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Series introduction


About the Quick Guides for Early Years series


This series of quick study guides is intended to support you in studying particular aspects of young children’s development. While other books designed to support your study may focus on individual theories or theorists, this series aims to show how both theories and theorists come together in developing ideas and practices. While this process occurs in all fields of human endeavour, in no area is it more important that practitioners understand the relationship between theory and practice. We are working with young children – the future of society – and must therefore be prepared to reflect and adapt, while at the same time holding on to vital principles. We must, in short, come to understand why we believe and act in particular ways.


Each book in the series will include a focus on key debates within the area or aspect being considered. This will enable you to see the extent to which theory influences policy and practice. Sometimes there is a close match, but in other cases strong research evidence may be ignored or overlooked. Similarly it is hoped that the key debates will encourage you to think about the philosophy or theory that underpins day-to-day decisions about how young children should be cared for and educated.


In each chapter, key figures whose work is particularly relevant to the topic under discussion will be profiled. These profiles may include elements of the personal life of the theorist or thinker relevant to their work. They may refer to elements of their theory and may also identify other theorists by whom they were influenced or who they in their turn have influenced. Some of the figures, such as Piaget or Froebel, will be very familiar to students of early childhood care and education. Others, however, although less familiar may provide some valuable insights into the context within which more well-known theorists operate.


Throughout each book there will be reference to the research methods employed and to the practical applications of the theories and ideas under debate. A summary which might also serve as a guide or aide-memoire when undertaking assignments is also provided.


No one book will provide all the ideas and information that you need, so there are a number of suggestions throughout of additional sources – books, journals and websites – that you can research to extend your knowledge further.
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Introduction to Cognitive Development


Introduction


This chapter will clarify some of the terminology associated with cognitive development and cognition. There will be an overview of the way in which views of cognition have developed and an introduction to some key ideas that inform theories of learning and thinking, mind and brain. The chapter will also set out the structure of the book and an indication of the way in which chapters are organised.


In this introductory chapter, aspects of the work of the following key figures will be examined:





•  Socrates



•  Confucius



•  Comenius.





Key debates will also be highlighted around:





•  Holistic approaches to learning and cognition



•  Cognitive style.





The development of thinking about cognition and learning


The term cognition is generally said to be concerned with higher level thinking and learning. It also involves activities such as attention, language, problem-solving, creativity, deduction and decision-making. The term is widely used to describe the mental processes by which knowledge is acquired through the use of reasoning, intuition, or perception. Views of what constitutes cognitive development continue to change (see for example Eysenck and Keane, 2010) but, within early childhood care and education, the terms cognition and cognitive development are generally concerned with the development of learning and understanding.


Metacognition or thinking about thinking is one of the factors that marks us out as human. Auden, the 20th-century American poet, attributed this to the development of philosophy in Ancient Greece. He argued (1977) that it is philosophy which has developed consciousness, which in turn has enabled us to become fully human. More recently (see for example Nisbett, 2003), however, there has been a shift in thinking – a recognition that while the Greek philosophy of Socrates, Aristotle and Plato may have shaped western views about cognition, views in the eastern world have probably been more influenced by Confucius’ philosophy.
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Profile


Socrates (469BC–399BC) and his followers


The date given for Socrates’ birth is an estimate. He has been described as the father of philosophy (or the search for wisdom) and the most noble and wisest Athenian ever. Contemporary descriptions, however, are not always so kind – those writing at that time describe a bald and overweight man. After a period during which he fought in the Peloponnesian Wars, he dedicated himself to teaching young men – a service for which he did not charge and was therefore unable to provide adequately for his wife and three children. Socrates was elected to a political post but became unpopular through his questioning of contemporary values and customs. In 399BC he was found guilty of treason but rather than pay the fine imposed, or flee the country as friends suggested, he chose to die by taking hemlock.


His student Plato (427BC–347BC) suggested that it was curiosity, questioning and wanting to know what was seen as evil that ultimately led to Socrates’ unpopularity. The approach adopted by Socrates to teaching through questioning is widely known as the Socratic method. It is this which Auden and others claim has shaped much of western thinking. Its oppositional stance, setting one argument against another, its reliance on questioning and logic remains the prime approach in our courts and our parliament. It was Plato who recorded Socrates’ ideas – writing them down for posterity. In his turn Aristotle (384BC–322BC), Plato’s student, developed and critically reflected on the ideas of Plato and Socrates. Socrates’ questions were designed to elicit the truth since he held the view that knowledge is innate. Socrates and Plato believed that humans were born with knowledge while Aristotle argued that all knowledge comes from experience, especially from sensory experience. These two viewpoints are known respectively as rationalism and empiricism.
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Profile


Confucius (Kong Qiu) (551BC–479BC)


The life of Confucius is difficult to separate from the myths that surround this still greatly revered figure in China. For example, it is widely claimed that Confucius died at the age of 72. Others dispute this, saying that the use of that particular number has a magical significance in Chinese culture and was therefore chosen to underline his legendary status.


