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The Social-Emotional and Cultural Contexts of Cognitive Development: 
Neo-Piagetian Perspectives

 

Marie-Anne Suizzo

 

The neo-Piagetian research on individual differences in cognitive development reviewed by Larivée, Norman-
deau, and Parent suggests that Piaget’s theory can be used to explain variability in development. My commen-
tary explores this question further through a discussion of two additional sources of variation in children’s
cognitive development: social-emotional context and cultural meanings.

 

INTRODUCTION

 

In their review, Larivée, Normandeau, and Parent
(2000) demonstrate that one can explain individual
differences in cognitive development while remain-
ing loyal to Piaget’s ideas about the general nature
of development and that a number of Francophone
scholars have done just that. The reviewers present
the work of French and Swiss researchers who have
elaborated a “pluralistic and multidimensional
model” of cognitive development that parallels the
models of English-speaking neo-Piagetians such as
Kurt Fischer and Robbie Case in its goal of describ-
ing multiple developmental pathways. The Franco-
phone model attributes variability in cognitive task
performance to various sources such as the situa-
tion and task context and the particular processing
modes preferred by each subject, given a particular
task. In my discussion, I would like to extend this
line of thinking to examine the question of variation
more broadly and to offer the perspectives of social-
emotional development and cultural psychology to
the study of cognition. My comments are framed by
two main questions: Is integrating the study of so-
cial and emotional development with the study of
cognition from within a Piagetian framework pos-
sible and fruitful? Does evidence on cognitive de-
velopment around the globe support or reject
Piaget’s original model of how children’s thinking
develops? Finally, because I support the reviewers’
goal of expanding our field of vision to include
research produced in languages other than English,
I will mention in my discussion several other Fran-
cophone researchers who have made important
contributions to our knowledge about children’s
development.

 

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL
DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXTS

 

Developmental psychologists in both the United
States and France have demonstrated that integrating
the study of social and emotional development with
the study of cognitive development is both possible
and fruitful and that it can be done within a Piagetian
framework. According to one model, Kurt Fischer’s
“skill theory” (1980), emotions are generated in human
beings through the appraisal of events in relation to
specific goals (Fischer, Shaver, & Carnochan, 1990).
These emotions then generate actions and “action
tendencies” that are appropriate both to our particu-
lar cultural models and to our personal histories or
“scripts.” As children develop, this constant interplay
between their cognitive and emotional functions
gives rise to increases in their abilities to reflect on
and understand their emotions, consider others’ per-
spectives, and inhibit or plan their actions. Fischer’s
research on children’s development has shown that a
child’s performance level on a given cognitive task
will vary according to the level of social support he or
she is accorded. With modeling or memory prompt-
ing by an adult, children will be able to perform at
their optimal level, but without that support, they
may perform only at their “functional” level and
show no evidence of competence at the higher level
(Fischer, 1980; Fischer, Rotenberg, Bullock, & Raya,
1993). Thus, to avoid misdiagnoses, assessments
aimed at measuring children’s highest cognitive abil-
ity level should include high support conditions.

In a recent volume reviewing Francophone research
on early child development (Vyt, Bloch, & Bornstein,
1994), several authors highlight the fact that French
developmental psychologists have historically been
more interested in children’s individual development
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than in the effects of social interactions among chil-
dren and between children and adults (Pecheux & La-
brell, 1994). With a few exceptions (e.g., Gouin-Décarie,
1978; Wallon, 1968), the social and emotional aspects
of children’s development have traditionally been
consigned to the realm of psychoanalysis in which
France in particular has a rich scholarship dating back
to Jacques Lacan and his students. In the past decade,
however, the number of developmental psychologists
choosing to examine children’s cognitive develop-
ment in the context of their social and emotional rela-
tionships has grown. In fact, many Francophone early
child development researchers today consider the
unit of analysis to be not the individual in relation-
ship but the mother–child dyad (Rauh, 1994). Conse-
quently, studies of dyadic and even tryadic relation-
ships and studies of social interactions in day care
settings are steadily increasing (e.g., Pierrehumbert &
Fivaz-Depeursinge, 1994).

In the domain of learning and cognitive develop-
ment, several Francophone neo-Piagetian scholars
such as Mina Verba and Fajda Winnykamen (1992)
have examined children’s performance on problem-
solving tasks both alone and in cooperative contexts
to assess the effects of social interaction on cognitive
performance. These researchers find that individual
performance level is influenced by the particular dy-
namic of the dyad, which is in turn shaped by factors
such as the individual’s status within the dyad (Berzin,
Cauzinille, & Winnykamen, 1995; Verba & Winnyka-
men, 1992), self-reported feelings of self-efficacy
(Puustinen & Winnykamen, 1998), and degree of so-
ciability (Da Silva & Winnykamen, 1998).

