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Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory

Whilst observing a small group of pupils during a numeracy activity, I immediately noticed that some of the pupils did not understand the worth of the numerals. The pupils were required to match the numeral card with the correct number of multilink cubes. Although each pupil could count in rote and could name each numeral confidently, they did not know how much each numeral was worth. At that moment I remembered the words of Jean Piaget, “children are not simply empty vessels into which adults pour knowledge” (Piaget, 1952) Unfortunately we do not realise it, but we are guilty of filling learner's minds with endless facts and knowledge, every day we chant when counting to 10, we drill them when they learn their times tables. We need to remember that children need concrete learning to enable them to understand concepts and the best way to encourage that is by ‘DOING.’ They need to physically count out everyday objects; stones, cars, pencils, sticks and then they will start to understand that the numeral is not just a number, but it is a representation of how much something is worth.

According to Halfpenny and Pettersen (2014, p.vii) Jean Piaget was a famous psychologist from Switzerland. He was born in 1896 and died in 1980. Piaget created the theory of cognitive development by studying his own children’s intellectual development. Piaget concluded that children were no less intelligent than adults but instead they worked things out and viewed the world differently. 

Stages of development
Piaget suggests that children move through four distinct stages of cognitive development throughout their childhood. Those four stages are:
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According to Gray and Macblain (2015, p.68) Piaget believed that the four stages of development were universal, and that each child follows each stage in the same order but not necessarily at the same rate.

Schemas
[bookmark: _Int_VsROFQKb][bookmark: _Int_KAq49blj]What is a schema, I hear you ask? Well, Piaget introduced the term ‘schema’ and he described it as a mental framework that organises and synthesis information about the world around us which then helps us to understand new information (Gray and Macblain, 2015, p.77).
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Imagine having a filing cabinet inside your brain and each category is labelled with the words; animals, objects, people, vehicles etc. and every time we learn something new it gets filed away under the correct category. So, in simple terms a schema is just a technical term for prior knowledge of something and everytime we learn something new we activate that prior knowledge in our brain to make sense of new experiences. When this happens, it is known as equilibrium. When the learner encounters new complex experiences that do not fit with existing schemas this is then described as being in a state of disequilibrium. Piaget described this as assimilation and accommodation. 
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Criticisms of Piaget’s Work
Before we discuss the criticism of Piaget’s theory it is useful to remember his contribution which has helped us to understand the developing child. Some criticisms of Piaget’s work include:
· Piaget’s stages of development are too rigid.
· He may have underestimated a child’s capabilities.
· He only studied children from a white, European background, meaning he did not consider children from different countries, cultures, or societies. 
(Pound, 2006, p.38)

Are Children empty vessels to be filled with knowledge?
[bookmark: _Int_SlAt4RHh]Bates (2019, p.50) describes Piaget as one of the most influential theorists of cognitive development and his work continues to be influential in education today especially within early years. He believed all learning should be student-centred and educators should be there to provide appropriate learning experiences, materials, and guidance (Jarvis et al. 2003, p. 5). Piaget once said “How can we, with our adult minds, know what will be interesting? If you follow the child, you can find out something new” (Bathia, P, 2018, p.143). The Piagetian approach to learning is not about filling our children’s minds with endless knowledge and facts. Our role as educators is to observe and focus on the process, not the output of learning. Our children need concrete, uninterrupted learning experiences to be able to flourish and grow in to confident, independent learners. 
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Blog 2
Vygotsky’s Socio-cultural Theory of Learning

When I was a young child, I vividly remember my dad introducing me to a 100-piece jigsaw puzzle. I instantly thought “I can’t do this!” Even the words: ‘100-pieces’ filled me with complete dread. I immediately felt defeated before I had even begun. He patiently sat with me and explained that we would need to find the corners first, then the pieces with the straight edges that would make up the outline of the puzzle. He explained the process step by step making it a lot less daunting. Before I knew it, I was slotting the final piece of the puzzle in place. I still remember how proud I felt of myself having achieved something that seemed impossible half an hour ago. Without the help and guidance of my dad, breaking down each step and talking me through the process I think I may still be there today trying to complete the jigsaw puzzle! 

Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist who was best known for his sociocultural theory. He was born in 1896 in Belarus, Eastern Europe (Smidt, 2009, p. 7). His work is widely used in education and has influenced developmental psychology.

Cultural Tools
According to Gray and Macblain (2015, p. 94) Vygotsky believed that children are not lone constructors of their knowledge, and he describes the importance of familiar adults in providing the necessary cultural tools to develop the child’s thinking and build up their knowledge of language. These cultural tools also help our children to makes sense of the world around us and can vary from culture to culture and as adults and educators it is our job to ensure that these tools are passed on from one generation to the next. Vygotsky described how concrete thinking is passed on to a child biologically which he called ‘psychobiological functions’ these include intelligence, memory, and attention. He then described abstract thinking as intentional which include problem solving and logical reasoning (Gray, C and Macblain, S. 2015, p.95). 

Language and Thought
At the heart of Vygotsky’s theory is the relationship between both language and thinking. He believed that language plays a crucial role in the development of cognition and for learning to take place it is vital that children are in the presence of adults and peers. He described thinking as internalised language. Young children tend to talk to themselves when problem solving and completing tasks and then as they get older and more mature this externalised language becomes internalised as thought (Graf, M and Birch, A. 2009, p. 7).

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
According to Alfrey (2003, p. 10) Vygotsky believed that children may develop concrete thoughts independently through their own everyday experiences but for them to develop more abstract thoughts social interaction with a more knowledgeable other (MKO) would need to take place. Vygotsky described a MKO as an individual who is more skilled at a task and may include, a teacher, an older adult or a peer who has a higher ability level (Bates, B. 2019, p.48).
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The dark blue circle in the centre of the diagram represents what a child already knows and what they can do independently. As we move out of that dark blue circle into the lighter blue circle known as the ZPD this represents what a child finds difficult to master on their own but can be done with the help and guidance of an MKO which will then equip them with the skills to carry out the task independently. The white outer circle represents what is not yet known to the child. 

Scaffolding
According to Jordan et al. (2008, p. 64) scaffolding is carried out when the learner is in the ZPD. Depending on how far in to the ZPD will depend on the level of scaffolding needed. There are four stages of learners’ progression through the ZPD, and they have been identified as:
1. Scaffolding is provided by an MKO.
2. Scaffolding is provided by the learner themselves e.g., Talking themselves through the task.
3. Scaffolding is no longer required as the learner acts automatically.
4.  Scaffolding is needed again if there are changes in the task or context.
(Tharp, R. and Gallimore, R. 1988)

Criticisms of Vygotsky’s Work
Although there are many benefits of Vygotsky’s theory there are also some drawbacks. Some of these include:
· Vygotsky believed that language came before thought but some may disagree with this claim because some children with no speech or limited speech would appear to be incapable of thought. 
· Vygotsky’s theory states that all social and cultural experiences have a positive impact on the developing child but unfortunately this is not the case.
(Gray, C and Macblain, S. 2015, p.105).

I Can Do This and More!...
[bookmark: _Int_TndlG9bh]As I refer to my jigsaw puzzle days, I now understand that I was in the ZPD and with the guidance and help from my dad explaining and talking me through each step I was then able to go on to master other jigsaw puzzles and before I knew it, I was completing jigsaws far bigger than 100-pieces...independently!
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Blog 3
Piaget Vs Vygotsky
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Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky were both psychologists who studied children and developed theories based on their cognitive development during the 1900s. Although some of their work is similar, they did disagree on some points. In this blog I will be discussing the similarities and differences between each theory. 

Similarities
Some of the similarities between Piaget and Vygotsky are:
· Both of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories were based on cognitive development. 
· Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories were child centred, and they believed that children are active participants in their learning. 
· Both psychologists also believed that cognitive development begins with cognitive conflict. 
· Piaget and Vygotsky both believed that children construct knowledge from their actions.
· They both described the importance of peer collaboration especially when a more knowledgeable peer works alongside a less experienced learner. 
· Piaget and Vygotsky were both interested in the strategies used to work out a problem by the learner rather than on the product. 
(Gray, C and Macblain, S. 2015, p.109 - 110).