Like Socrates, Confucius did not write down his own ideas – but these were recorded by his followers. He is believed to have written some songs but the tunes are not known. He too was involved in politics. He was exiled for a while but when he returned he set up a school. His approach, like Socrates, was based around questioning and on the power of example. They also shared a view of the importance of role models – it has been said of Socrates that he lived the life he preached; while Confucius proclaimed that greatness is dependent on leading an exemplary life.


Confucius’ ideas have persisted. Tao Xingzhi (1891–1946), a neo-Confucian, was hailed in 1988 as a people’s educator and a memorial hall was set up in Shanghai as testimony to his educational achievements. In relation to philosophy, Chinese thinking broadly relies not on argument but on consensus. Rather than challenging the views of others, the favoured approach seeks to come to an agreement based on the merging of different views. Nisbett (2003) suggests that this is reflected in eastern and western singing. In China, everyone sings the same tune, while the Greeks developed polyphony – singing a range of individual harmonies.
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New ways of thinking


In the 17th century a figure emerged who was to have a major impact on the development of thinking about young children’s thinking and learning. The life of Comenius interacts with other figures whose life and work were to impact on the development of thinking about thinking and learning – paving the way for the emergence of psychology:





•  René Descartes (1596–1650), famous for the term “cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am), is known as the father of modern philosophy.



•  Frances Bacon (1561–1626), an Englishman, was responsible for the development of the scientific method, which continues to influence research today.



•  Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) is said to have been influenced by Comenius and in his turn influenced the thinking of Pestalozzi. Rousseau was a highly influential writer and thinker but Pestalozzi, like Comenius, had a vision of education for all – rich and poor alike, working- and upper-class children brought together. Rousseau’s ideas were more theoretical than practical.



•  Robert Owen (1771–1858), who created among much else the first workplace nursery in Britain in 1816, sent some of his sons to one of Pestalozzi’s schools. The ethos of the school was to ensure that everyone could work with their hands and could learn academically – again echoing the views of Comenius. Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852) also worked with Pestalozzi and built on the work of Comenius.
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Profile


Comenius (Jan Amos Komensky) (1592–1670)


Comenius was born in Moravia, now part of the Czech Republic. He, along with figures from many disciplines such as Rembrandt, Galileo and Milton, was one of the leading thinkers in what is known as the Age of Reason. Comenius was a bishop in the Moravian Church. His many international contacts meant that he was approached to take a lead in restructuring the Swedish education system. He was invited to serve on a similar committee in England but the Civil War prevented him from taking on that role. He is believed to have been approached to be the first president of Harvard University but was unable to do so because of unrest in his Church at the time.
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Comenius’ approach to education must at that time have seemed revolutionary. He believed that education should be thought of as a lifelong process beginning in early childhood, and that women should have opportunities for education too. Schooling should be developed through play and through sensory experience. He introduced the notion of illustrated books for children and, in a book entitled The Gate of Tongues Unlocked, advocated teaching Latin through a child’s home language. He held a holistic view of learning, believing that intellectual, spiritual and emotional aspects of learning were inseparable. He developed a philosophy, which he called pansophism (meaning that all knowledge should be available to everyone). It seems fitting in the light of these developments that Comenius has been called “the father of modern education”.
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Research Methods


Psychology arose from two major strands – philosophy and physiology. Philosophy, represented by writers such as William James (1842–1910), contributed the process of introspection. Consciousness was examined systematically through a trained process of self-observation. Mental life was thought of in terms of adaptation to the environment. The physiological strand contributed knowledge of the neurological system of animals and experiments with human senses, which also involved some introspective data. A key figure in this field was Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920). In addition, a new science of statistics was developed by Francis Galton (1822–1911), Charles Darwin’s cousin. This will be examined more fully in Chapter 2.








	1874 

	Publication of Principles of Physiological Psychology in Germany by Wilhelm Wundt, known as the father of experimental psychology.






