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Piaget believed that cognitive development culminated in formal operational rea-
soning, the point at which we have developed all the cognitive processes necessary for  
thinking—from schemes and symbolic thinking to concrete and abstract operations 
(Inhelder & Piaget, 1955). However, does everyone reach formal operational thinking, and 
do individuals develop cognitively after this stage? Based on research indicating that in many 
cultures the development of formal operational reasoning depends on extensive schooling, 
Piaget acknowledged that differences in the acquisition of formal operational thinking can 
occur among individuals (Ashton, 1975; Goodnow, 1962; Laurendeau-Bendavid, 1977). 
An individual may acquire formal operational thinking in one domain but not another 
(Piaget, 1972a). Also, the rate at which individuals reach the formal operational stage, like 
any of the other stages, depends partly on cultural and educational factors (Piaget, 1970; 
Zigler & Gilman, 1998). While we may reach a final way of thinking about the world with 
formal operations, Piaget believed that we continue throughout adulthood to acquire new 
knowledge and accumulate more content in our cognitive systems (Piaget, 1972a; Zigler & 
Gilman, 1998). Research suggests that the formal operational stage provides a solid foun-
dation for understanding the development of wisdom, moral reasoning, and expertise in 
adulthood (Baltes, 1987; Kohlberg, 1984; Sternberg, 1990).

Conservation
of number

Phase 3

Conservation of
solid quantity

Conservation of
liquid quantity

“Do they have the same
amount of water or a

different amount?”

“Do they have the same
amount of water or a

different amount?”

“Now watch what I do”
(pouring).

Phase 1

“Is there the same number
or a different number?”

“Do they have the same
amount of clay or a
different amount?”

Phase 2

“Now watch what I do”
(spreading).

“Now watch what I do”
(stretching clay).

“Is there the same number
or a different number?”

“Do they have the same
amount of clay or a
different amount?”

FIGURE 6.2     Piaget’s Conservation Tasks. These tasks distinguish the 

preoperational stage from the concrete operational stage. 
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Moral reasoning: See 
Module 4


