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beliefs. Reflective abstraction is also
useful in other realms of thinking, 
notably those of social and moral 
thinking. Adolescents are now quite 
capable of taking the points of view of 
others and trying to think about issues 
as others would.

There is much debate over whether 
all adolescents reach the period of for-
mal operations, although Piaget (1972)
maintained that they do. However, 
Piaget did not mean to suggest that 
even those who do will always display 
their highest competence. Instead, his 
idea was that adolescents who acquire 
formal operations have the ability to 
think abstractly, systematically, and log-
ically even if they do not always do so.

Piaget’s theory of cognitive 

tures

cially

active exploration of the world.

REACTIONS TO PIAGET’S THEORY

Piaget’s major writings date from the 1920s, although his fame in the United States 
was not really established until the early 1960s. Halford (1989) described the 1960s 
as a period of intense optimism about Piagetian theory in the United States as many 
psychologists and educators sought ways of using it to design appropriate educational 
curricula for children and adolescents of varying ages. However, beginning around 
the 1970s, enthusiasm for Piaget’s ideas began to fade as a number of studies appeared 
to disconfirm some of the theory’s predictions (see Gelman & Baillargeon, 1983, and 
Halford, 1989, for reviews; see Newcombe, 2002, and D. Roth, Slone, & Dar, 2000, for 
other perspectives on Piagetian theory).

Many researchers were concerned about methodological problems in Piaget’s stud-
ies. His reports of sensorimotor cognitive development, for example, were based on 
the observation of only three infants, all Piaget’s own children (P. H. Miller, 2011).
Accordingly, it is hard to know how free from bias or overinterpretation Piaget’s 
observations were, although later research has replicated nearly all the phenomena he 
reported (Ginsburg & Opper, 1988).

In work with older children and adults, Piaget again employed the clinical method, often 
modifying the tasks or questions for each child in response to his or her performance 
or explanation. Although this approach allows a great deal of flexibility, it also opens 
the door to various threats to validity, especially the possibility that the experimenter 
will unconsciously and subtly provide the child with cues or leading questions.

Siegel and Hodkin (1982) pointed out other methodological problems in the tasks Piaget 
developed. Many seem to require much more than simply understanding the concept

 Photo 13.3: According 
to Piaget, hypothetical and 
deductive reasoning typical 
of that required for scientific 
experimentation awaits 
the development of formal 
operations.
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