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Compare and contrast two theories of cognitive development

[bookmark: _GoBack]How, when and why children and adults learn has a been a much debated and argued subject within the field of psychology for decades. Whilst many theories exist to explain cognitive development, this essay will compare and contrast two main cognitive theories. The first theory this essay will discuss concerns Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, was the first to research when knowledge is developed and how it develops after observing his own children. Piaget was critical of the popular behaviourist approach to cognitive development on which traditional classroom teaching of repetition was based. He developed his theory of constructivism whereby he theorised that cognitive development was derived from interactions between the individual and the environment. (Gray & Macblain, 2015).  The second theory this essay will debate is Lev Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory. Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist whose primary focus was on child development. Vygotsky’s theory connected cognitive development occurred by means of interactions with the social world (Gray & Macblain, 2015).  

Piaget, a Constructivist theorist, became interested in how intelligence in children changes and develops over time after working with one of the co-developers of one of the world’s first intelligence tests, Alfred Binet (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Piaget was most interested in the mistakes the children were making in these tests, as he felt the errors were related to age and development at that age, and therefore offered an insight into how children think and learn (Gray & Macblain, 2015), and how intelligence changes as children grow (Gross, 2015). Piaget did not agree with the popular theory that intelligence was predetermined and some children were simply more intelligent than others. Neither did he agree with the common conception that children were not as competent as adults in terms of their thought processes, instead, he theorised that children merely thought in different ways to adults. Piaget’s theory was, at the time, groundbreaking and was one of the first challenges to the behaviourist theory of cognitive development (Gray & Macblain, 2015).

Piaget used the term scheme, or schemas, to describe rudimentary building blocks of intellect to explain simple elements of intelligent behaviour, which evolve and adapt with experience, and sorts information regarding past experiences into straightforward groups (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Piaget said that a child’s schema is simple at birth, but gets more complex as they age to allow understanding of more complex experiences (Gross, 2015). New information would go through assimilation to be added into existing schemas, until the child embraces the new experience where equilibrium is achieved. However, if there is no balance between new information and the pre-existing schema, disequilibrium occurs, and the schema needs to be adapted to accept or accommodate the new information (Gross, 2015).  

Piaget developed his theory of Cognitive Development which helped to explain how children were innately programmed to learn and develop through interaction with their environment, across four distinct stages; sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete and formal operational. Piaget theorised that all children need to pass through each stage, with each stage building on the previous stage, before being able to move onto the next, and that no child could go backwards, that is, unlearn what they have learned, nor could they skip a stage (Gross, 2015). 

Stage one, sensorimotor, spanning from birth until approximately 2 years of age, is where babies learn about their world by using their senses, and is broken down into six substages. In this stage, children also learn about object permanence, that is knowing an object is still there despite not being able to see it (Gross, 2015). Children aged between 2 and 7 years of age, according to Piaget, are in the pre-operational stage. Children see the world only from their own perspective and are unable to comprehend that others may see things differently (Gray & Macblain, 2015) and thinking is still in the egocentric stage. In this stage, according to Piaget, children begin to use words and drawings to begin to expand their world view.  This view is supported by the findings from Piaget’s ‘Three Mountains’ test which observed that children under the age of seven were unable to grasp that what they see is comparative to their position and may not be the same for others (Gross, 2015). 

This inability to concentrate on more than one element of perception at any one time was labelled as centration by Piaget, which he said was supported by his Conservation tests. Piaget argued that pre-operational children were unable to understand that, for example, the amount of liquid contained in beakers in a variety of shapes or sizes could remain the same. This inability to conserve, said Piaget, was due to the child’s inability to look beyond one element of perception, in this case the size and shape of a beaker, at any one time (Gross, 2015).   

Both the ‘Three Mountain’ test and the ‘Conservation’ tasks have however been heavily criticised. It has been argued that the sample group for the tasks were too small, and therefore cannot be generalised to the wider audience (Gray & Macblain, 2015). It has also been argued that the tasks were over complicated and alien to the children, and the language used to explain the tasks was too complex for the age of the children being tested and thus was setting them up to fail (Wood, 1998, as cited in Gray & Macblain, 2015). 

Between the ages of 7 and 11, Piaget said that children should now be able to explain problems analytically, and enter the Concrete Operational stage (Gray & Macblain, 2015), although only with tangible objects or representations (Gross, 2015).  Piaget accepted that some forms of conservation were easier to grasp than others, and he devised the term ‘horizontal decalage’ to explain developmental variations within stages (Gray & Macblain, 2015).

The fourth and final stage, Formal Operational, concerns children between the ages of 11 and 15 and is where the child develops the highest level of thinking. Piaget said that in this stage thinking is more fluid, and children can think hypothetically (Gray & Macblain, 2015). They are able to think more abstractly, and can use their imagination to discuss ‘what if’ and ‘imagine if’ conversations (Gross, 2015).  
Whilst Piaget’s theories, were, at the time of conception, groundbreaking in terms of explaining child development, they have since been heavily criticised for overlooking individual differences when discussing cognitive development (Grey & Macblain, 2015), and, it has been argued, the Piagetian explanation of stages do not provide clarification as to why that behaviour occurs (Siegel, 1993).

