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UNDERSTANDING THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE CHILD
JEAN PIAGET

Few  figures  have  shaped  our  understanding  of  childhood  as
profoundly  as  the  Swiss  psychologist  Jean  Piaget.  When  we
discuss The Psychology Of The Child Jean Piaget,  we are
exploring a revolutionary framework that completely transformed
how  educators,  parents,  and  psychologists  perceive  the
developing mind. Before Piaget, children were often viewed as
miniature adults who simply lacked knowledge. Piaget showed us
that  children think in  fundamentally  different  ways,  constructing
their understanding of the world through active exploration. His
theory  of  cognitive  development  remains  a  cornerstone  of
developmental  psychology,  offering insights that are as relevant
today as they were decades ago. This article delves deeply into
Piaget’s  life,  his  core  concepts,  the  four  stages  of  cognitive
development,  and  the  lasting  impact  of  his  work  on  modern
education and psychology.

THE LIFE AND WORK OF JEAN PIAGET

Born in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, in 1896, Jean Piaget displayed an

early interest in the natural sciences, publishing his first scientific
paper at just ten years old. This early fascination with biology and
the mechanisms of adaptation laid the groundwork for his later
work in psychology. Piaget’s background in biology profoundly
influenced  his  approach  to  understanding  intelligence.  He  saw
cognitive development not as a passive accumulation of facts,
but as an active process of adaptation, much like an organism
adapting to its environment.
Piaget's career took a pivotal turn when he moved to Paris and
began  working  with  Alfred  Binet  on  intelligence  tests.  While
administering  these  tests,  Piaget  became  less  interested  in
whether children gave correct answers and more fascinated by
the  patterns  in  their  incorrect  answers.  He  noticed  that
children of similar ages made the same types of errors, revealing
consistent,  underlying  structures  in  their  thinking.  This
observation led him to develop the clinical interview method, a
flexible  technique  combining  observation,  questioning,  and
experimentation that allowed him to probe the reasoning behind
a child's  responses.  This  method became the hallmark of  his
research and the foundation for The Psychology Of The Child Jean
Piaget articulates so thoroughly.

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The Psychology Of The Child Jean Piaget 2022-12-21

CORE CONCEPTS OF PIAGET’S COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENT THEORY

To fully appreciate The Psychology Of The Child Jean Piaget, one
must first understand the foundational concepts that underpin his
entire theoretical framework. These are not isolated ideas but
interconnected mechanisms that drive cognitive growth.

Schemas: The Building
Blocks Of Knowledge
Piaget  proposed  that  intelligence  is  organized  into  mental
structures called schemas. A schema is essentially a cognitive
framework  or  blueprint  that  helps  us  organize  and  interpret
information. Think of schemas as mental filing cabinets. A young
infant might have a simple schema for “grasping” — a set of
actions for picking up objects. As the child grows, this schema
becomes more refined and differentiated. An older child will have
schemas not just for physical actions, but for abstract concepts
like “justice,” “friendship,” or “mathematics.” Schemas are not
static; they are constantly being modified and expanded through
experience.

Assimilation And

Accommodation
These two complementary processes are the engines of cognitive
development.  Assimilation  occurs  when  a  child  fits  new
information into an existing schema. For example, a toddler who
has a schema for “dog” (four legs, furry, barks) might see a cat
for the first time and call it a “dog.” The child is assimilating the
new animal into their existing schema. Accommodation, on the
other hand, involves modifying an existing schema or creating a
brand new one to incorporate information that doesn’t fit.  When
the toddler learns that the cat is not a dog (perhaps because it
meows and not barks), they must accommodate their thinking by
creating  a  new “cat”  schema.  The  delicate  balance  between
assimilation  and  accommodation  is  the  key  to  intelligent
adaptation.

