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Young Adulthood:
Cognitive Development

&::g;regd to adolescent thought, which deals with universal truths and rational absolutes, young adult
thinking is much more personal, practical and integrative. The demands that society places on the young
adult to use their skills to make occupational and interpersonal choices and decisions require that thinking
be directed in this way.

Schaie has a conceptualization of adult thought that is directly related to the patterns of commitment and
social demands of adult life. As a result of these changes in demands with age, there are 5 distinct stages
from childhood through late aduithood.

Postformal and dialectical thought are two additional conceptualizations of adult thinking. Though each is
unique, both take into account subjective reality. Beginning in young adulthood, individuals become
aware of the vagaries and inconsistencies of life in the real world and develop the ability to cope and
adapt.

The experience of higher education and other life events that occur in adulthood, such as parenthood, also
change how the individual thinks about the world and about life. The requirements that these experiences
place on the person force them to think in many new and different ways.

Questions to Consider
1. Since not everyone moves into the various forms of adult thought, what is life like for the person who
continues into adulthood still operating with adolescent patterns of thinking?

2. What specific patterns of commitment and social demands are involved in each of Schaie’s five stages of
aduit thought?

3. How would you answer the Postformal Thought study question regarding John’s drinking and his wife
Mary’s response to it that was discussed in the video?

4. Can you give an example of an experience you’ve had where you have had to use dialectical thought
(e.g., where both the thesis and antitheses had to be juggled)?

5. Assuming you are or have participated in higher education, what demands did college place on you that
forced you to think differently about the world?

6. Assuming you’re a parent, how has that experience changed the way you view the world and life in
general?

7. If you’re not a parent, have you had a major life experience which changed your way of thinking?







