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Chapter 7 (Shaffer) – Cognitive Development: Piaget’s Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Viewpoint

PIAGET’S THEORY OF COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
· Genetic epistemology is the experimental study of the development of knowledge, developed by Piaget.

A. What is Intelligence?

1. Piaget’s definition of intelligence is a basic life function that enables an organism to adapt to its environment.

2. Cognitive Equilibrium is Piaget’s term for the state of affairs in which there is a balanced, or harmonious, relationship between one’s thought processes and the environment.

B. Cognitive Schemes: The Structure of Intelligence

· A Scheme is a pattern of thought or action that is similar in some respects to what the layperson calls a strategy or a concept.

1. Behavioral (or Sensorimotor) Scheme is an organized pattern of behavior that the child uses to represent and respond to an object or experience.

2. Symbolic Schemes are internal mental symbols (such as images or verbal codes) that one uses to represent aspects of experience.

3. Operational Schemes: Cognitive operation is an internal mental activity that one performs on objects of thought.

C. How We Gain Knowledge: Piaget’s Cognitive Process

1. Organization is the process by which children combine existing schemes into new and more complex intellectual structures.

2. Adaptation is an inborn tendency to adjust to the demands of the environment.

3. Assimilation is the process of interpreting new experiences by incorporating them into existing schemes.

4. Accommodation is the process of modifying existing schemes in order to incorporate or adapt to new experiences.

PIAGET’S STAGES OF COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
· Invariant developmental sequence is a series of developments that occur in one particular order because each development in the sequence is a prerequisite for those appearing later.

A. The Sensorimotor Stage (Birth to 2 Years)

1. Development of Problem-Solving Skills (6 Substages):

a. Reflex Activity is a period when an infant’s actions are pretty much confined to exercising innate reflexes, assimilating new objects into these reflexive schemes (i.e., sucking on blankets and toys as well as on nipples), and accommodating their reflexes to these novel objects.

b. The first nonreflexive schemes emerge at 1 to 4 months of age as infants discover by chance that various responses that they can emit and control (i.e., sucking their thumbs, making cooing sounds) are satisfying and thus, worthy of repetition.  These simple repetitive acts, called primary circular reaction, are always centered on the infant’s own body.

c. Secondary circular reactions have a pleasurable response, centered on an external object, that is discovered by chance and performed over and over.

d. Coordination of secondary circular reactions is when infants begin to coordinate tow or more actions to achieve simple objectives.

e. Tertiary circular reactions are an exploratory scheme in which the infant devises a new method of acting on objects to reproduce interesting results.

f. Inner experimentation is the ability to solve simple problems on a mental, or symbolic, level without having to rely on trial-and-error experimentation.

2. Development of Imitation

a. Deferred imitation is the ability to reproduce the behavior of an absent model.

3. Development of Object Permanence

a. Object permanence is the idea that objects continue to exist when they are no longer visible or detectable through the other senses.

B. The Preoperational Stage (2 to 7 Years)

1. The Preconceptual Period is the early substage of preoperations, from age 2 to age 4, characterized by the appearance of primitive ideas, concepts, and methods of reasoning.

a. Symbolic function is the ability to use symbols (i.e., images or words) to represent objects and experiences.

b. Dual representation is the ability to represent an object simultaneously as an object itself and as a representation of something else.

2. The Intuitive Period is the later substage of preoperations, from age 4 to age 7, when the child’s thinking about objects and events is dominated by salient perceptual features.

3. Does Piaget Underestimate the Preoperational Child?

C. The Concrete-Operational Stage (7 to 11 Years)

1. Some Examples of Operational Thought

a. conservation

b. classification

c. relational logic

2. The Sequencing of Concrete Operations

a. Horizontal decalage is Piaget’s term for a child’s uneven cognitive performance; an inability to solve certain problems even though one can solve similar problems requiring the same mental operations.

3. An Important Limitation of Concrete-Operational Thought

a. Piaget called this period concrete operations because he believed that children can apply their operational schemes only to objects, situations, or events that are real or imaginable.

D. The Formal-Operational Stage (11-12 Years and Beyond)

1. Hypothetico-Deductive Reasoning is a formal operational ability to think hypothetically.

2. Thinking Like a Scientist

a. In addition to the development of deductive reasoning abilities, formal-operational children are hypothesized to be able to think inductively, going from specific observations to broad generalizations.

b. Inductive reasoning is the type of thinking that scientist display, where hypotheses are generated and then systematically tested in experiments.

3. Personal and Social Implications of Formal Thought

a. Formal operations may pave the way for thinking about what is possible in one’s life, forming a stable identity, and achieving  a much richer understanding of other people’s psychological perspectives and the causes of their behavior.

