
Today’s question

Who’s in my zone?



Constructing Understanding
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1. Developmental stages
Piaget, conservation, social referencing

2. Constructing understanding
Vygotsky, social scaffolding

Today’s docket



Theories of social development
Developmental stages

Theories tend to emphasize either individualistic processes of
theory formation, maturation, or introspection, or the process
of enculturation. However, such theories must be able to
account for the accumulating evidence of the role of social
interaction in the development of social understanding. …
Therefore, we need a theory that accords a fundamental role to
social interaction, yet does not assume that children simply
adopt socially available knowledge but rather that children
construct an understanding of mind within social interaction.



Piaget’s developmental stages
Developmental stages

Object permanence

Symbolic thought

Logical thought

Scientific reasoning



Piaget’s theory of conservation
Developmental stages

An object’s mass or volume remains the same irrespective of form



Piaget’s theory of conservation
Developmental stages

Conservation emerges at around age 7



Triadic interaction
Developmental stages

• Emerges at about 12 months of age, and 
takes the form of gaze following and 
pointing

• Pointing becomes ‘protodeclarative’, which 
unlike ‘imperative pointing’, is to direct 
an adult’s attention to objects rather 
than to simply make requests

•The capacity for joint attention is thought 
to play an essential role in word learning 
during the second year

•How it comes online (at once vs. gradually) 
and which factors drive its development 
remains largely unknown



Theory of Mind
Developmental stages

• Inconsistency between false-belief in the lab and in the wild: 
children may pass standard lab tests only by the age of 4 
years, while parents report an understanding of false belief 
in the home at age 2,5 or 3 years

•Task variations, such as making the protagonist’s motive more 
explicit or children acting out the answer with a doll, can 
cause preschoolers to pass the test in greater numbers

•Do children perform better on false-belief tasks in which they 
are actively involved because their understanding of the 
events is supported by the social interaction?



1. Developmental stages
Piaget, conservation, social referencing

2. Constructing understanding
Vygotsky, social scaffolding

Today’s docket



Still face experiment
Constructing understanding

Infants’ need for connection



Vygotsky’s theory of social development
Constructing understanding

Higher mental functions and the zone of proximal development



Evidence for social scaffolding
Constructing understanding

Effect of family size on false-belief understanding



Social scaffolding in (inter) action
Constructing understanding

Development of social understanding within social interaction



Social interaction in the lab
Constructing understanding

Measuring social understanding within social interaction



Audience design
Constructing understanding

Five-year-olds spontaneously tailor their communication to an addressee 



Evidence for social scaffolding
Constructing understanding

Effect of daycare attendance on communicative adjustment



Cooperative breeding hypothesis
Constructing understanding

The more effective performance of cooperative breeders in
sociocognitive tasks is likely to be a side effect of motivational
changes directly related to the deployment and coordination of
caregiving activities, as well as a side effect of developmental
adjustments by immature individuals, who must monitor the
whereabouts and intention of their mother and allomothers.



Take-home concepts

•Consistent with Vygotsky, there is prima facie 
evidence for the notion that we develop higher 
mental functions, including an understanding 
of mind, through social interaction 

•An open challenge is to study social 
understanding within social interaction, the 
context in which those abilities are 
developed and found altered in social disorders 

(wait for the Communication module…)



Next up

•Psychiatry of Social Cognition


