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The Four Stages of Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development. 

 
Stage 1: The Sensorimotor Stage (birth to approx. 2 years old) 

• Children gather information about the world through all their senses (eyes, sight, 
smell, taste, hearing, touch).  

• At this stage infants are very active to enhance their learning process. At this stage, 
they also discover how to move their bodies around. This shows them what they’re 
capable of. 

• They can find hidden toys, put objects into containers and take them out.  

• Object permanence: (12-14 months) when objects exist even when out of sight. 
Children will not attempt to search for an object which is hidden from their view. 

 
Stage 2: The Pre-Operational Stage (3 – 7 years of age) 

• Children start to participate in pretend play, they can start to use symbols to 
represent things. For e.g. running with their arms out might symbolise the 
movement of an aeroplane. 

• Operational means mental operations. 

• This shows the relationships children can form between language, actions and 
objects. 

• Children at this stage is very egocentric – perception of the world to oneself only. 
They don’t understand other people have a different point of view than they do.  

• Thinking lacks logic. 
 
Stage 3: The Concrete Operation Stage (7 – 11 years of age) 

• Conservation: children struggle to understand the difference in quantity and 
measurements in different situations. For example: a child is shown a short, fat 
beaker full of water. The water is transferred into a tall, thin beaker – we know the 
level of water is identical and only the beaker changed. However, the child will think 
the taller beaker has more water because the level of water looks higher. 

• They can solve concrete problems through logical operations such as maths. For 
example, doing maths with pictures ‘concrete experience’.  

• Objects are organised into hierarchies and classes and subclasses; thinking is not yet 
abstract 

 
Stage 4: The Formal Operational Stage (From age 11 onwards) 

• Children are able to reason about abstract concepts and thinking about 
consequences of potential actions. So, they can reason out what might occur. 

• They have the ability to think hypothetically and think outside the box, make logical 
conclusions. 

• They become increasingly “adult like” with regards to their cognitive abilities. 
 
 
 



The Key Concepts of Piaget’s Theory: 
Schema (schemas) 

• Schemas are psychological structures, organised patterns of actions and concepts 
that help the baby make sense of and adapt to the environment. 

• Example a child may first develop a schema for a horse: large, has hair, four legs and 
a tail. But, when the child encounters a cow for the first time, she might initially call 
it a horse. It does fit in with the schema “large, has hair, four legs and a tail”. Once 
they learn it is a different animal, they will modify his/her schema of a horse and 
cow. 
  

Assimilation 

• Assimilation describes the process of incorporating new information into a pre-
existing schema. “Same Schema” 

• For example, a child’s cube toy. The child will fit the circle ball into the circle hole, 
and triangle into the triangle hole etc. 

 
 
Accommodation 

• Consists of modifying existing schemas to fit new experiences. 

• This can be done by adjusting pre-existing schemas or by creating new ones. 

• Change and create. 

• For example, with the child’s cube toy, they have now encountered a star but cannot 
fit in into any of the previous schemas “holes”. They can either create a hole to fit 
the star or make a new cube with a star hole to better fit the star. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Equilibrium and Disequilibrium 

• When we are exposed to new information with deal with this information through 
assimilation, by doing this to our schemas we are kept in a state of equilibrium. 
 

• When we encounter something that doesn’t fit with our current schemas, this puts 
us in a state of disequilibrium. This is an unpleasant state to be in and causes 
tension. To deal with this tension, we use accommodation. By doing this, we return 
to balance --> equilibrium. 

 
 



For example: 
 