Equilibration: The Drive For
Balance
Piaget believed that humans have an innate drive to maintain
cognitive balance, a state he called equilibration. When a child
encounters information that conflicts with their existing schemas
(a  state  of  disequilibrium),  they  feel  a  sense  of  cognitive
discomfort. This discomfort motivates them to learn and adapt,
either through assimilation or accommodation, until they reach a
new  state  of  equilibrium.  This  ongoing  cycle  of  equilibrium,
disequilibrium, and re-equilibration is  the driving force behind
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cognitive growth. It explains why children are naturally curious
and why they actively seek out challenges.

THE FOUR STAGES OF COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

The most famous aspect of The Psychology Of The Child Jean
Piaget  is  undoubtedly  the  four-stage  model  of  cognitive
development. Piaget argued that all children pass through these
stages  in  a  fixed,  invariant  sequence,  though  the  age  at  which
they reach each stage can vary. Each stage is characterized by
qualitatively different ways of thinking.

Stage One: The
Sensorimotor Stage (Birth
To 2 Years)
This is the stage of doing. Infants and toddlers understand the
world primarily through their senses and their motor actions. At
birth, babies operate almost entirely with reflexes. Over the next
two  years,  they  develop  increasingly  complex  sensorimotor
schemas. A major milestone of this stage is the development of
object permanence — the understanding that objects continue
to exist even when they are out of sight. Initially, if you hide a toy
under a blanket, the infant will act as if the toy no longer exists.
By around eight to twelve months, the child will actively search
for the hidden object, demonstrating the emergence of a mental
representation of the toy. This marks the beginning of symbolic

thought.

Stage Two: The
Preoperational Stage (2 To
7 Years)
During this stage, children begin to use language and engage in
symbolic  play,  but  their  thinking  is  still  intuitive  and  largely
egocentric.  Egocentrism  in  Piaget’s  terms  does  not  mean
selfishness; it means the child has difficulty seeing the world from
another person’s perspective. In a famous experiment, a child is
shown a three-dimensional model of a mountain and asked to
describe what another person, sitting on the opposite side, would
see. The preoperational child will  typically describe what they
themselves can see, unable to take the other’s viewpoint.
Other characteristics of this stage include:

Centration: The tendency to focus on only one aspect of a
situation, often to the exclusion of others. This is why a
child in the preoperational stage will have difficulty with
conservation tasks (e.g., understanding that pouring water
from a short, wide glass into a tall, thin glass does not
change the amount of water).
Animism: The belief that inanimate objects have feelings
and intentions (e.g., “The sun is angry because it is hiding
behind the cloud”).
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Lack of reversibility: The inability to mentally reverse a
sequence of events or logical operations.

Stage Three: The Concrete
Operational Stage (7 To 11
Years)
This  stage  marks  a  turning  point  in  cognitive  development.
Children begin to think logically but only about concrete, tangible
events and objects. They can now solve conservation problems
and  understand  the  principle  of  reversibility.  Their  thinking
becomes less egocentric, and they can engage in classification
and  seriation  —  ordering  objects  by  size,  weight,  or  other
characteristics.
However, their logic is tied to concrete experiences. Abstract or
hypothetical problems remain challenging. A concrete operational
child can reason effectively about the number of marbles in a jar
or the amount of water in a glass, but they would struggle with a
purely hypothetical statement like “If I had a third eye, where
should I place it?”

Stage Four: The Formal

Operational Stage (12
Years And Up)
This final stage represents the pinnacle of cognitive development
according to Piaget.  Adolescents and adults in this  stage can
think abstractly, hypothetically, and systematically.  They
can  engage  in  deductive  reasoning,  consider  multiple
possibilities, and think about their own thinking (metacognition).
They  can  solve  problems  like  the  pendulum problem — figuring
out which factor (length, weight, or release point) determines the
swing speed — by testing one variable at a time while holding
others constant.
Piaget  believed that  not  everyone reaches this  stage.  Formal
operational thought is a potential that depends on experience
and  education.  It  is  the  stage  that  allows  for  scientific  thinking,
philosophical reasoning, and advanced moral judgment.