By examining the role of social and emotional factors
in cognitive functioning and development, these and
other neo-Piagetian researchers have uncovered ad-
ditional sources of variation to explain both inter- and
intraindividual differences in cognitive development.
In addition, they have done so by using Piaget’s gen-
eral model and methods.

 

CULTURAL CONTEXTS OF
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

 

Extending the discussion to the variability in cogni-
tive development identified through cross-cultural
research, the question of what this research suggests
about the universality of Piaget’s theory is not as
clearly answered. A number of developmental psy-
chologists have administered Piagetian tasks to chil-
dren around the world in an attempt to test the uni-
versality of Piaget’s stages. One of the best known in
this branch of neo-Piagetian scholarship is Swiss psy-
chologist Pierre Dasen. In a review of cross-cultural

neo-Piagetian research, Dasen (1984, p. 424) concludes
that “There may be some discussion about the age at
which particular concepts are attained, the possibility
that for some individuals this type of reasoning may,
in some conceptual areas, remain a potential rather
than a performance applicable to all contexts, but it
remains that concrete operational reasoning has been
found world-wide.” In spite of the universality of the
basic cognitive processing ability, Dasen acknowl-
edges that there is a great deal of variation in how this
ability develops and how it is deployed (Dasen & de
Ribaupierre, 1987). In fact, in another review of Pia-
getian cross-cultural research, Robbie Case and Yukari
Okamoto (1996) take a more cautious position and
conclude that children and even adults living in soci-
eties where the base ten number system is not in use,
or where formal schooling is not available to all, do
not usually attain the level of formal operational
thought normally reached by adults in industrial so-
cieties. To the extent that concrete operational reason-
ing is less valued, or less often necessary for daily ex-
istence, it may also be less apparent in children’s daily
activities and may develop later than in cultures
where it is highly valued.

Among the Baoulé people living in Ivory Coast, for
example, Dasen and his colleagues conducted ethno-
graphic research that led to their identification of two
“emic” or native categories of intelligence (Dasen et
al., 1985). The first is technological or scholarly and
includes skills such as observation, attention, mem-
ory, literacy, and schooling success. The second cate-
gory of intelligence is referred to by Dasen as “social”
and includes skills or characteristics such as polite-
ness, helpfulness to others, verbal self-expression, re-
sponsibility, memory, and wisdom. Interestingly, it is
this second type of intelligence that is most valued by
the Baoulé because it is considered more relevant and
useful to the functioning of the community.

The researchers reviewed by Larivée et al. (2000)
define two categories of intelligence or reasoning abil-
ity in humans: analogical and propositional. Analogi-
cal reasoning develops through concrete experiences
with social and physical objects, whereas propositional
reasoning is acquired through formal instruction. Per-
haps one of the greatest contributions of the Franco-
phone researchers is to have proven that analogical
reasoning is not subordinate to, or of a lower order
than, propositional reasoning but that the two are
used interchangeably. Even adults capable of the
highest order reasoning possible will select the type
of reasoning most suitable to the particular task at
hand and in accordance with their personal prefer-
ences. Given the association between formal school-
ing and the ability to reach the higher stages of cognitive
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development, some scholars have criticized Piaget’s
theory on political or moral grounds and have re-
fused the implication that higher order thinking is
better or that a person displaying higher level think-
ing may be a more valuable human being. If these
Francophone scholars have contributed to eroding
this misinterpretation through their empirical work,
then they have indeed accomplished a praiseworthy
goal. As Anglophone researchers have demonstrated
that diverse pathways of development lead to multi-
ple endpoints—webs of development rather than a
single stairway to the top—these Francophones have
shown that different modes of processing may be in-
terchanged on the road to the next level.

 

CONCLUSION

 

To understand how all children develop and to cap-
ture both the diversity and the universality, we must
study the whole child in the world with all the com-
plexity that such an endeavor demands. Piaget’s rela-
tive inattention to the contextual factors such as cul-
tural meanings, emotions, and social relations that
affect children’s thought was not an oversight on his
part but rather an explicit choice of focus. Though
Piaget studied the development of operational
knowledge, he believed social knowledge to be of
equal importance “since human knowledge is essen-
tially collective, and social life constitutes an essential
factor in the creation and growth of knowledge, both
pre-scientific and scientific” (Piaget, 1965/1995). A
few have since expanded Piaget’s general model and
methods by conducting research among children
from cultures that are not of European origin and in
other domains of human functioning that may be re-
lated to cognition but are not exclusively cognitive.
The fact that Piaget’s ideas have spawned such a large
body of related empirical research confirms the
strength of those ideas and the elegance of his theory.
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