Piaget: Key ideas
Introduction to Piaget
Jean Piaget was employed at the Binet Institute in the 1920s, where his job was to develop French versions of questions on English intelligence tests. He became intrigued with the reasons children gave for their wrong answers on the questions that required logical thinking. Over the next fifty years, this curiosity led to the development of his theory of "genetic epistemology".
Piaget's theory differs from others we have studied in several ways: 
· It is concerned with children, rather than all learners. 
· It focuses on development, rather than learning per se, so it does not address learning of information or specific behaviors. 
· It proposes discrete stages of development, marked by qualitative differences, rather than a gradual increase in number and complexity of behaviors, concepts, ideas, etc. 
The goal of the theory is to explain the mechanisms and processes by which the infant, and then the child, develops into an individual who can reason and think using hypotheses. To Piaget, cognitive development was a progressive reorganization of mental processes as a result of maturation and experience. Children construct an understanding of the world around them, then experience discrepancies between what they already know and what they discover in their environment. 
There are three basic components to Piaget's theory: 
· Types of knowledge (physical, logical-mathematical, and social-arbitrary) 
· Stages of development (sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, formal operational) 
· Processes that enable the transition from one stage to another (assimilation, accommodation, and equilibration) 
Piaget's proposed stages of development
An important thing to understand about these different levels is that they are qualitatively different. In other words, at each successive stage, it's not just a matter of doing something better, but of doing a different thing altogether.
The function of cognitive growth is to produce increasingly powerful cognitive structures that permit the individual to act on the environment with greater flexibility.
The sensorimotor period ranges from birth to about age 2. Infants learn mostly through trial and error learning. Children initially rely on reflexes, eventually modifying them to adapt to their world. Behaviors become goal directed, progressing from concrete to abstract goals. Objects and events can be mentally represented by the older child during this stage (sometimes called object permanence). For example, if you place a toy under a blanket, the child who has achieved object permanence knows it is there and can actively seek it. Before this stage, the child behaves as if the toy had simply disappeared. The attainment of object permanence generally signals the transition to the next stage.
The preoperational period ranges from about ages 2 to 7. Children in this stage can mentally represent events and objects (the semiotic function), and engage in symbolic play. Their thoughts and communications are typically egocentric (i.e., about themselves). They are able to focus on only one aspect or dimension of problems. For example, suppose you arrange two rows of blocks in such a way that a row of 5 blocks is longer than a row of 7 blocks. Preoperational children can generally count the blocks in each row and tell you the number contained in each. However, if you ask which row has more, they will likely say that it is the one that makes the longer line, because they cannot simultaneously focus on both the length and the number. The ability to solve this and other "conservation" problems signals the transition to the next stage. 
Children in the concrete operational period are typically ages 7 to 11. They gain the abilities of conservation (number, area, volume, orientation) and reversibility. Their thinking is more organized and rational. They can solve problems in a logical fashion, but are typically not able to think abstractly or hypothetically.
The formal operational period begins at about age 11. As adolescents enter this stage, they gain the ability to think in an abstract manner, the ability to combine and classify items in a more sophisticated way, and the capacity for higher-order reasoning.
Processes of development
The continual process of resolving the discrepancies they encounter moves the child's intelligence into a more mature understanding. Piaget used the concepts of assimilation and accommodation to explain this continual process.
When children and adolescents encounter something reasonably similar to what they already know, it is assimilated into their existing knowledge. So, for example, when small children put everything they grasp into their mouth, or call all small animals "dogs," they are assimilating.
On the other hand, when children encounter something that is different from what they know, they may change their way of thinking to take into account this new knowledge. This is accommodation. (Assimilation and accommodation should remind you of principles we discussed earlier in Ausubel and schema theory.) A child sees a four-legged animal and labels it a "dog". Mother responds "No, Johnny, that's a cow. Change must take place in the child's schema for four-legged animals, they are not all dogs. 

According to Piaget, reorganization to higher levels of thinking is not accomplished easily. The child must "rethink" his or her view of the world. An important step in the process is the experience of cognitive conflict. In other words, the child becomes aware that he or she holds two contradictory views about a situation and they both cannot be true. This step is referred to as disequilibrium. According to Piaget, learning cannot occur without disequilibrium.
Equilibration is a regulatory process that maintains a balance between assimilation and accommodation to facilitate cognitive growth. Think of it this way: We can't merely assimilate all the time; if we did, we would never learn any new concepts or principles. Everything new we encountered would just get put in the same few "slots" we already had. Neither can we accommodate all the time; if we did, everything we encountered would seem new; there would be no recurring regularities in our world. We'd be exhausted by the mental effort!
According to Piaget, teaching can support these developmental processes by 
· Providing support for the "spontaneous research" of the child appropriate to the stage of development. 

· Using active methods that require rediscovering or reconstructing "truths" so that disequilibrium is created. 
· Using collaborative, as well as individual activities, again increasing the odds of disequilibrium. 
· Devising situations that present useful problems, and creating disequilibrium in the child (remember our early conversation about schemes). 
To check your understanding of the basic Piagetian stages, see if you can identify which type of behavior would be common in which Piagetian stage. 
· A child drops an object on the floor, delights when the parent returns it, and drops the object again. [click for answer] 

· A child conducts an experiment by carefully holding constant one variable and modifying others. Suddenly they realize that two variables must be confounded. [Click for answer] 

· A child answers his mother's question while talking on the phone by nodding his head yes. [Click for answer] 

· A child has gotten lost in her new school building. She quickly realizes she simply needs to retrace her steps and begin again. [Click for answer]
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