	1876

	Publication of Mind, the first academic psychology journal by Francis Galton in Britain.






	1879

	In Leipzig, Wundt establishes the first psychological research laboratory.






	1881

	Wundt publishes the first journal of psychological research.






	1884

	Galton establishes the Anthropometric Laboratory, where 9,300 people paid for the privilege of having their test results added to Galton’s database of human characteristics.






	1890

	Publication of Principles of Psychology by William James in the United States of America.







Table 1.1 Key dates in the development of psychology as a field of study in its own right.





The development of theories


Ramachandran (2011) reminds us of the importance of metaphors in human cognition. As in every other aspect of life, the ideas or images we use to describe human intellect influences the way in which we think about it. Sternberg suggests that (1990: 5):




by becoming more aware of the metaphors underlying … theories and research…(we) become more aware of both the range and boundaries of their theories with respect to the phenomenon they seek to investigate.





The mind has been described as a blank slate, an empty vessel, or a block of wax. These metaphors invite a very different response than when confronted with the mind depicted, for example, as a Froebelian unfolding of the blossoming flower. The “buzzing, booming confusion” described as the world of the new-born by 19th-century psychologist William James is a far cry from the social, curious, perceiving new-born described in the work of, for example, Colwyn Trevarthen, in the 21st century. The different images or models presented by theorists shape both their own views and ours – and in turn determine the research methods they choose. Similarly, Eccles and Appleton (2002: 320) describe theory as an “imagination machine”, generating “questions and steer[ing] attention to the wide range of factors and phenomena” that should be considered. The thinking brought to the new science of psychology by different disciplines has inevitably shaped the variety of research methods adopted among psychologists since that time.
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Holistic nature of learning


A term widely used in early education is holistic. Comenius and, in his turn, Froebel, regarded learning as holistic. Drawing on the philosophies of the ancient Greeks, Comenius emphasised the inextricable links between physical, emotional, social, spiritual, aesthetic and intellectual development.
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Key Debates


Holistic education


Viewpoint: One extreme view in this debate is that schools are essentially places of instruction. Anything beyond the 3Rs (reading, writing and ’rithmetic) is not the business of the state but for community, home and family to take care of.


Sources: Encounter: Education for Meaning and Social Justice (journal – see: www.great-ideas.org)


www.infed.org/biblio/holisticeducation.htm


www.vernamontessorischool.org/images/Cosmic_Ed.pdfwww.vernamontessorischool.org/


Steiner, R. (1907) (1996) The Education of the Child. Hudson, NY: Anthroposophic Press.


Montessori, M. (1989) Child, Society and the World. CA: ABC-Clio.


Counter viewpoint: When compulsory schooling was introduced in Britain in 1870, the 3Rs were seen as being of vital importance – schooling was intended to create a workforce that could take urban jobs and pay taxes. There is, incidentally, a strong body of opinion that the 3Rs actually included wroughting (see for example: http://creative-blueprint.co.uk/thinkpieces/item/reading-wroughting-arithmetic) – evidence that the idea that education should go beyond basics has been around for some time.


During the 20th century many educators, building on the philosophies of Rousseau and Froebel, came to believe that educating the intellect alone was insufficient. Steiner’s philosophy (known as anthroposophy) and Montessori’s claims for cosmic education are among early examples of holistic education in practice (www.montessori.org.uk/magazine-and-jobs/library_and_study_resources/teacher-training-study-resources/topics/cosmic_education).


In 1979, an international conference resulted in the creation of the Journal of Holistic Education. The authors claimed that the 3Rs of education should be thought of as relationships; responsibility and reverence for all life. Throughout the 20th century, there has been a continuing tension between those who regard education as primarily intellectual and those who emphasise the transformative nature of learning and experience; and believe that there should be connections between all forms and areas of learning. They stress the importance of meaning and context in learning.


These ideals were never intended to be exclusive to early childhood education. Susan Isaacs and the McMillan sisters worked with older children but somehow the application of their theories became lodged with younger children. The ideals and aims of a more holistic approach to education can recently be seen to have made a limited reappearance in other phases of education. Their importance may be seen for example in the Every Child Matters agenda – although there are fears that this is itself being marginalised (see Barker, 2011).


