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General Principles of Development 
The three general principles of development are that  

● People develop at different rates  
● Development is relatively ordered  
● Development takes place gradually  

Brain development  
The brain develops from before birth to the mid-twenties. We as teachers can influence and 
promote brain development from how we teach. Love and affection is vital to the 
development of the brain just after birth.  
The Brain Stem:This is the region of the brain that holds the medulla, cerebellum and pons 

- Medulla and pons: First to develop and controls body temperature, heart rate, 
respiration and blood pressure.  

- The Cerebellum: Responsible for managing movement and balance, develops best 
at young ages with the practice of movement. This is why it is so important for 
children to get playing and moving rather than sitting with technology.  

The Limbic System:  
- Amygdala: responsible for regulating emotions. 
- Hippocampus: involved in learning and memory.  

The Cerebral Cortex: processes language, sensory input and interpretation. This develops 
mostly through childhood. Primary school is the best time to catch learning difficulties and 
provide effective intervention.  

- The Prefrontal Cortex: The last part to be complete. This is where abstract thinking, 
planning and executive decision making come from. This part of the brain provides 
the ‘3 seconds to make an informed, logical, sensible decision about whether or not 
to jump off the ledge.’ 

Other Brain Key Terms 
Plasticity: The ability of the brain to carve new pathways and refine well-used pathways for 
new and regular functions. Repetition is important to consistently carve those pathways, and 
therefore be able to continue and speed up the use of that function. 
Pruning: Opposite of plasticity, where lesser used pathways become weak and eventually 
get 
‘cut’. 
Specialisation: Different areas of the brain have different functions. 
Lateralisation: The specialisation of the two hemispheres of the brain cortex (Woolfolk & 
Margetts, 2013). 





Myelination: The process where neural fibres are covered by a fatty sheath (Myelin) to 
make the transfer of information more efficient (Woolfolk & Margetts, 2013). 

Motor skills  
Gross motor skills: For large muscle movements such as lifting or running.  
Fine motor skills: For finely tuned movements such as drawing or writing. 

Jean Piaget 
Jean Piaget attempted to discover how children think by analysing children's’ responses. His 
belief is that human beings actively and rationally attempt to learn. Piaget believed that we 
construct knowledge through two tendencies:  

1. We organise behaviours so they make sense to us  
○ Schemata (schemas): Refers to our existing understandings of how the 

world works. Eg. We once believed the world was flat, and that there were 
only two genders, etc. Now we change our understanding that these may not 
be true. 

2. We adapt our thinking to the environment (also known as changing schemas):  
○ Assimilation: trying to force conflicting evidence into existing schema. Eg. 

“The world is definitely flat and other people are just confused.”  
○ Accommodation: existing schema revised to accommodate new evidence 

(equilibrium returns). Eg. I now understand that the world is round and it 
makes sense to me.  

People are not ‘blank slates’ - every child, student, person already has some degree of 
understanding. Children are continually having to change their schemas to accommodate 
new information. 

Piaget’s Stages of Development 
1.  Sensorimotor (birth to two years of age) 

○ Explore environment: seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling objects 
around them (acquire skills/schemata). 

○ Learn to adapt: increasing goal-directed behaviour, object permanence. 
2. Preoperational (two years to six or seven years) 

○ Egocentrism: inability to see the world from another’s perspective. 
○ Collective monologues: children in a group talk, but do not really interact or 

Communicate. 
○ Parallel play: two children appear to be but not playing the same game. 
○ Dramatic play: objects take on imaginary qualities (box/present). 
○ Magical thinking: cannot differentiate fantasy from reality (people fly) – no 

adult logic. 
3. Concrete operational (seven to eleven years) 

○ Classification: classify objects according to abstract (physical) 
characteristics eg. farm/domestic animals. 





○ Seriation: put objects in logical order (even without instruction) according to 
one aspect - sticks of varying length e.g. longest to shortest. 

○ Conservation: changing something’s shape does not change its quantity. 
4. Formal operations (eleven to twelve years) 

○ Abstract thinking: works of literature/art, hypothesis testing or scientific 
thinking (set up experiments and test possible outcomes). 

○ Adolescent egocentrism: imaginary audience – everyone watching 
(appearance/others’ perceptions), personable fable (centre of attention, 
special and unique, erroneous beliefs eg. risk taking/indestructible). 

A way to think about these stages are that in the first stage, a baby/toddler is still developing 
their senses, and therefore, the name is Sensorimotor. In the later three stages, the child 
operates their newfound cognition, and therefore we have Preoperational, Concrete 
Operational, and Formal Operational. 

Jean Piaget’s Theory of Moral Development 
● Piaget focused specifically on the moral lives of children, and the way children play 

games in order to learn more about children's beliefs of right and wrong (1932/65). 
● Piaget’s theory of moral development examines morality in relation to a respect for 

rules and a sense of social justice – that is a concern that all people be treated fairly 
and equitably. 

● He also studied children’s understanding of social justice and the role that intent (or 
motive) plays in children’s thinking about moral transgressions. 

Heteronomous Morality/Moral Realism (5 to 10 years): 
With Heteronomous Morality, the focus is on rules and seriousness of consequences, as 
rules 
are sacred and set by a powerful authority. The consequences are more important than 
intentions and doing the wrong thing (breaking dishes) leads to punishment. 

Autonomous Morality/Moral Subjectivism (from 9 or 10 years): 
With Autonomous Morality, actions are judged according to intentions. Rules made by 
people may be changed, and can be made by anyone. Intentions are more important than 
consequences. 

Piaget’s Stages of Moral Development 
Stage 1: Premoral Judgement happens from birth until approximately 5 years. This stage 
defines children at this age as unable to grasp rules.  
Stage 2: Moral Realism replaces the first stage, approximately from age 5 until 9. Children 
of this age believe rules are immovable and punishment is proportionate to consequences of 
actions regardless of intention.  
Stage 3: Moral Relativity is the last stage, from approximately age 7 and onward. Children 
of this age begin to understand rules can be flexible and altered through mutual agreement 
of parties involved.  





Criticisms of these stages include there being several outliers, or children that did not fit into 
their appropriate stages, and, similar to the Piaget’s four stages of cognitive development 
above, there was no explanation of moving to the next stage.  