AN EVALUATION OF PIAGET’S THEORY

A. Piaget’s Contributions

1. Founded the discipline we know today as cognitive development.

2. Convinced us that children are curious, active explorers who play an important role in their own development.

3. His theory was one of the first to explain, and not just describe, the process of development.

4. His description of broad sequences of intellectual development provides a reasonably accurate overview of how children of different ages think.

5. Piaget’s ideas have had a major influence on thinking about social and emotional development as well as many practical implications for educators.

6. Piaget asked important questions and drew literally thousands of researchers to the study of cognitive development.

B. Challenges to Piaget

1. Piaget Underestimated Developing Minds

a. He claimed that concrete-operators are incapable of reasoning abstractly, when training studies suggest otherwise.

2. Piaget Failed to Distinguish Competence from Performance

a. He tended to assume that a child who failed one of his problems simply lacked the underlying concepts, or thought structures, he was testing.

b. We’ve seen, for example, that 4- and 5-year olds who seem to know the differences between animates and inanimates failed Piaget’s tests, largely because Piaget required them to explain principles they understood (critical competency) but could not articulate.

3. Does Cognitive Development Really Occur in Stages?

a. There is very little evidence for strong consistencies in development across domains or for broad, holistic cognitive stages of the kind Piaget described.

4. Does Piaget Explain Cognitive Development?

a. A growing number of researchers now look on Piaget’s theory as an elaborate description of cognitive development that has limited explanatory power (Gelman & Baillargeon, 1983).

5. Piaget Devoted Too Little Attention to Social and Cultural Influences

a. Piaget’s descriptions emphasize the self-directed character of cognitive growth, almost as if the child was an isolated scientist, exploring the world and making critical discoveries larger on her own.  

b. Today, we know that children develop many of their most basic (and not so basic) competencies by collaborating with parents, teachers, older siblings, and peers.

VYGOTSKY’S SOCIOCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

· Sociocultural theory is Vygotsky’s perspective on cognitive development, in which children acquire their culture’s values, beliefs, and problem-solving strategies through collaborative dialogues with more knowledgeable members of society.

A. The Role of Culture in Intellectual Development

a. Vygotsky (1930-1935/1978) that infants are born with a few elementary mental functions – attention, sensation, perception and memory – that are eventually transformed by the culture into new and more sophisticated mental processes he called higher mental functions.  

b. Tools of intellectual adaptation is Vygotsky’s term for methods of thinking and problem-solving strategies that children internalize from their interactions with more competent members of society.

B. The Social Origins of Early Cognitive Competencies

1. The Zone of Proximal Development is Vygotsky’s term for the range of tasks that are too complex to be mastered alone but can be accomplished with guidance and encouragement from a more skillful partner.

2. Apprenticeship in Thinking and Guided Participation

a. In many cultures, children do not learn by going to school with other children, nor do their parents formally teach such lessons as weaving and hunting.

b. Guided participation is the adult-child interactions in which children’s cognitions and modes of thinking are shaped as they participate with or observe adults engaged in culturally relevant activities.

c. The idea of an apprenticeship or guided participation may seem reasonable in cultures where children are integrated early into the daily activities of adult life, such as the agrarian Mayans of Guatemala and Mexico, or the !Kung of Africa whose hunting-and-gathering lifestyle has remained virtually unchanged for thousands of years.

3. Implications for Education

a. Whereas students in Piaget’s classroom would spend more time in independent, discovery-based activities, teachers in Vygotsky’s classroom would spend more time in independent, discovery-based activities, teachers in Vygotsky’s classroom would favor guided participations in which they structure the learning activity, provide helpful hints or instructions that are carefully tailored to the child’s current abilities, and then monitor the learner’s progress, gradually turning over more of the mental activity to their pupils.

C. The Role of Language in Cognitive Development

1. Piaget’s Theory of Language and Thought

a. Piaget was very interested in children’s language, and he discovered that infants’ first words were typically centered on objects and activities that they already understood through nonverbal sensorimotor processes.

b. He then concluded that language clearly illustrates the child’s existing schemes but plays no meaningful role in shaping thought or helping the child to construct new knowledge.

2. Vygotsky’s Theory of Language and Thought

a. Vygotsky agreed with Piaget that the child’s earliest thinking is prelinguistic and that early language often reflects what the child already knows.

3. However, he argued that thought and language eventually merge and that many of the nonsocial utterances that Piaget called “egocentric” actually illustrate the transition from prelinguistic to verbal reasoning.

4. Which Viewpoint Should We Endorse?

a. Studies conducted by Vygotsky and other researchers side squarely with Vygotsky’s theory over that of Piaget.  

b. It seems that the social speech that occurs during guided learning episodes gives rise to much of the private speech that preschool children display.

1
16

