
COGNITION;

A Reciprocal Relationship

psychologists have 
been fond of quoting Piaget as a major 
source of our ideas about how intellectual 
development occurs. We have been busy 
attempting to engineer this profound devel 
opmental theory into an instructional theory. 
We have, however, focused on only some 
aspects of the theory, and have usually 
singled out the classes of behaviors, such as 
conservation, which mark transitions from 
stage to stage, as the basis for curriculum 
innovation.

Piaget's new book (Piaget and Inhelder, 
1969) may come as a surprise to those of 
us who have had such tunnel vision. The 
dichotomy between cognition and affect is 
destroyed in such statements as, "There is 
no behavior pattern, however intellectual, 
which does not involve affective factors as 
motives. . . . Behavior is therefore of a piece. 
. . . The two aspects, affective and cognitive, 
are at the same time inseparable and irre 
ducible" (p. 158). I see (with the affective 
components of joy, excitement, and relief) 
that Piaget depicts a fully integrated develop 
ing child. He helps us get out of our trap of 
cognition versus affect, and gives us the sub 
ject of this paper, affect implies cognition, 
cognition implies affect.

Many who were involved in education 
reform treated affect and cognition as though 
they were mutually exclusive territories of 
human behavior. The "new curricula" were 
seen by friend and foe as stressing cognition.

IRA J. GORDON *

The recommendations emerging from devel 
opmental psychologists and others concerned 
with the young child were assailed by early 
childhood educators because they were "cog 
nitive."

Somehow cognition was viewed as cold, 
distant, mechanistic, and therefore "bad" by 
those who saw themselves as warm, loving, 
and accepting.

Correspondingly, "cognitive" people 
made equally nasty comments about those 
whom they saw as concerned "only" with the 
self-esteem and personal-social development 
of the child. In effect, this split destroyed 
what used to be a central notion in progres 
sive education, the concept of the "whole" 
child. I should like to put the body back 
together again.

The Synthesis

The synthesis of affect and cognition is 
first demonstrated in the infancy period in 
the way the child relates to the objects and 
people in his environment. There is a very 
close connection between the discovery by 
the infant of the cognitive principle that 
objects have permanence and his affective 
ties to people who now begin to take on a 
life of their own (Guin-Decarie, 1965). The
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mother, for example, is an object who attains 
some permanence, is assigned a host of 
meanings, and influences the emergence of 
further object relations.

A special tie between affect and cogni 
tion exists in the development of language 
and symbolism. The years from two to six 
are the time in which the child, through 
fantasy, imagery, and the acquisition of lan 
guage, all of which are cognitive tasks, learns 
to see himself as separate and unique and 
finds ways to cope with the conflicts that ex 
ist between his needs and the demands of 
the environment. In this effort, affect and 
cognition serve each other. The child uses 
language not only to communicate with those 
around him but also to enable him to com 
prehend what is happening, to role-play, to 
talk to himself, to think out loud. Language 
and thought processes develop from these 
efforts to assimilate and accommodate; the 
growth in turn creates new tensions which 
require further cognitive development.

The human being is a meaning-seeking 
animal and has strong needs to order and 
organize the environment so as to deal effec 
tively with it. The child is constantly en 
gaged in ordering and reordering his experi 
ence (Gordon, 1969). The existence of 
disequilibrium created from the transactional 
relationship between internal growth and ex 
ternal social pressures acts as a motivating 
force for development. "The formation of 
personality is dominated by the search for 
coherence" (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969, p. 
158).

A product of this transactional process 
of inner « > outer and, within the inner, 
affect < » cognition, is the emergence of con 
cepts of self, which are inseparable syntheses 
of cognition and affect, subject and object, 
actor and evaluator, internal and external. 
The child moves along the egocentric  » de- 
centered dimension as he grows in ability to 
reconcile the inner and external worlds. The 
growth of intelligence proceeds along this 
transactional exchange point. As the child 
incorporates aspects of the external world to 
fit his views, and as he changes some of his 
ideas and patterns because of his contacts 
with reality, he grows in competence and in

self-esteem. He becomes more able to search 
for (and build) coherence.

This search goes on not only in the in 
fancy and childhood periods, but also during 
adolescence when youngsters are able, be 
cause of their cognitive development, to ex 
amine their world through language and 
logical systems but are faced with the dis 
crepancy between neat, intellectual proposi 
tions and disorderly patterns of social action 
which surround and overwhelm them. Their 
search for coherence is an affective search, 
which provides the motive power which can 
be used in schools for cognitive growth, pro 
vided the cognitive demands and tasks are 
so organized and instituted that they arc seen 
by youth as relevant to their affective 
strivings.