Paradoxically in a period when there is greater understanding of holistic education, there is also increasing pressure for the “schoolifcation” of young children’s education and its “disembodiment” (Pound and Miller, 2011) – a return to basics.
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Cognitive style or learning style


These terms are often used interchangeably but have rather different meanings. Learning style is likely to be the more familiar phrase, with visual, auditory or kinaesthetic (VAK) learning styles being those most commonly described. This view is often associated with Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory (MIT) (see Chapter 6). In fact, Gardner dissociates his work from theories of learning style.
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Key Debates


Learning styles and cognitive styles


Viewpoint: It is often assumed the identification of and labelling of children’s learning styles can help practitioners to tailor their teaching to individuals, thus personalising learning and making it more effective. Various questionnaires have been developed to support this view (see websites listed below). The VARK website (www.vark-learn.com/english/page.asp?p=questionnaire), for example, suggests that “a learning style has 18+ dimensions (such as preferences for temperature, light, food intake, biorhythms, working with others, working alone)”.


Sources: www.bbc.co.uk/keyskills/extra


http://brainboxx.co.uk/A2_LEARNSTYLES/pages/roughandready.htm


Greenfield, S. (2007) ‘Style without substance’, Times Educational Supplement, 27/7/07, page 25


Gardner, H. (1999) Intelligence Reframed. New York: Perseus Books.


Claxton, G. (2008) What’s the Point of School? Oxford: Oneworld Publications.


Counter viewpoint: The notion of learning styles has popular appeal but too often there is confusion about what is actually meant. A number of very different ideas and theories exist:





•  In the 1970s and 1980s, Kolb identified four learning styles (Kolb and Fry, 1975):







    •  convergers, who tend to have narrow but focused interests. They tend to be good at identifying practical applications of their ideas.


    •  divergers, who are imaginative and good at coming up with good ideas. They are interested in people and good at seeing things from a range of different perspectives.


    •  assimilators tend to be more concerned with abstract ideas than people but are good at creating theoretical models.


    •  accommodators are good at doing things and work intuitively. They are prepared to take risks and are good at thinking “on the hoof”.





This work was criticised as being too broad and having little or no evidence of its effectiveness – perhaps because the way in which humans approach situations varies according to the context.





•  Cognitive style, on the other hand, generally refers to a learner’s habitual pattern of acquiring and processing new information, patterns of intellect and perception (Cole and Scribner, 1974) and is thought of as being influenced, at least in part, by culture. Criticisms of this work focused on the idea that some styles were less valuable than others. Lave (1988) demonstrated that most people use a range of styles. The focus of his research was on mathematics. When solving pencil and paper shopping tasks North American adults used field independent, or formal, strategies. When actually shopping, they used field dependent, or informal, strategies. Although the informal strategies used would have been described by earlier researchers as illogical, they were in fact exceptionally accurate. And this, despite the fact that they were often estimates rather than actual calculations. From these and other studies it seems likely that most members of all cultures can and do learn to use a range of cognitive styles involving both. Abstract and concrete thought are not exclusive.



•  As a respected neuroscientist, Susan Greenfield (2007: 25) describes the labelling of children’s learning styles as visual, auditory or kinaesthetic, as “nonsense”, arguing that “it is when senses are activated together – the sound of a voice in synchronisation with the movement of a person’s lips – that brain cells fire more strongly than when stimuli are received apart”.





Nowhere is this more important than in the early years. If learning styles exist and if they are culturally moulded then early years educators have a responsibility to ensure that young children are learning to make use of all their sensory channels. Writing about the prevalence of dyspraxia, Addy (2004: 18) states that the early experiences of children with dyspraxia have often underplayed physical activity “in favour of visual and auditory feedback” – a further argument for doing all that can be done to use all available sensory channels. Greenfield (1997) also suggests that without movement organisms do not need brains. For young children physical action is the root of thinking and learning and, therefore, practitioners ought to be making sure that all children are kinaesthetic learners. But they also need to develop visual and auditory strategies.





•  Howard Gardner (1999), whose work on multiple intelligences is often linked to learning styles, declares this connection to be a myth (see Chapter 6). He suggests that the term is used in a variety of ways and argues that learning styles, such as they are, vary with content. Guy Claxton (2008a: 48) makes a similar point:







Many of the so-called “learning styles” are far less permanent, pervasive or clear-cut than they have been claimed to be. Unsurprisingly, people change the way they approach things depending on what it is they are learning… Also learning styles turn out to change and develop considerably over time. They are better thought of as temporary snap-shots of evolving habits and preferences than as life sentences.