Another prominent theorist, Lev Vygotsky, is regularly associated with Piaget’s perspective, as both recognise the functional role of individuals in the formation of knowledge (Alves, 2014).   However, whereas Piaget placed emphasis on the individual forming their own knowledge independently (Bruner, 1997, Forman, 1992, Tappan, 1997, as cited in Lourenco, 2012), Vygotsky placed significant importance on the role of social interaction and tools to develop cognition (Vygotsky, as cited in Lourenco, 2012) Vygotsky did not believe that intelligence was developed and absorbed via a staged process. Instead, he said, an external teacher was fundamental in a child’s intellectual development (Alves, 2014).

Vygotsky, a Russian born Social Constructivist, did not develop a fully formed theory around child development and, as some of his writings had not been translated into English until many years after his death, many of his philosophies are lacking in finer detail (Gross, 2015), which can be considered as a major criticism of his work. Vygotsky theorised that a childs’ cognitive development was born out of social interactions and processes (Gray & Macblain, 2015), and proposed three levels to explain this process, two of which will be discussed in more detail below.

In the first level, cultural, Vygotsky argues that children are not consistently forming new cognitions in isolation, but instead are using cultural tools provided by parents, siblings, teachers, books, toys or nursery rhymes as a basic building block on which to develop their thinking (Gray & Macblain, 2015). This is supported by Smagorinsky (2013) who also found that social perceptions are born through interactions with others and not in solitude.

Within the second level of cognitive development, interpersonal, Vygotsky theorised that language and thought development are a vital tool with regard to cultural development of cognition (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Vygotsky placed a significant emphasis on a childs’ interaction with others, particularly parents and teachers and on the childs’ ability to make sense of those interactions to problem solve internally, and then verbally (Gross, 2015). These interactions allow the child to reciprocally contribute to society which underlie the social constructivist perspective (Gray & Macblain, 2015).

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) was also discussed within Vygotsky’s second level of cognitive development. Vygotsky detailed ZPD as what could potentially be learned, not what has been retrospectively learned, ergo, the ‘buds’ as opposed to the ‘fruits’ of cognitive development (Gross, 2015). Vygotsky suggested two levels of developmental learning within the ZPD. The child at the lower level of ZPD is reliant on a teacher or guide to support them to expand their learning, who will gradually reduce support as the child learns and becomes more competent (Gray & Macblain, 2015), which has also been labelled as ‘scaffolding’ (Gross, 2015), which ensures that the learner isn’t starting to build cognition anew. A child at the optimum level of their ZPD has reached the pinnacle of their learning and thus requires no further support, and other tasks can be sought to further develop the child’s learning (Gray & Macblain, 2015). 
 
Language development, according to Vygotsky, also played a critical role in developing a childs’ independent thinking and learning, as interactions with others lead to understanding the world around them Gray & Macblain, 2015).  Vygotsky provided a four-stage theory to explain the stages of language development. In the ‘Primitive’ stage, children under the age of two utilise gestures to get what they want, and, says Vygotsky, thought and language are two distinct and unconnected phenomena Gray & Macblain, 2015).  The next stage, ‘Practical Intelligence’ is where logic and speech formation occur, although do not take a logical format.

During the ‘External Symbolic’ stage, more emphasis is placed on thinking to formulate ideas (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Thinking aloud, or egocentric speech, acts as an arbitrator between conceptual ideas and actions (Burman, 2008), assists with problem solving and acts as an aid to children to understand the world around them (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Piaget also viewed self-talk as egocentric, but, in contrast, he theorised that this was due to the child being unable to take others’ view or perspectives into account, and was therefore, unsocialised (Burman, 2008). Self-talk and play are interrelated, according to Vygotsky, as it allows children to understand the world around them. Play allows children to imitate the world around them, partake in imaginary roles and form relationships with peers and this allows the child to enable them to make sense of the world and, according to Vygotsky, progresses cognitive development (Gray & Macblain, 2015). This view is supported by Teixeira (2014), who inferred that play allows new perceptions and new associations in the brain to be formed.

The final stage, ‘Internalisation of Symbolic Tools’ sees children using less egocentric speech although internalisation of thoughts and internal self-talk remains. Although thoughts remain boundaried by social norms of the society in which the child resides, they become more autonomous, and increasingly adaptable with their thought processes (Gray & Macblain, 2015).

Key fundamental differences arise in the theories of Vygotsky and Piaget with regards to the development of language. Piaget was of the belief that language developed as a result of cognitive development, and that language and thoughts developed separately. Vygotsky, in stark contrast, theorised that language as a fundamental and dynamic influence on cognitive development (Burman, 2008). 

A further difference to note between the stages of cognitive development of both Vygotsky and Piaget, is the lack of fixed timescales within Vygotsky’s theory. Piagets’ theory contained rigid, age related developmental objectives and targets but provided little theory as to what may happen if a child does not meet these standards. Vygotsky, in comparison, placed less emphasis on what age the child ‘should’ be achieving developmentally and instead allowed for a more fluid process and noted that the child may move around the stages (Gray & Macblain, 2015).

Piaget saw the child, as a little lone scientist who develops cognitively despite of the world around them and then interacts within it (Gray & Macblain, 2015). Vygotsky, however, saw the child as an apprentice, who learns from peers and more knowledgeable others whilst interacting within the world to develop cognition (Rogoff, 1990, as cited in Gross, 2015).

In conclusion, whilst there have been many differences noted between the works of Vygotsky and Piaget, namely surrounding when children develop, as a staged theory for Piaget and a more fluid concept for Vygotsky, there have also been many similarities noted. Both see children as powerful in terms of their learning process, and both viewed actions as influential learning aids. Both Vygotsky and Piaget placed emphasis on the actual process of learning as opposed to the outcomes achieved which could also be seen as a flaw in both theories.
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