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Cognitive theory is concerned with the development of a person's thought processes. 

It also looks at how these thought processes influence how we understand and interact 

with the world. Cognitive development theory attempts to explain how human acquire 

and construct knowledge of themselves and their world. Cognitive development refer 

to the changes and stability in mental abilities, such as learning, attention, memory, 

language, thinking, reasoning, and creativity. The first systematic theory of cognitive 

development was proposed by Jean Will Fritz Piaget (1896-1980). Lev Semenovich 

Vygotsky (1896-1934), a Russian psychologist, emphasized the social and cultural 

processes on human cognitive development. This paper tries to focus on similarities 

and difference between these two theories by taking brief reviews of both theories. 

KEYWORDS: Schema, Assimilation, Accommodation, Equilibration, MKO, ZPD 

and Scaffolding. 

Introduction: 

                  Cognitive theory is concerned with the development of a person‟s thought 

process. It also looks at how these thought process influence, how we understand and 

interact with the world. Cognitive development theory attempts to explain how human 

acquire and construct knowledge of themselves and their world. Cognitive 

development refer to the changes and stability in mental abilities, such as learning, 

attention, memory, language, thinking, reasoning, and creativity. 

 Jean Piaget cognitive development Theory: 

The first systematic theory of cognitive development was proposed by Jean Will Fritz 

Piaget (1896-1980). His theory focuses on the organization of intelligence and how it 

changes as children grow. He planned an appropriate framework to understand the 

structure, functioning and development of the cognitive network of the human mind. 

He assumes that there are two aspects of the human mind: one is referred to as 

Cognitive Structure and other as Cognitive Functioning. 

 Cognitive Structure: The various schemas with their contents form the basic 

structure of the human mind. A schema describes both the mental and physical 

action involved in understanding and knowing. Schemas are categories of 

knowledge that help us to interpret and understand the world. In Piaget‟s view, 

schema includes both a category of knowledge and the process of obtaining 

that knowledge. As experiences happen, this new information is used to 

modify, add to, or change previously existing schemas. S. K. Mangal (2008) 

explains the meaning of Schema by giving example of „Sucking Schema‟. It 

refers to one‟s general cognitive ability or potential to suck objects. This 

schema is more than a single manifestation of the sucking reflex. It can be 
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thought of as a cognitive structure that makes all acts of sucking possible. 

However, the description of this act of sucking differs in relation to contents 

i.e., specific responses to specific stimuli such as the mother‟s nipple, a spoon, 

a toy etc. We thus conclude that a schema represents a unit of one‟s Cognitive 

structure in the shape of a general potential to perform a particular class of 

behaviors (like sucking, grasping, calculating etc.), the content of which is 

related to the condition that prevail during any particular manifestation of that 

general potential. 

Piaget postulated the concept of assimilation, accommodation, and 

equilibration to explain the aspect of cognitive functioning. 

 Cognitive functioning: The structure of an organism is said to play a crucial 

role in its functioning. The key to individual cognitive development lies in his 

constant interaction with an adaptation to his physical and social environment. 

The task of such adaptation is carried out through the process of assimilation 

and accommodation. 

Assimilation: Assimilation refers to a kind of identical between the already 

existing cognitive structure and the environmental needs as they arise. 

Assimilation is the process of taking in new information into our previously 

existing schemas. The process is somewhat subjective, because we tend to 

modify experience or information to fit with our preexisting beliefs. 

Example: A young kid may identify all soft toys as “teddy bear” and all flying 

vehicles as “aeroplane”. 

Accommodation: Accommodation is the process of changing or altering our 

existing schemas in light of new information. New schemas may also be 

developed during this process. 

Example: The kid has to be informed that not all flying vehicles are 

aeroplanes. In this case, accommodation would involve the modification of the 

aeroplane schema. 

Equilibration: Piaget believed that all children try to strike a balance between 

assimilation and accommodation, which is achieved through a mechanism 

called equilibration. As children progress through the stages of cognitive 

development, it is important to maintain a balance between applying previous 

knowledge (assimilation) and changing behaviour to account for new 

knowledge (accommodation). Equilibration helps explain how children are 

able to move from one stage of thought into the next. 

Piaget's Stages of Cognitive Development: 

Piaget proposed four stages of cognitive development. They are Sensori-motor 

stage, pre-operational stage, concrete operational stage, and formal operational 

stage. Piaget believed that all people pass through the stages in exactly the 

same order. It is important to note that the age ranges associated with the stage 

may not apply to every child. Some children may reach a particular stage 

earlier or later than the others. 

1. Sensorimotor stage (birth – 2 years old): During the sensorimotor stage, an 

infant‟s knowledge of the world is limited to their sensory perceptions and 
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motor activities. This stage is characterised by the absence of language. The 

child, through physical interaction with his or her environment, builds a set of 

concepts about reality and how it works.  Behaviours are limited to simple 

motor responses caused by sensory stimuli. Children utilize skills and abilities 

they were born with, such as looking, sucking, grasping, and listening, to learn 

more about the environment. 

2. Preoperational stage (ages 2-7): Language development is one of the 

hallmarks of this period. Piaget noted that children in this stage do not yet 

understand concrete logic, cannot mentally manipulate information, and are 

unable to take the point of view of other people, which he termed egocentrism. 

3. Concrete operations (ages 7-11): At this stage children begin to think 

logically but are unable to think in abstract terms. Their thought processes are 

limited to concrete objects and events. However, they are able to understand 

the cognitive concept such as number, classification and conservation. 

4. Formal operations (beginning at ages 11-15): By this point, the child‟s 

cognitive structures are like those of an adult and include conceptual 

reasoning. Actually this stage reflects the most advanced period in the 

functioning of the cognitive system. 

