appraisal of Piaget’s theory, can also be applied to Vygotsky’s theory because he too has provided many resources that would allow others to carry out further research into his theory. Another strength that coincides with Piaget’s theory, is that the study observations carried out by Vygotsky were conducted in a naturalistic environment. Although a similarly between both psychologists’ was that they favoured practical studies rather than mental tests, they cared to understand the quality of cognitive abilities rather than the quantity of intelligence. Knowing the IQ of an individual does not assess what processes are at the centre of cognitive performance (Lourenco, 2012).
Vygotsky's theory of cognitive development was heavily based on social influences, he believed that individuals learn through the role of others. In contrast to Piaget, Vygotsky did not construct any stages of cognitive development, although he did develop five core principles that enable cognitive development. He believed that ‘psychology is the science of the historical human being; that there are three distinct mediators, language and signs, individual acts and interpersonal relationships; specific functions existed that emerged from social reality; a fundamental unity exists between the body and mind; and that higher psychological processes originate in social action.’ (Alves, 2014). Vygotsky believed that cognitive development held no boundaries and that learning was flexible; whereas in contrast, Piaget’s stages of development were limited. These views would have been sourced from the origin of the perspectives each psychologist had chosen; for example, Piaget strongly believed in biological genetic factors which once developed rarely change. While on the other hand, the social interactionist perspective for Vygotsky, promotes change and the need to adapt just like the surrounding environment.


The origins of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are quite contrasting, they identify the role of both biological and social influences in both of their own studies. However, both psychologists had their preferred perspective for their individual theories. Piaget strongly believed in biological maturation, which would place his theory on the nature side of the nature versus nurture debate. The nature perspective supports Piaget’s theory because it claims that individuals are born with innate predispositions, which enable survival and progression into a “better” generation of species. On the other hand and in contrast to this, Vygotsky’s theory is strongly supported by the nurture perspective, because it provides evidence that suggests cognitive knowledge is obtained through learned behaviours. 


Piaget believed that humans were born with an innate set of mechanisms that help to enable the stages of cognitive development. These include schemas, which are internal templates that humans can imprint their understandings of the world and processes. For example, when a baby is born it will already have an innate schema for the feeding process. A baby will suckle but as the baby grows and develops teeth this schema will adapt to include the chewing process (Oakley, 2004).
Organisation and adaptation are the two main mechanisms that encompasses assimilation, accommodation and equilibration. These mechanisms provide the desire and motivation to learn, the ability to store new information and re-write existing schemas and learned processes. Alves (2014) suggested that Vygotsky’s theory of assimilation of new information does not require a stage of development but it itself the development of intelligence; unlike Piaget who believed that assimilation could only be obtained once a stage of development had been completed. 
Much like Piaget, Vygotsky also believed that individuals had a set of mechanisms that enabled cognitive development through different life stages. These included having an awareness of a personal zone of proximal development and language acquisition. Language acquisition allows an individual to communicate using speech, signs and cultural artefacts; this enables individuals with a range of specific needs and levels of cognition to still actively have the opportunity to learn. 


Piaget and Vygotsky have both positively influenced the educational system and have had many of their theories applied to present day teaching.
Piaget claimed that in order to progress to the next level of cognitive development, a child would have to have ‘readiness’, this represents when a child is biologically ready to learn something new. Unless a child has developed the cognitive ability in order to conceptualise the requirements of a task, then it is not in their best interest to provide them with cognitive problems that they cannot comprehend. Lourenco and Machado (2014) defended claims against Piaget that suggested he underestimated the competence of children, it was suggested that children who are presented with tasks slightly out of their reach will aim to develop the intelligence because of their desire to balance their equilibrium.  
Similarly to Piaget’s idea, Vygotsky suggested that children could only carry out tasks within their zone of proximal development. This is where a child has awareness of their cognitive capabilities and can identify when they cannot complete or understand a task. –In relation to education, children are often separated into different bands within school institutions, where they will be surrounded by other children that are roughly the same age and have similar cognitive abilities. This allows children to collaborate together cohesively and lets them explore their zone of proximal development together, as not all children within that setting will share the exact same knowledge. Vygotsky (1896-1934) even challenged Piaget’s biological theory by studying children with physical and psychological impairments. He suggested that the child can still learn collaboratively within a group of peers; as long as they are supported by a more knowledgeable other, this would often be a teacher.  Vygotsky encourages the teacher to focus on the social consequences rather than focusing on the biological defects (Vygotsky, 1896-1934; as cited in Gindis, 1999).
Both Piaget and Vygotsky's theories of cognitive development have introduced some interesting and fundamental explanations for cognitive development. The role of these theories in the application on education does however, raise the question of whether cognitive development progress is a result of experience or maturation?
In present day, the knowledge regarding biology and genetics has dramatically increased. Although it is recognised that biology plays a vital role in the development of the brain’s physiological development; it can still be difficult to define just how different components and neurotransmitters in the brain are implicated in categorising stages of cognitive development. This is partially because there are many external variables that can’t always be controlled or removed ethically; such as an individual’s exposure to social interactions. Which in turn can then have a direct effect on an individual’s understanding of cognitive processes. Depending on how much exposure or practise an individual has had on a particular task, will often improve their memory recall of that process and will internalise it. The next time the individual is required to complete the task they will have prior knowledge of the task. Consequently, this then raises another question of whether or not the behaviour of completing this task has been learned or is the individual just copying behaviours they have witnessed? 
Overall, this essay has identified key aspects of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories of cognitive development, while comparing and contrasting certain features. This essay has also explored some of the applications the theories have had on education, as well as identifying prominent characteristics about each of the theories individually. 
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