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Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development

Within all societies, many rules exist to control and govern human behaviour. Many of the rule’s humans obey, are determined to be moral and can become complex. Given the density of obligations of mores, morality and rules, it is questioned throughout psychology, how children learn morality. (Mclnerney & Putwain, 2017) The process of moral development from a child’s personal experiences and cognitive growth in the social world. From an early age, children begin the development of morality, and start to understand what is right or wrong, which continues up until adolescence. As children transfer into adolescence, they begin to re-evaluate existing rules and concepts, and construct new ones. Many theories and explanations have been created about the development of morality within children. There are two main approaches that have looked at this, the most known is the cognitive and sociocultural. According to Pritchard, (2014) the psychological definition for cognitive is the study of mental processes such as remembering, perceiving, solving problems and learning. Whereas sociocultural is the meditated process which is organised by artifacts, cultural concepts and activities. (Lantolf, Thorne & Poehner, 2015).

The cognitive theory of moral development began with Piaget. He was interested in children’s moral reasoning and respect for social rules, in comparison to other theories that investigate why they break rules or why they behave severely. Piaget set himself a task which involved capturing children’s respect for social rules and then showed how psychological growth altered this to a sophisticated understanding of justice and formal law by the sequence of stages. (Piaget, 1965). Piaget examined the correlation between notions of right or wrong and intention. Piaget focused on Swiss children from the ages of 5 to 13. He questioned their knowledge of rules and their understanding of right and wrong. When asked that lying was, younger children answered that it was using ‘forbidden words’, however when asked why it is bad to lie, the children could not answer this, whereas older children were able to explain why it is bad to lie because it is not the truth and wrong. (Piaget, 1971).

Piaget discovered two moral orientations, one being preoperational children (7 years old) and the concrete substage (10-12 years). Within the study, Piaget revealed that the younger the child, the more likely they are to focus on detected consequences of actions and believe rules, given from authorities, that cannot be changed. This was named stage one of moral realism and heteronomous morality, which is where children adopt the morality of limitations. Children within this stage view behaviours as right/ good or wrong/bad and believe there everyone views these behaviours in the similar way as them. Children judge whether an action is wrong or right by the consequences, if an action receives a positive response, they are more likely to do it again, however, if the action received a negative response, which include punishment, they will be more unlikely to do it again. (Mclnerney & Putwain, 2017). 

Within Piaget’s theory of moral development are a lot of criticisms that can be seen throughout, one in particular is his theory underestimates the competence of children and that the theory does not explain why a certain thing happens, only describing. Piaget’s study on swiss children could be biased as the children focused their answers on consequences, due to the study comparing the good intention with more damage compared to the bad intention. This could have possibly confused the children with their understanding of consequences versus intention.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Many cognitive theorists have used Piaget’s methods and thoughts as the foundation to their theories, for example Kohlberg, who believed that if children were to reorder their thinking process, they are more active. Kohlberg (1971) was a cognitive theorist who believed that moral growth was driven by a child’s experience from various perspectives. Kohlberg believed that there were three stages of moral development, the first being the pre-conventional level. In this stage, a child understands labels of good and bad, and cultural rules, however, the child will interpret in terms of whether an action is a punishment, exchange of favours or a reward. The second is the Conventional Level, this is where an individual maintains the expectations of their group, nation or family, and believes this to be valuable, regardless of consequences. The individual is remaining loyal, supporting, justifying the order and actively maintaining the expectations. The last being Post-Conventional, Autonomous, or Principled Level, which is when an individual defines moral principles and values clearly, which have application and validity, except from the individual’s identity within the group. (Kohlberg, 1971). 

Some criticisms of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is that all participants are male/western, there are no females which makes his theory biased as women may react differently. The coding system used is seen to be omission and subjective. Kohlberg’s theory has been challenged by many theorists, one in particular, Gilligan. She believed that Kohlberg only focused on males in his studies, and believes that women develop different standards of morality compared to males. She also believed that Kohlberg was expressing that the males are superior. Gilligan’s (1996) stage theory begins with the preconventional level, within this stage are two levels, one is the caring for the self and the second is the concern of being judged. The second is conventional level, the first stage is caring for others which is frequently associated with unselfishness, the second stage within this level is the inequality between others and the self becomes more evident and the search for equilibrium begins. The final level of stage theory is the postconventional stage which involves the focus on the dynamic of relationships and on care within personal relationships which eliminated the tensions between the self and others. However, Gilligan created transitions between stages which are fuelled by the changes in a person rather than changes with the cognitive capability, which is what Kohlberg looks at. (Mclnerney & Putwain, 2017).

However, Gilligan’s study is solely conducted on women, which is the complete opposite to Kohlberg, which again, may make the results biased. She also presents some stereotypical ideas of male and female roles and blurs the boundaries between the two moral voices. Similar to Kohlberg, Gilligan produced her own stage theory but focuses it on women, whereas Kohlberg mainly focuses on men. Also, Gilligan describes what happens with her theories but does not show evidence as to whether it is true or not.

