Paper #3: Division/Classification

Development of Human Mind

(Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory)

Many people take almost every basic human characteristic for granted, ignoring the fact that we are born without any ability for communication, abstract thinking and survival skills. To reach the point where each one’s unique character starts shaping, we must go through a voyage, called cognitive development (Olson 20.3:26). There are many ways to separate this development into different stages, but Jean Piaget’s theory is general and the most widely known, so it can be used as a base to investigate most children’s cases (Gilligan 59). Piaget, although a biologist, has a theory globally accepted as a point of reference for future study of intellectual development (Gilligan 85). Ever since it was introduced in 1969, numerous psychologists and sociologists have been using it, even though some of their colleagues disputed his theory, claiming that it underestimates children abilities and overlooks cultural and social groups as well as gender (Gilligan 85). He believed that in every stage of the odyssey from birth to adolescence, a person’s activities are governed by their perception of their environment (Piaget 3). His theory divides cognitive development into four phases: Sensory Motor Period, Pre-operational Period, Period of Concrete Operations and Period of Formal Operations (Kendall 82). Piaget analyses these four stages in his book The Psychology of the Child.

The first stage, the Sensory Motor Period, as Piaget calls it, starts from birth and finishes at age two. During this period an infant goes through six stages. The Reflexive Stage (0-2 months), where the newborn can only use its reflexes, followed by the Primary Circular Reactions Stage (2-4 months), at which the infant starts forming a pattern of its reflexive reactions, like shaking its hands repetitively. Proceeding to the Secondary Circular Reactions Stage (4-8 months), patterns of actions are beginning to get a “half-intentional” character, such as hitting a mobile suspended over the crib to see it move. Eventually, the baby starts making fully intentional and coordinated moves at the Coordination of Secondary Reactions Stage (8-12 months). These moves are being improved, and new ones are being tried out, during the Tertiary Circular Reactions Stage (12-18 months). Moreover, the infant tries to discover new ways to produce the same consequence or obtain the same goal, such as pulling a pillow in an attempt to get a toy resting on it. The Sensory Motor Period ends with the Invention of New Means Through Mental Combination Stage (18-24 months), where some indications of imitation can be observed and a sign of internal representational system begins to show. In other words, the baby tries to actually solve a problem in its mind before actually responding.

The following two years, from the second to seventh, are called The Pre-operational Period, which is separated into two phases. The first phase, the Pre-operational Phase (2-4 years) is distinguished by an increased use of language, which is mainly egocentric. This phase is the beginning of communication using symbols (language, gestures etc), and abstract thinking, like thinking of a toy without the toy actually being there. In the next three years, during the Intuitive Phase (4-7 years), speech leaves egocentrism becoming more social, and the child attains a grasp of logical concepts in some areas. Moreover, the child can participate in games and group activities with only simple “do” and “don’ts”. Carol Gilligan elaborates on Piaget’s ideas and states that “during the Intuitive Phase there is still a tendency to focus attention on one aspect of an object while ignoring others, while concepts formed are crude and irreversible. The child is easy to believe in ‘magical’ increase, decrease, disappearance, and reality is still not firm. In general, perceptions dominate judgment” (96).

Judgment begins to overcome perception on the next period: the Period of Concrete Operation.  Through this period, organized and logical thought is developed, and moves even further from egocentrism. Furthermore, the principle of conservation begins to form in the child’s mind, so it can save something for later. Moreover, problem-solving skills are now adequate for simple mathematical operations, and some reversibility in thinking becomes available, for example, 1 + 4 = 5 and 5 – 1 = 4. Also, the child can now sort unlike objects into logical groups of the form “number” or “animal”, where previously it was on superficial attributes such as color and size.

The abstractness of thinking increases in this final, Period of Formal Operations (11-15 years). During this period the principles of formal logic are incorporated, and the ability to make multiple hypotheses with predictable results is now evident. The adolescent can use simple theorems to solve problems, as thinking becomes less tied to concrete reality. In general, the adolescent can perform all intellectual functions, and after the fifteenth year of age cognitive development occurs in a much lower rate.

In conclusion, it is important to stress that every psychological theory is based on the scientist’s ideas and assumptions, so all of them have their weaknesses. However, man is a curious creature so he keeps trying to understand everything. Piaget is a man who made a step in helping us understand human mind even more. His theory is renounced by a number of psychologists, but that is what any psychological theory suffers (Kendall 82). Olson comments on the subject:

Only in logic and mathematics do definitions ever capture concepts perfectly. The things we deal with in practical life are usually too complicated to be represented by neat, compact expressions. Especially when it comes to understanding minds, we still know so little that we can't be sure our ideas about psychology are even aimed in the right directions. (30)
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Different Sources for Different Topics

INFORMATION NEEDS CHECKLIST:

-     Need background.
-     I need hard facts (definitions).
· Topic emphasizes recent events. 

· Topic relates more to Social Sciences.
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Author: Piaget, Jean

Name of Source: The Psychology of the Child

Publisher and city of publication: Basic Books, New York

Date Published: 1972

Page numbers: 678

TYPE OF SOURCE: Internet
Author: Dawson, Michael
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WORKSHEET

· Introduce a quote from a book and properly document it:

“Cognitive theorists are interested in how people obtain, process, and use information-that is, in how we think” (Kendall 82).

· Paraphrase one idea from a book and properly document it:

Cognitive theorists are studying how human mind handles environment and other individuals’ effects on each person (Kendall 82).

· Introduce a quote from an article and properly document it:

“Only in logic and mathematics do definitions ever capture concepts perfectly. The things we deal with in practical life are usually too complicated to be represented by neat, compact expressions. Especially when it comes to understanding minds, we still know so little that we can't be sure our ideas about psychology are even aimed in the right directions” (Olson 20.3:30).

· Paraphrase one idea from an article and properly document it:

Psychology and all other sciences involving the exploration of human mind are still at primitive stages. So, no one can even claim that his research is even approaching the actual facts (Olson 20.3:30).

· Include Works Cited listings for both the book and the article, in alphabetical order.
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Thesis Statement

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is an essential starting-point for any new research on the field, so its comprehensive analysis and classification of its various periods is beneficial.







PAGE  
3