CRITICISMS AND MODERN PERSPECTIVES ON
PIAGET’S THEORY

While  The  Psychology  Of  The  Child  Jean  Piaget  remains
immensely  influential,  it  has  not  been  without  criticism.  Modern
researchers  have  raised  several  important  points  that  refine  or
challenge  his  original  ideas.
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Underestimation Of
Children’s Abilities
Many  critics  argue  that  Piaget  underestimated  the  cognitive
abilities of infants and young children. His experimental  tasks
were often complex and relied heavily on language, which may
have masked the true competence of young minds. For example,
using eye-tracking technology, researchers have found evidence
of object permanence in infants as young as three and a half
months,  far  younger  than  Piaget’s  estimate  of  eight  months.
Similarly,  studies using simpler,  non-verbal  tasks suggest that
children  understand  conservation  and  can  take  perspectives
earlier than Piaget’s stages would predict.

Cultural And Social Factors
Piaget’s theory has also been criticized for underemphasizing the
role of culture and social interaction. The socio-cultural theory of
Lev Vygotsky, a contemporary of Piaget, argues that cognitive
development  is  fundamentally  a  social  process,  mediated  by
language and cultural tools. Vygotsky emphasized that learning is
a  collaborative  activity,  with  children  internalizing  knowledge
through  interaction  with  more  knowledgeable  others.  Modern
research suggests that cultural context profoundly influences the
rate and even the sequence of cognitive development.

Incomplete View Of
Development
Piaget’s  theory  of  cognitive  development  largely  stops  in
adolescence. Later researchers, such as K. Warner Schaie and
others,  have  proposed  stages  of  cognitive  development  in
adulthood, focusing on practical problem-solving, expertise, and
wisdom.  Furthermore,  the  concept  of  post-formal  thought
suggests  that  adult  thinking  often  involves  embracing
contradiction, ambiguity, and context-dependent reasoning — a
more  flexible  and  nuanced  form  of  logic  than  Piaget’s  formal
operations.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF JEAN PIAGET

Despite these critiques, the core insights of The Psychology Of
The Child Jean Piaget have had a profound and lasting impact. His
theory shifted the view of the child from a passive recipient of
knowledge  to  an  active  constructor  of  understanding.  This
fundamental insight has shaped educational practices worldwide.
Piaget’s  work  gave  rise  to  constructivist  education,  which
emphasizes  hands-on,  discovery-based  learning.  Instead  of
simply lecturing,  educators should create environments where
children can explore, experiment, and question. The focus moves
from memorizing facts to building understanding through direct
interaction with the world. Examples include:

Using manipulatives to teach mathematics (e.g., blocks,
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counters).
Designing science experiments where children test their
own hypotheses.
Encouraging social interaction and discussion among peers.
Assessing a child’s level of cognitive development before
introducing new concepts.

Piaget’s  influence  also  extends  into  curriculum  design,  where
age-appropriate  activities  are  tailored  to  the  developmental
stages of students. His work continues to inspire researchers in
developmental  psychology,  cognitive  science,  and  education,
serving  as  a  foundational  reference  point  for  all  subsequent
theories.

CONCLUSION

The  Psychology  Of  The  Child  Jean  Piaget  offers  a  timeless  and
comprehensive  framework  for  understanding  how  human
intelligence evolves  from infancy  through adolescence.  Piaget

revealed that the child’s mind is not a blank slate but a dynamic
system that actively constructs knowledge through interaction
with  the  environment.  His  four  stages—sensorimotor,
preoperat ional ,  concrete  operat ional ,  and  formal
operational—provide  a  powerful  map  of  cognitive  growth,
highlighting  the  qualitative  shifts  in  how children  reason and
understand  their  world.  While  modern  research  has  refined  and
challenged  certain  aspects  of  his  theory,  the  fundamental
principles  of  assimilation,  accommodation,  and  equilibration
remain central to our understanding of learning. Piaget’s legacy
is not just a historical artifact; it is a living, breathing influence on
how  we  educate,  parent,  and  connect  with  the  curious,
developing minds of children. By appreciating the unique logic of
each developmental  stage, we can better support children on
their journey to becoming thoughtful, capable, and independent
thinkers. The Psychology Of The Child Jean Piaget is more than a
theory—it is an invitation to see the world through a child’s eyes.