Differences
Some of the differences between Piaget and Vygotsky are:
	Jean Piaget
	Lev Vygotsky

	Was a cognitive constructivist.
	Was a constructivist in society. 

	Believed that development happens in stages and each stage is reached in order. 
	Does not believe that development happens in stages.

	Believed that development leads to learning.
	Believed that social learning comes before development.

	Believed that children learn through personal exploration.
	Believed that Children learn through interacting socially.

	Believed that language is driven by thoughts.
	Believed that thoughts are driven by language.

	Believed that children are independent learners
	Believed that children learn through social interaction.


(Jordan et al. 2008, p. 120)

Conclusion
By the comparing and contrasting of both theories It is clear to see why Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories are vital in education today. The main difference between both theories is that Piaget believed that children learn best as being active learners and through self-discovery and Vygotsky believed that children learn best with guidance and support from a more knowledgeable teacher, adult, or peer. Neither of these theories are correct or incorrect but when they are both used together in teaching, they can help to shape our children into independent, critical thinking, confident, happy learners. 
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Blog 4
How the work of Piaget and Vygotsky is Used Within the Classroom Today

As a teaching assistant of 16 years, I have worked across all year groups within the foundation phase and throughout my experience I have come across many weird and wonderful ways of teaching and learning. Two of the most effective approaches I have encountered within the foundation phase is the work of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky. In this blog I will explain how the work of both psychologists are incorporated within our classrooms today. 

Piaget’s approach
[bookmark: _Int_7K7tZGJY][bookmark: _Int_YFmuQN8J]Piaget believed that children learn best through play-based learning (Halfpenny, A and Petterson, J. 2014, p.14) The activities that are planned for each day within our setting are catered for each child depending on their developmental stage and not their age. Although the children take part in focussed tasks daily when they are not doing so, they are encouraged to partake in ‘discovery time’. ‘Discovery time’ gives the children the opportunity to explore different areas of the classroom. There is always a member of staff supervising and observing the children in these areas, this member of staff is known to the children as the ‘learning detective’. ‘The learning detective’ is there to make observations and provide help should the children request it. 




Make learning fun!
A popular area with some of the children is our messy sensory kitchen. Our kitchen has a range of materials set up every day and some of these include sand, mud, leaves, sticks, jelly, cooked pasta, gloop, and slime (just to name a few!). The Children have access to a range of utensils and equipment to experiment with. The children really enjoy exploring, transporting, pouring, mashing, mixing, and moulding with the different equipment.
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The water tray within the messy area in our classroom provides hours of fun. Some days we have soapy water and other days the water may be blue! The children have access to funnels, different sized measuring jugs, containers, watering cans, ducks, boats, and fishing nets. Whilst observing the children in this area we hear a range of mathematical language which demonstrates their understanding. 
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Vygotsky’s approach
[bookmark: _Int_z5SQITFW]Graf and Birch (2009, p. 7) Describes how social learning is at the heart of Vygotsky’s theory, and it is an approach that is widely used in our setting especially during focussed tasks. We have many children in our setting who have English as a second language (EAL) and additional learning needs (ALN), and this approach has proved to be successful in helping these children become more able and confident learners. 

Two (or more) heads are better than one!
[bookmark: _Int_6yg2mVRz]Scaffolding is a strategy that is mostly used and surprisingly we often do not realise we are doing it. We encourage children to ‘have a go’ and then if the child asks for help or we can see that they may be finding the task difficult we ‘step in’. They may just need a prompt or a reminder of a strategy to help them. Some children may need the task to be broken down into smaller steps or they may need the task to be modelled. 

[image: ]
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Another form of scaffolding that we encourage in our setting is peer scaffolding. Sometimes children find it difficult to understand our strategies or terminology, so we pair them up with a more able and talented (MAT) child to work alongside them, this usually helps as they can explain the task in a way that helps the child to understand.

Conclusion
It is important to remember that every child learns differently. To ensure that each child's learning is taken into consideration it is vital to use a range of pedagogies to accommodate each learner.
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TABLE 4.1
PIAGET'S STAGES OF COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Typical Age Range __Description of Stage

Developmental
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