
define centration in psychology

define centration in psychology. Centration is a fundamental concept in developmental psychology,
primarily associated with the cognitive development theories of Jean Piaget. It refers to the tendency of
children, particularly those in the preoperational stage, to focus on one aspect of a situation while ignoring
others. This cognitive limitation can significantly influence how children perceive and interact with the
world around them. Understanding centration is crucial for parents, educators, and psychologists, as it
provides insight into children's thinking processes and developmental milestones. This article will delve
into the definition of centration, its role in cognitive development, examples, and implications for learning
and teaching strategies. Additionally, we will explore how centration contrasts with decentration and its
relevance in various educational contexts.
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Understanding the Concept of Centration

Centration can be defined as the cognitive process where a child focuses on a single characteristic of an
object or situation, neglecting other relevant attributes. This process is most prominent in children aged
two to seven years, a stage Piaget termed the preoperational stage. At this stage, children’s thinking is
intuitive and egocentric, meaning they often struggle to see things from perspectives other than their
own.

For example, if presented with two identical balls of clay, one flattened into a pancake shape and the other
left in a round shape, a child exhibiting centration may insist that the flattened ball has more clay because
they focus solely on the height of the clay rather than its volume. This highlights a critical aspect of
centration: the inability to consider multiple dimensions or attributes of an object simultaneously.



The Role of Centration in Cognitive Development

Centration plays a significant role in cognitive development as defined by Piaget. It is a natural stage in the
journey towards more advanced reasoning skills. The preoperational child's reliance on centration can be
viewed as a stepping stone in their cognitive development. Children begin to form mental representations
of the world around them, but their understanding is still limited.

During this stage, children are developing their ability to think about objects and events that are not
immediately present. However, their focus on one characteristic often leads to errors in judgment. This is
part of the broader transition towards more complex forms of thinking that will emerge in later stages of
development, namely the concrete operational stage, where decentration begins to take place.

The Importance of Centration in Learning

Centration is not merely a limitation; it is an essential part of the learning process. By recognizing the
world through the lens of centration, children engage deeply with their environment, prompting
questions and explorations that foster learning. Understanding this concept can help educators tailor their
teaching strategies to accommodate the cognitive capabilities of children in this developmental phase.

Examples of Centration in Everyday Life

Examples of centration can be observed in various situations that children encounter daily. These real-life
instances help illustrate how children process information and make decisions based on limited perspectives.

Conservation Tasks: One of the most famous examples of centration comes from Piaget's conservation
tasks. When presented with two identical glasses of water, if one glass is poured into a taller, thinner
glass, a child who is centered may claim that the taller glass contains more water, focusing solely on
the height of the liquid and ignoring the width.

Sorting Objects: When asked to sort blocks by color and shape, a child may focus only on color,
ignoring shape. This indicates a preferential focus on one attribute without considering others.

Social Situations: In social interactions, children may focus on their own feelings or perspectives,
failing to recognize the emotions or viewpoints of their peers. For instance, a child might prioritize
their desire for a toy without acknowledging that another child also wants to play with it.



Centration vs. Decentration

To fully grasp the implications of centration, it is essential to contrast it with its counterpart, decentration.
Decentration is the cognitive ability to move beyond focusing on a single aspect of a situation and to
consider multiple features simultaneously. This shift typically occurs as children grow older and progress
into the concrete operational stage of cognitive development.

Decentration allows children to recognize that objects can belong to multiple categories at once or that
different attributes can affect their understanding of a situation. For instance, while a child in the
preoperational stage may focus solely on the color of a fruit, a child who has developed decentration may
consider both the color and the size, leading to a more nuanced understanding of the fruit’s characteristics.

Developmental Transition

The transition from centration to decentration is a crucial developmental milestone. This change signifies a
movement towards more logical and organized thought processes. As children practice decentration, they
become equipped to tackle more complex problems and enhance their social interactions by considering the
perspectives of others.