At all ages, from birth to death, cogni 
tive organization, development, and change 
are inspired and fed by a search for meaning 
which is affective. As cognitive development 
takes place, the person moves toward resolu 
tions of states of disequilibrium, but each 
resolution, because of the cognitive element, 
is at a higher and more complex level of 
organization. Each resolution is thus both 
inseparably affective and cognitive.

Application to Education

So what? What does this contribute to 
school organization or teacher behavior? It 
means that a good classroom cannot be 
understood if we take apart these two ele 
ments and focus only on one. It means that 
any teaching act or learning behavior is an 
inextricable mix. It means that the child or 
learner is an active agent who will seek out, 
master, and devour intellectual activities 
when they are matched to his present reso 
lution and so challenge him because they 
create some disequilibrium in his present 
system. As Don Snygg (1966) indicated, 
"The optimum level of difficulty is one which 
allows a student to win success after diffi 
culty" ( 1966, p. 93).

What do we know about the "mix" in 
the classroom? F irst, data show relation 
ships between affective climate and cogni 
tive development. Soar (1967) showed that
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various patterns of teacher affective be 
haviors related differentially to pupil growth 
in reading and vocabulary. Schaefer's (1969) 
analysis revealed that maternal affective be 
havior at home was predictive of intellectual 
performance on the Stanford-Binet at age 
three. Children whose mothers were classi 
fied as "hostile noninvolved" did poorest. 
What is striking is the close relationship be 
tween Soar's teacher dimensions and Shaef- 
er's maternal dimensions. Adult behavior 
which was both aloof and hostile produced 
deleterious effects on cognitive learning in 
both home and classroom. If these studies 
had focused only on cognitive elements, they 
would not have yielded the information on 
adult affective behavior which relates highly 
to intellectual growth.

Second, data show the predictive rela 
tionship between self-esteem and attitudes 
toward self in relation to school (affective) 
and academic performance (cognitive). Wat- 
tcnberg and Clifford (19G2) and Lamy (1965) 
report that the best single predictor of begin 
ning reading achievement in first grade was 
children's perceptions of self in kindergarten. 
The best single predictor of freshman grade 
point averages of black male junior college 
students was their perceptions of self in 
relation to teachers and school. Those favor 
ably disposed to teachers and school tended 
to have higher grade point averages, regard 
less of achievement test scores, than those 
who did not have this view (Clarke, 1968).

Third, Sears and Shcrman ( 1964) pre 
sent a model depicting the linkages between 
affective and cognitive variables and demon 
strate, through case studies, how these func 
tion in both directions.

Any way in which children learn a skill, 
can demonstrate adequacy, or arc treated as 
adequate in real-life settings has both affec 
tive as well as cognitive payoff. The entry 
point can be along cither the affective or the 
cognitive dimension. Children are not easily 
fooled by phony situations. They learn best 
when learning is "real" and respects their 
integrity. Heightened arousal and affective 
drive for learning arc most likely to occur 
when what is to be learned is interesting, 
exciting, worthwhile, and real, and provides

the child with some measuring rods against 
which he can assess himself. Watch the 
concentration of a kindergartner doing a 
difficult jigsaw puzzle. Note his facial ex 
pression, note his body movements, and es 
pecially note the smile, the glee, the hand- 
clapping, the reward he gives his own per 
formance when he succeeds. This is the 
mix.

If we can provide the high schooler 
with that intensity of experience in facing 
the social problems of his day, if we can 
approach the beginning reader in ways that 
create the same excitement, then the re 
ciprocal relationship of affect and cognition 
will lead to effective learning. In these ex 
amples the learner is faced with something 
real outside himself to which he must ac 
commodate, with which he must cope. This 
type of challenge stretches him and relates 
to Syngg's optimum level of difficulty. In 
this type of setting, possibilities and goals 
arc unlimited and cognitive power enhanced. 
It docs not stress affect as precursor of cog 
nition nor does it stress a dry, intellectual, flat 
affect exercise. It is a far cry from turning 
inward or turning off; it capitalizes instead 
on the motive power of the learner's presently 
developed intellectual organization and his 
urge to comprehend his world.

The reciprocal relationship of affect and 
cognition requires the types of learning tasks 
in school which turn youngsters on and out 
ward. Their minds can then expand from 
contact with the world, not from drugs. They 
go forward to the world: they do not retreat 
into themselves. To be competent is motive 
to behave competently. Knowing self and 
world heightens affect and creates that 
measure of discontent which, in turn, can 
spur us on to achieve our human potential 
ities.
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