•  It could be argued that there is a possible use for exploring learning styles – to identify channels of learning that are not being made use of, and addressing gaps in young children’s learning strategies. However, Claxton (2008a: 49) cites a study undertaken at the University of Newcastle, which states that:







Some of the best known and commercially most successful [learning styles tests] have such low reliability, poor validity, and negligible impact on pedagogy, that we recommend their use in practice should be discontinued.
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In practice


The study of cognition has influenced and continues to influence practice. Swann (1985) argues that this application is not always well founded, describing the pitfalls of applying psychological research unquestioningly. In the chapters that follow, the applications of each approach will be examined in some detail. It will be well throughout this book to bear in mind Millar’s words (1968: 18) that “theory does not have to be correct to be of use”. In other words, not all of the theories explored in this book will have practical applications but they may still make a contribution to a developing understanding of cognition.
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Structure of the book and chapters


Although the focus is on intellectual aspects of development, the interaction between cognitive development and physical, social and emotional development should not be overlooked. Equally the impact on cognition of the cultural context in which children are growing up; and their disposition or motivation to learn cannot be ignored. These are topics that will surface frequently throughout this book.


A word of warning about terminology! Cognitive development should not be confused with cognitive psychology or cognitive science – both of which are dominated by a view of human cognition that sees information-processing or computers as the most appropriate metaphor through which to understand human thinking and learning. On the other hand, the term cognitive developmental theory is most often associated with the work of Piaget. Keenan and Evans (2009) identify four approaches to cognitive developmental theories: that of Piaget; and of Vygotsky; information processing theory; and developmental neuroscience. While this book will endeavour to maintain consistency about the use of such terms, you will find that different authors and theorists use them in a variety of ways. Throughout the book an attempt will be made to clarify the meaning of these labels so that as you read other materials, the terms become more familiar and less daunting.


The next chapter will look at intelligence and its measurement (known as psychometrics). Chapter 3 will explore behaviourism, often known as Learning Theory. Constructivism and the work of Piaget will be the subject of Chapter 4. Chapter 5 will consider Vygotskian theory and socio-constructivism. Some consideration will also be given to other social theories. Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence Theory will be explored in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 look at cognitive psychology and neuroscientific approaches respectively. Although there is overlap, the two fields cover a large amount of current thinking about cognition. Chapter 9 looks at learning dispositions and the role of emotion in cognition. Higher order thinking including creative thinking, imagination, narrative and the place of music in cognition will be considered in Chapter 10.


Each chapter will include profile features of key figures as well as key debates that surround the theories under consideration. Additional sections will include discussion of aspects of research methods and relevant practical applications. Since this study guide is in no way intended to be exhaustive, additional suggestions for further reading will be included. A summary feature will examine key themes.
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Next Steps


Pound, L. (2005) How Children Learn. London: Step Forward Publishing Ltd, pages 4–16.


Pound, L. (2008) How Children Learn 2. London: Practical Pre-School Books, pages 4–12.
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Glossary






Anthroposophy: Steiner’s spiritual science built on the relationship between natural sciences and one’s inner world.


Cognition: the mental processes by which knowledge is acquired through the use of reasoning, intuition, or perception. Attention, language, problem-solving, creativity, deduction and decision-making are also elements of cognition.


Disembodied education: a phrase coined by Tobin (2004) to describe the way in which young children are given less opportunity to move, to take risks and to engage with others physically, and how the brain is privileged over the body. Tobin and others (see for example Walsh, 2004) regard this as detrimental to the education of young children.


Empiricism: a theory of knowledge that believes that knowledge comes mainly from sensory experience.


Holistic education: an approach that claims that the 3Rs of education are relationships; responsibility and reverence for all life.


Introspection: self-examination of conscious thoughts and feelings. It may be contrasted with observation and was the starting point for psychology.


Metacognition: thinking about thinking.


Pansophism: a philosophy based on the view all knowledge should be available to everyone. It was developed by Comenius who believed that women should have an equal right to education.


Rationalism: “the philosophical view that regards reason as the chief source and test of knowledge. Holding that reality itself has an inherently logical structure, the rationalist asserts that a class of truths exists that the intellect can grasp directly” (www.britannica.com).


Schoolification: “an overemphasis on ‘academic’ provision for young children… It emphasizes the academic over the intellectual … demonstrating greater concern for the needs of the institution and society than for the development of the child” (Pound and Miller, 2011: 167).


Scientific method: term which refers to the approach to science proposed by Francis Bacon in the 17th century which continues to influence research methods today.


Symbolic behaviours: “a person’s capacity to respond to or use a system of significant symbols” (Faules and Alexander, 1978: 5).
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