Implications for Education and Learning

Understanding centration has profound implications for educational strategies. Educators can design
activities and lesson plans that align with children's cognitive development stages, promoting effective
learning experiences. Recognizing that children may struggle with centration can help teachers create
supportive learning environments.

Hands-on Learning: Utilizing concrete materials allows children to explore and manipulate objects,
helping them understand multiple dimensions of a concept. For example, using blocks of various
shapes and sizes can help illustrate concepts of volume and area.

Encouraging Critical Thinking: Asking open-ended questions that prompt children to consider
multiple perspectives can aid in moving them toward decentration. Questions like, "What do you
think your friend feels about this situation?" encourage empathy and understanding.

Group Activities: Collaborative projects can foster discussions and consideration of different
viewpoints, helping children practice decentration in social contexts.



By aligning teaching methods with the understanding of centration, educators can facilitate more effective
learning and support cognitive growth, ultimately preparing children for more advanced stages of
cognitive development.

Conclusion

In summary, centration is a vital aspect of cognitive development in children, particularly during the
preoperational stage. It represents a focused lens through which children view the world, often leading to
misunderstandings and errors in their reasoning. However, this cognitive feature is also a necessary step in
the journey towards more complex thought processes, such as decentration. By understanding centration
and its implications, parents and educators can better support children's learning and cognitive growth,
helping them navigate the complexities of their environment. As children mature and develop their
cognitive abilities, they will gradually learn to decenter, leading to richer, more nuanced understandings of
the world and their interactions with others. The journey from centration to decentration is not just a
developmental phase; it is the foundation of lifelong learning.

Q: What is centration in psychology?
A: Centration in psychology refers to the cognitive tendency of children to focus on one aspect of a situation
while ignoring other relevant features. This concept is primarily associated with Jean Piaget's theory of
cognitive development, particularly during the preoperational stage of a child's growth.

Q: At what age does centration typically occur?
A: Centration is most commonly observed in children aged two to seven years, a period identified by
Piaget as the preoperational stage. During this time, children's thinking is largely intuitive and egocentric.

Q: How does centration affect a child's learning?
A: Centration can lead to misunderstandings and errors in judgment, as children may focus on one attribute
of an object or situation and neglect others. This limitation impacts their reasoning abilities but also serves as
a crucial part of their cognitive development.

Q: What is the difference between centration and decentration?
A: While centration involves focusing on a single characteristic, decentration is the ability to consider



multiple attributes of an object or situation simultaneously. Decentration typically develops as children
grow older and progress beyond the preoperational stage.

Q: Can you provide an example of centration?
A: A classic example of centration is Piaget's conservation task, where a child is shown two identical glasses
of water. If one glass is poured into a taller, thinner glass, a child exhibiting centration may incorrectly
claim that the taller glass has more water, focusing only on the height of the water rather than its volume.

Q: How can educators help children overcome centration?
A: Educators can support children in overcoming centration by using hands-on learning activities,
encouraging critical thinking through open-ended questions, and facilitating group projects that promote
discussion and consideration of different perspectives.

Q: Why is understanding centration important for parents?
A: Understanding centration helps parents recognize their children's cognitive limitations during
development and allows them to provide appropriate support and guidance. This knowledge fosters
patience and encourages effective learning strategies at home.

Q: Is centration a permanent trait in children?
A: No, centration is not a permanent trait. As children grow and develop, they typically move beyond
centration to decentration, allowing for more complex and logical thinking as they mature cognitively.

Q: How does centration relate to children's social interactions?
A: Centration can affect children's social interactions by limiting their ability to understand the perspectives
and emotions of others. Children may focus on their own feelings and desires, which can lead to challenges
in sharing and cooperating with peers.

Q: What role does play have in addressing centration?
A: Play is vital in addressing centration, as it allows children to explore different scenarios, experiment
with roles, and practice understanding multiple perspectives. Engaging in imaginative play can foster
cognitive flexibility and promote the development of decentration skills.
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