Health and Social Care: Module 9 Information handout: Cognitive approach


Human development theories

The Cognitive approach
Argues that human behaviour can be understood by studying innate internal mental structures that allow us to adapt to our environment. Cognition is the process of taking in information about the world around us, processing, organising and storing that information and adapting our behaviour as a result.  Children have a natural motivation to master challenging tasks and understand the world around them.

Piaget
· Children think in different ways from adults. 

· Through interaction with the environment a child builds structures for understanding and interacting with the world. Schemata, assimilation, accommodation, operations.

· All children go through the same stages of development in the same order.

· Different abilities develop in each stage. A child in one stage is not able to understand or master tasks from the next higher stage until they are biologically and psychologically mature enough to do so.

· Sensory motor stage: 0-2 years - egocentrism, lack of object permanence.

· Preoperational stage: 2-7 years - egocentrism, lack of conservation.

· Concrete operational stage: 7-11 years - de-centring, concrete operations, conservation.

· Formal operational stage: 11+ years - abstract and hypothetical thinking.

· Children learn best when finding out for themselves, -‘discovery learning’.

Criticism:

Many people think that Piaget’s stages were too rigid or that his timing of when children could achieve certain things, such as concrete operations, was wrong. Vygotsy has shown that children can do certain tasks if they have been taught them. It has been suggested that many of Piaget’s tests were too complicated for children to understand. Piaget thought that children learn best when finding out for themselves but Vygotsky has shown that children do best in co-operative learning situations,

Vygotsky
· Culture, social interaction and language play a fundamental role in the development of cognition.

· Up until 2 years the child’s thinking does not involve the use of language and its actions are given meaning by social interaction, i.e. the parent, who interprets, for example, a grasping action as the child pointing at an object.

· From 2-7 years the child’s speech is a communication behaviour that produces change in others (‘see cow’ is a request) and change in themselves (‘see cow’ is a statement of what they are going to do; egocentric speech.)
· Egocentric or private speech helps children to plan activities and aids the development of their thinking and understanding.

· Gradually at about 7 years, speech develops two functions; it becomes internalised as thought and is also used for social communication.

· Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This is the difference between what a child can achieve independently and what a child can achieve with guidance and encouragement from a skilled teacher. Much of a child’s cognitive development will be achieved through social interaction with a more knowledgeable other (MKO).”What a child can do in cooperation today, he can do alone tomorrow.” Even in play there is a ZPD as the child behaves ‘above his usual everyday behaviour’; for example imagining himself as adult when playing ‘families’.

· Vygotsky emphasised the importance of interaction with peers as an effective way of developing skills and encouraged the use of collaborative learning in schools.

Criticism:

Vygotsky’s reports were informal and lack sufficient detail to allow them to be repeated or evaluated by other researchers. However, they have had a major influence in education, emphasising the use of problem-solving and collaborative methods in the classroom. He emphasised the importance of challenging students and relating learning to real life.
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