Lev Semenovich Vygotsky: 

Lev Semenovich Vygotsky (1896-1934), a Russian psychologist, emphasized 

the social and cultural processes on human cognitive development. His 

increasingly influential perspective is popularly known as the sociocultural 

theory or the sociohistorical theory. He believed children‟s thinking is affected 

by their knowledge of the social community. He also suggested that language 

is the most important tool for gaining this social knowledge; the child can be 

taught this from other people via language. He defined intelligence as the 

capacity to learn from instruction, “which emphasises the fact that there is 

requirement for a more knowledgeable other person (MKO). The MKO refers 

to anyone who has a better understanding or higher ability level than the 

learner with respect to a particular task, process or concept. 

Vygotsky proposed two important ideas to be discussed here is the concept of 

ZPD and scaffolding. 

Vygotsky developed concepts of cognitive learning zones. The zone of Actual 

Development (ZAD) occurs when students can complete tasks on their own. In 

this zone, the students are independent. The Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD) is the gap between what learners are able to do independently, and what 

they may need help in accomplishing (Daniels, 2001). The Zone of Proximal 

Development defines skills and abilities that are in the process of developing. 

The ZPD is the range of task that one cannot yet perform independently, but 

can accomplish with the help of a more competent individual as illustrated in 

fig-1 
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                       Zone of Proximal Development 

Fig1: Picture that shows zone of proximal development (ZPD) by 

Vygotsky. 

For example: a child might not be able to walk across a balance beam on her 

own, but she can do so while holding her mother‟s hand. Since children are 

always learning new things, the ZPD changes as new skills are acquired. In the 

example above, the child‟s mother provided assistance to the child. The 

mother acted as a scaffold in that situation. 

Vygotsky defined scaffolding instruction as the “role of teachers and others in 

supporting the learner‟s development and providing support structures to get 

next stage or level” 

Scaffolding is the structure or guidance of a more experienced person. There 

are many different ways of scaffolding, including breaking the task down into 

smaller steps, providing motivation, and providing feedback about progress as 

the person progresses.  As time goes by, the adult will continually adjust the 

amount of support they give in response to the child‟s level of performance. 

For example, as the child becomes more confident in her balance, her mother 

can go from holding both hands, to eventually holding one hand, and 

eventually she can stop holding her hand. The child will soon be able to walk 

unassisted. 

Comparison of Theories: 

Now that the backgrounds of Piaget and Vygotsky have been examined, a 

comparison of their theories can be summarised in the following points. 

 These two theories challenged behaviourism by allowing the chance that 

people direct their own behaviour, either from internal drive (Piaget) or by 

shaping others mental processes (Vygotsky) 

 Piaget‟s theory focuses on fixed stages of development, whereas Vygotsky‟s 

theory remarks a fluid, on-going repertoire of development.  
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 When compared with Piaget‟s theory, Vygotsky theory places a stronger 

prominence on social interactions. According to Vygotsky, knowledge is not 

individually constructed, but co-constructed between people. Piaget believed 

the individual is primary in the learning process, while vygotsky believed that 

social life is primary in the learning process. 

 

Similarities between Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s cognitive development 

theory: 

 Both were significant contributors to the cognitive development component of 

psychology. 

 Both were believed that the margins of cognitive growth were instituted by 

societal influences. 

 Both were focused on the point that parents and teachers enable themselves to 

better cater to the unique needs of each child by understanding the progression 

of cognitive development. 

 Both of them were believed that the manner by which children learn and 

mentally grow plays a vital role in their learning process and abilities. 

Difference between Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s cognitive development 

theory: 

 Piaget’s Teory Vygotsky Theory 

Theory Natural line of 

development 

Cultural line of 

development 

Learning is  Solitary Social 

Child‟s learning process 

is 

Independent Dependent 

Basic source of learning Child himself Zone of proximal 

development 

   

Stages of development 

& basic concerns: 

Infancy (0-2 yrs) 

Early childhood (2-

7yrs) 

Middle childhood (7-

11yrs) 

Adolescence (12-19yrs) 

Adulthood 

 

 

Sensorimotor stage 

Preoperational stage 

Concreteo perational 

stage 

Formal operational stage 

Formal operational stage 

 

 

 

Affiliation 

Play 

Learning 

Peer 

Work 

Child is active... Child actively organises 

cognitive schemas to 

maintain equilibrium. 

Child active in providing 

feedback to the 

parent/instructor. 

Role of language… Thought drives 

language. 

Language drives 

thought. 

Language plays... A plain milestone in 

cognitive development. 

An important role in 

cognitive development.  

Environment Did not believe in the 

significance of inputs 

Kids do acknowledge 

the inputs from their 
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that can be acquired 

from the environment. 

environment. 

 

Development Same or Universal Variable due to cultural 

differences. 

 

Conclusion: 

Even though Piaget and Vygotsky hold different views concerning 

developmental psychology, the use of both theories in classrooms is 

advantageous. Teachers have a concrete understanding of Piaget‟s and 

Vygotsky‟s theories. Students are provided with more opportunities to play 

and learn with their peers. Both Piaget‟s and Vygotsky theories of cognitive 

development provide foundations for constructivist approaches to teaching and 

learning. Even though both theories have a common goal, each of them has a 

different approach while dealing with children and education. For example, 

Piaget‟s theory can help educators understand how children react and learn 

according to their age while Vygotsky‟s theory can help understand the role of 

society in children‟s education.  

To integrate parts of both Piaget and Vygotsky‟s theories in the classroom it is 

essential for the teacher to be “organiser, stimulators, guides, facilitators and 

supporters of learning”. While providing appropriate situations teacher must 

take into consideration that learning should take place in meaningful contexts, 

preferably the context in which the knowledge is to be applied. 
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