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their cognitive life certain mental structures that are present from birth. Not surpris-
ingly, these psychologists investigate the cognitive competencies of young infants and 
toddlers, who presumably have had relatively little opportunity to learn cognitive skills.

Still other developmental psychologists are rediscovering another “great theorist” of 
cognitive development, the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934). Vygotsky’s 
theory differs from Piaget’s mainly in that he saw as inseparable the child and the con-
text in which that child functions. Thus, a child’s ability to understand the concept of 
the permanent object, to conserve number, or to reason systematically cannot be eval-
uated by focusing on the child alone. Instead, Vygotsky held, the environment—both 
physical and social—within which an activity is carried out must be taken into account.

Vygotsky introduced the concept of the “zone of proximal development” to account for 
the fact that children can often perform in more advanced ways with guidance from, or 
collaboration with, an adult (P. H. Miller, 2011). When a more competent individual 
collaborates with a younger, less cognitively mature child, that child’s performance is 
typically enhanced even if the interaction is informal (Rogoff, 1990). Developmental 
psychologists in the Vygotskian tradition therefore are more apt to investigate chil-
dren working with adults on everyday tasks. Thus, their work falls within the ecologi-
cal paradigm discussed in Chapter 1.

In this section, we will review a few examples of work that departs from the Piagetian 
tradition. The examples span a range of types of cognitive tasks as well as different peri-
ods of development. Although they represent only a minute proportion of the possible 
examples of important research on cognitive development, they provide a sense of the 
kinds of questions cognitive developmental psychologists ask and how they seek answers.

PERCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT  
DURING INFANCY

We saw in Chapter 3 that our perceptual 
activities are crucial to our acquiring informa-
tion from and about the world around us. It 
behooves a cognitive psychologist interested 
in perception, then, to understand how per-
ceptual abilities, skills, and capacities develop. 
Work with infants conducted by Renee 
Baillargeon traces the development of per-
ceptual understanding of objects and events 
across age groups (Baillargeon & Wang, 
2002). Consider the ability of infants to under-
stand the concept of physical support; for  
example, one object can physically support 
another if (typically) the supporting object 
is underneath the supported object and if 
enough of the supported object’s surface 
makes contact with the supporting object.

To make this more concrete, consider Figure 
13.4. Imagine showing a research participant 
one of two events. In the top row, depicting a 
possible event, a gloved hand pushes one box 
(with a smiley face) across the top of another 
one. This is called a possible event because in 
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Figure 13.4:  Paradigm for studying infants’ understanding of support 
phenomena. In both events, a gloved hand pushes a box from left to right 
along the top of a platform. In the possible event (top), the box is pushed 
until its leading edge reaches the end of the platform. In the impossible 
event (bottom), the box is pushed until only the left 15% of its bottom 
surface rests on the platform.
Source: Baillargeon, R. (1994). How do infants learn about the physical world? Current Directions in Psychological Science, 
3, pp. 133–134.


