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in the gradual growth and change of the original reflexes. Throughout the process, the 
infant (and later the child, and still later the adolescent) actively participates through 
practice, experimentation, and accidental discovery.

Piaget saw the major mechanism of development as the adaptation of mental struc-
tures. The analogy here is to evolutionary adaptation—how animals, over several gen-
erations, evolve new structures or behaviors that better fit their current environment. 
Adaptation in the Piagetian sense consists of two distinct but interrelated processes: 
assimilation and accommodation. Piaget (1970/1988b) defined assimilation as the 
“integration of external elements into evolving or completed structures” (p. 7). The 
idea here is that mental structures are applied to new objects in the world. An infant 
who has a structure (Piaget called it a scheme) for sucking may at first suckle only at 
the mother’s breast. However, when new objects are placed within easy reach of the 
infant’s mouth, the infant may apply that structure to the new object, say, a bent finger. 
We say the finger has been assimilated into the sucking scheme.

Accommodation, by contrast, involves changing the structures to fit new objects. A 
finger has a different shape and texture than a breast and must be sucked in a slightly 
different way. Each time the infant sucks on a new object, she changes, even if ever so 
slightly, the sucking scheme. That internal change in the structure is known as accom-
modation. Assimilation and accommodation are always present, at least to some degree, 
in every act of adaptation because it is impossible for one to exist in the absence of the 
other. Optimally, the two are balanced, or in equilibrium.

Piaget assumed that all cognitive functioning is organized in a 
particular manner at every level of development. By “organized,” 
Piaget meant to suggest that the various mental structures have 
some relationships to one another. With development, these 
relationships become more complex, more numerous, and 
more systematic. Although some organization among mental 
structures always exists, the specific interrelationships of men-
tal structures change during different developmental stages. As 
a result, the ways the child understands the world also change 
with development. According to Piaget, this is because knowl-
edge is always acquired and interpreted through whatever men-
tal structures currently exist.

STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT

Piaget described four major periods (we will refer to them here 
as stages) of development. Some of these stages can be divided 
into a series of substages. For our purposes, we will concen-
trate on the four main stages, but interested students can learn 
more about the substages by consulting other sources (such as 
Ginsburg & Opper, 1988, and P. H. Miller, 2011).

The Sensorimotor Stage

The first stage is the sensorimotor stage, beginning at birth 
and lasting roughly 18 months. The stage is so named because 
Piaget believed that an infant in this phase of development expe-
riences the world almost entirely through sensory and motor 
experiences. According to Piaget, knowledge gained during this 

 Photo 13.1: According to Piaget, the sucking scheme 
demonstrated by this infant will undergo assimilation and 
accommodation.
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