
Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development:
A Summary

Background information: Piaget's theory of cognitive development is a comprehensive and
influential theory proposed by Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. It focuses on how children's
thinking and mental abilities evolve and become more sophisticated as they grow and interact
with their environment. According to Piaget, cognitive development is a continuous process that
occurs in four distinct stages, each characterized by unique ways of thinking and
problem-solving. The theory emphasizes that children actively construct their understanding of
the world through their experiences and interactions.

Key Concepts of Piaget's Theory:

Schemas: Schemas are mental frameworks or structures that individuals use to organize and
interpret information about the world. These schemas are constantly evolving as children
encounter new experiences and learn from them. For example, a young child might have a
schema for dogs, and every time they encounter a new dog, they assimilate the new information
into their existing dog schema.

Assimilation: Assimilation is the process of incorporating new information or experiences into
existing schemas. When children encounter new things that fit their current understanding, they
assimilate the new knowledge seamlessly. For instance, a child who knows about various fruits
may easily assimilate a new fruit they encounter into their existing fruit schema.

Accommodation: Accommodation is the process of adjusting existing schemas or creating new
ones to fit new information or experiences. When the new information doesn't quite fit their
current understanding, children may modify their schemas or develop entirely new ones. For
instance, if a child encounters a fruit that doesn't fit their existing fruit schema, they may create a
new schema for a different category of food.

Piaget's Four Stages of Cognitive Development:

Sensorimotor Stage (Birth to 2 years): In this stage, infants and young children learn about the
world primarily through their senses and motor actions. They gradually develop object
permanence, the understanding that objects continue to exist even when they are not visible.
Early language development also occurs during this stage.

Preoperational Stage (2 to 7 years): In this stage, children start using symbols to represent
objects and ideas, such as through language and pretend play. However, their thinking is still
characterized by egocentrism, where they have difficulty understanding other people's
perspectives and viewpoints.



Concrete Operational Stage (7 to 11 years): During this stage, children's thinking becomes
more logical and organized. They can understand the principle of conservation (e.g., the
quantity of a substance remains the same despite changes in appearance). Thinking is still
primarily concrete and tied to real-world examples.

Formal Operational Stage (11 years and beyond): In this final stage, adolescents and adults
develop the ability to think abstractly and hypothetically. They can engage in advanced
problem-solving, deductive reasoning, and consider hypothetical situations. Abstract concepts
and principles become accessible to their thinking.

It is important to note that children progress through these stages in a sequential and fixed
order, and the timing may vary from one individual to another. Piaget's theory has been
influential in the field of developmental psychology and education, shaping our understanding of
how children learn and providing insights into effective teaching strategies that align with their
cognitive abilities at different stages.

Stage Age Range Key Characteristics

Sensorimotor
Stage

Birth to 2 years ● Infants learn through senses and motor
actions.

● Develop object permanence (objects exist
when not seen).

Preoperational
Stage

2 to 7 years ● Use symbols to represent objects and ideas
(language, pretend play).

● Egocentrism (difficulty understanding other's
perspectives).

Concrete
Operational

7 to 11 years ● Thinking becomes more logical and
organized.

● Understand conservation (quantity remains
the same despite appearance change).

Formal
Operational Stage

11 years and
beyond

● Think abstractly and hypothetically.
● Engage in advanced problem-solving and

deductive reasoning.

Please note that these age ranges are approximate, and individual children may progress
through the stages at slightly different ages. Additionally, some aspects of each stage may
overlap during the transitional periods. The chart provides a concise overview of the key
characteristics of each stage in Piaget's theory of cognitive development.
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