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1. Contrast two theories of the formation of personal relationships. [22]

2. Discuss the role of communication in maintaining relationships. [22]

3. Discuss research into why relationships may change or end. [22]

4. Evaluate one or more explanations for gender differences in communication. [22]

5. Discuss research into cooperation and competition. [22]

6. Evaluate one or more explanations for prejudice and discrimination. [22]

7. Evaluate one or more approaches to conflict resolution. [22]

8. Contrast two theories of pro-social behaviour. [22]

9. To what extent can biological theories explain prosocial behavior? [22]

10. Evaluate research (one theory or study) promoting pro-social behaviour. [22]
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Contrast two theories of cognitive development. [22] 
This essay question is asking you to assess the ways in which two theories of cognitive development 
differ, e.g. in their assumptions, methodology, results and conclusions. You will be expected to show an 
understanding of how each theory explains cognitive development in itself as well as how the theories 
are integrated. The two theories should be contrasted throughout the essay. 
 
Children’s cognitive development was not really considered to 
be a topic worth studying until the pioneering work of Jean 
Piaget began in the first half of the twentieth century. Piaget's 
theory focuses on the bio-cognitive stages of development, 
arguing that there is little difference between children and 
that age is the main factor in development. Vygotsky, on the 
other hand, took a more sociocultural approach and saw more 
variation between children. So, although the two theorists 
were both interested in children’s cognitive development, 
each had a different approach. 
 
One of the main points of contrast between these two theories 
is the emphasis on the difference in the way that children 
learn to think: as independent agents (Piaget) or via 
interaction with a More Knowledgeable Other (MKO, 
Vygotsky). Piaget claimed that children go through a 
maturational process of cognitive development, with each 
threshold of skill development being linked to their biological 
age. Piaget’s theory tends to fall on the ‘nature’ side of the 
nature/nurture debate as he stated that all children – 
regardless of upbringing, environment, culture, IQ – go 
through each stage at the same time and that none of the 
stages could be skipped. In contrast, Vygotsky’s view was that 
children are not able to go beyond the threshold of their 
current ability without help and guidance from an adult. His 
theory is more in line with a ‘nurture’ position on human 
development. Vygotsky believed that culture and family play a 
key role in a child’s cognitive development (which he termed 
their 'social construction'). 
 
Piaget’s theory is most strongly associated with the four 
stages of cognitive development which he proposed as the 
natural markers that each child attains according to their age. 
For example, he claimed that children in the sensori-motor 
stage understood the world in a mainly physical way, using 
their instincts and reflexes to act upon their environment (e.g. 
by grasping, sucking, crawling) in order to stimulate their 
cognitive development. One of the clearest markers of this 
stage is a lack of object permanence: the inability to 
understand that an object or person continues to exist even if 
they are out of sight. Vygotksy, on the other hand, asserted 
that the social world of the child played a key role in the 

Focus on the question: A clear 
introduction, which sets out 
the two theories that will be 
contrasted in the essay. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and 
understanding: Piaget’s theory 
is contrasted directly with 
Vygotsky’s using the 
nature/nurture debate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and 
understanding: Both theories 
are contrasted in terms of how 
they view the process of 
cognitive development. 
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child’s development as a learner, with the child learning at 
their own pace rather than automatically moving on to the 
next stage in a process of development-by-chronology. 
 
One of the clearest points of contrast between the two 
theories is that Piaget’s theory is easier to test under lab 
conditions than Vygotsky’s, using experiments with a 
standardised procedure. Samuel and Bryant (1984) were able 
to partially replicate Piaget’s standard conservation test to 
demonstrate a key methodological flaw in his original 
procedure (asking the same question twice), thus providing 
empirical evidence that one major claim of Piaget’s – that pre-
operational children cannot conserve – may not necessarily 
be valid. Contrastingly, Conner and Cross (2003) used a three-
year longitudinal design of 45 mother and child pairs 
observed engaging in informal problem-solving tasks. The 
mothers were observed in terms of how they used scaffolding, 
a key Vygotskian concept, and the researchers found that the 
mothers offered less help as the children increased their skill 
levels. This type of research may well offer a higher degree of 
ecological validity but it is costly, time-consuming and not 
replicable due to the unique nature of each observation 
session. Therefore, it could be argued that Vygotsksy’s theory 
may be one that can be applied more easily in real settings 
(e.g. the home, at nursery or school) but Piaget’s theory is 
more easily tested in lab conditions using an independent 
variable. However, Samuel and Bryant's results highlight that 
Piaget's stage theory is flawed, as not all children will reach 
the stage thresholds at the same time: some children may 
advance sooner, others may attain particular skills later.  
 
Vygotsky proposed that each child works within a Zone of 
Proximal Development (ZPD), a concept which is based on the 
idea that each child has a potential for going beyond their 
current level of achievement and – with the help of a More 
Knowledgeable Other (such as a teacher or parent) – reach 
even higher levels of progress and attainment. Vygotsky 
believed that children could only reach the ZPD if they had an 
adult to help them. The findings of Conner and Cross (2003) 
support this idea to some extent as their observations 
highlighted the ways in which children can progress beyond 
their current level to achieve what appears to be just beyond 
their grasp. Piaget’s theory, in contrast, does not acknowledge 
social interaction or guidance from an MKO as playing an 
important role in a child’s cognitive development. His view is 
much more of the child as a biologically-determined 
individual. 
  
In conclusion, both theories offer some explanation of how 

 
 
 
 
Critical Thinking and use of 
research to support Answer:  
Methodological points of 
contrast between the two 
theories are identified. 
Research supporting each 
theorist is discussed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and 
understanding: The ZPD is 
used as a point of contrast 
between the two theories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Critical thinking: The 
theoretical contrast between a 
social constructionist view of 
the child’s development and 
the biological view is 
identified. 
 
Clarity and organization: The 
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cognitive skills and abilities develop, with both theories 
gaining some credibility through the way that, within the 
classroom, strategies have been put into place over the years. 
Piaget’s theory works well in terms of understanding why 
children may make specific mistakes in their thinking; 
Vygotsky’s theory is particularly relevant when it comes to 
considering how to enhance and facilitate a child’s progress 
beyond their current level. While neither theory offers a 
comprehensive and complete view on its own, it is possible to 
‘cherry pick’ from both theories to formulate a convincing 
synthesis of how a child learns to think, solve problems and 
understand the world around them. 
 
[~900 Words] 
 

conclusion considers both 
theories together. The essay is 
both clear and organized, with 
no re-reading necessary to 
understand the points being 
made. 
 
 
 
Critical thinking: A synthesis of 
the two theories proposed as a 
possibility. 
 
 
 

Examiner Style Comments: Mark Band 16-22 
 
This is a top mark band essay. The essay uses two theories of cognitive development and 
identifies specific points of contrast between them with use of research evidence to demonstrate 
each theory. Psychological theory is clearly communicated and understood and there is a good 
range of knowledge, which has been analysed in response to the demands of the question. 
Terminology is used confidently and specific study details are selected for their relevance to the 
question. 
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