An alternative theory that looks at moral development from a sociocultural point of view is Vygotsky. This approach delivers a model for extensive research on the development of morality which includes the topics of peer, parent-child relationships and culture, and also the development acquisition. Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky’s theory is not about cognitive development in childhood, instead, challenged the importance of solitary learning. Vygotsky is the foundation to other sociocultural theories, who believed that before child development theories, a community would play the main role for an individual to make meaning (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky also believed that teachers, peers and parents interact with children and mediate learning through socially ordered instructions. Vygotsky believes human development is influenced by three levels, phylogenetic, which is the human species developing throughout evolution, which involves communication enhancing, historical, cultures develop sequences over time with cultural artefacts and language. The last level being ontogenetic, where the individual develops throughout their lifespan, which is Vygotsky’s main focus throughout his research on moral development. 

Vygotsky (1987) created the zone of proximal development theory (ZPD), which is related to the ontogenetic level. This is about whether a child can do a task independently and if they have potentiation capability with those tasks, which can be attained with the help of expert peers or adults. Vygotsky believes that assistance must be set within the child’s ZPD. If the ZPD is too low, the child’s ability will not increase, however if it is too high, they will not achieve anything and could be discouraged. Within the ZPD, is the theory of scaffolding. This is where an adult or another child will guide the child to learn something new, which is within the child’s ZPD, this is known as scaffolding. As the child learns the new skill, the ZPD with shift which will help the child remember the skill and the child will internalise to guide their own understanding of the skill. (Sanders & Welk, 2005).

When comparing Vygotsky’s theory to Piaget’s, there are many similarities. Both theorists are interested in the changed of cognitive abilities, for example Vygotsky’s ZPD model and Piaget’s stages. Both cognitive and socio cultural see a role for maturation, both share a keen interest in the changes with cognitive abilities, Vygotsky with the ZPD and Piaget’s stages. Both theories also acknowledge the importance of interaction with children, without interaction, children may not learn certain things from other children/parents. Finally, the two theories agree that a child makes an attempt to make sense of the social world which helps do develop their mind. Vygotsky’s theory of moral development has elements of being practical, especially the model of ZPD, however, some of his concepts and theories are ambiguous which could be undeveloped due to the lack of time. Some examples of this are his stages of language and thought do not go into too much detail and are only outlined. 

A theorist who used Vygotsky as the foundation for their theories is Turiel. Turiel (1966) discovered that when listening to an adult’s moral judgment, children’s thoughts were only changed slightly, which is what Kohlberg imagined would happen, which is what Kohlberg expected to happen. Turiel argued that the understanding of social resolutions such as rules of greetings, appropriate behaviour and dress in social settings development through levels reflecting of social organisations, and also that this type of development differs from the stages moral development which relates to unchangeable and universal issues such as prohibitions against injury, slander and stealing. Turiel (1983) focuses on children and adolescent but more generally, their understanding of conventions within social systems, and also how children gain knowledge through their social experiences. Turiel’s research states social judgements are systematic, ordered related to behaviour and subtly discriminative. Turiel (1983), also acknowledged Vygotsky’s findings on moral development and, whilst using Vygotsky as the foundation, created his own theory. He claimed that the reason for children’s reasoning of morality was not based on obedience and punishment, as other theorist claim, but pays close attention to a sociocultural approach, which children are allowed to distinguish between moral rules. Within the sociocultural approach, children are seen to avoid consequences of actions if the punishment will be harmful, this can be for themselves and others but only depends on their interactions with culture in the social environment. 

Turiel (1983) believed that social conventions are relative and moral rules universal, this meaning that a child’s development was based upon the interaction with the world and people in it. Turiel defines morality as the combination of direct mental representation and fixed habits of rules and values. He stated there were clear distinctions between conventional and moral rules, that outline how an individual develops and understand the difference between societal, moral and psychological concept from birth to adulthood. Within his theory of moral development, he compares an individual’s moral rules with their societal rules. (Turiel & Nucci, 2017). A criticism of Turiel’s development of morality theory is that there is little evidence to show his theories put into practice, therefore can be seen to be slightly biased as no one has really put them to the test. (Campbell & Christopher, 1996).

Throughout this essay, many different types of explanations and theories of moral development have been discussed, with these theories changing the way moral development is looked at and talked about. Many theorists have also inspired others to look into moral development and create their own theories. It can be seen that both sociocultural and cognitive share some similarities, many of the theories have stages which include Preconventional level, Conventional level and the Post-Conventional stages. The theories also mainly focus on children, which is what moral development is focused on. However, some theorists can be seen to focus on one particular gender, Kohlberg with males and Gilligan with females, this can be seen to be biased for their studies and theories due to the fact they don’t specifically focus on both genders. Another negative is that all theorists do not specify which ethnicity they analyse which could have an impact on results.
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