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Introduction 

 Cognitive development involves memory, learning, reasoning, believing, problem-

solving and judgments. A child goes through multiple stages in their cognitive development 

throughout their early childhood. Instead of analyzing how a child in this stage responds or 

internalizes a certain media text or film, I’ve analyzed a film which displayed this stage and 

some of the main assumptions pretty well.  

Preoperational Stage 

 Piaget’s Theory was developed to describe how each individual learns and develops in 

order to understand the world around them. This theory is broken down into 4 stages: Sensory-

Motor, Preoperational, Concrete Operations and Formal Operations. Within each stage, there are 

certain things people can grasp and things they cannot grasp. I chose to research the 

preoperational stage which is when the child is between the ages of two and seven years of age. 

The main assumption is the child is not able to think logically. The way they represent the world 

they see is through symbols and mental images. There are three key concepts to understand when 

talking about a child within this stage; egocentric, animistic, centration. A child in this stage is 

only able to take his own perspectives into account otherwise known as being egocentric. 

Animistic refers to a child giving inanimate objects human characteristics or motives. Centration 

means the child focuses on ONE central characteristic of an object/person and ignores all the 

other ones. In the film I chose to analyze, I decided to instead pick out certain scenes which best 

represented a child in this stage of development.  

Define Text 

 I chose to use a couple examples from the movie Big Daddy. This movie is about a man, 

Sonny, who adopts a five-year-old boy, Julian, and begins to show him the ropes of living in the 
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real world. Along the way, Julian is learning how things work and why in the perspective of 

Sonny. Throughout the film, you see Julian grow from being shy and insecure to an intelligent, 

out-going boy thanks to Sonny. Even though Sonny doesn’t go about raising Julian in the 

standard way a parent normally would, he does it his way. The social interactions between Sonny 

and Julian are what shaped Julian into who he became. The reason I chose this film to analyze 

was because there are certain scenes throughout the film that represent the different components 

of the preoperational stage.  

Analysis of Big Daddy 

 Instead of showing a child would internalize and respond to a certain text, I chose to 

analyze a film which involved a child in the preoperational stage. I decided to do this because all 

I could think of was Big Daddy when talking about this theory. In the movie Big Daddy, there is 

a scene which gives a good example of the egocentric component of a child’s development in 

this stage. Julian is playing a card game with Sonny and Sonny’s delivery guy. Julian lays down 

his cards and says, “I got a six, a five, a jack, a four and a eight. I win.” Sonny replies with, 

“Why do you win?” And Julian of course says, “Because I win.” Julian is only concerned with 

his perspective on how the game is played and the reasons why he wins. He observed the other 

men playing the game a couple of times and developed his own rules and regulations of the 

game. After he says he wins just because, the delivery guy replies with, “There should be the 

same set of rules for everyone, no matter what age. He’s gotta learn to lose too!” Even though 

this is very true, the delivery guy is unaware of the extent of Julian’s development. Although 

Julian can count and see colors, it doesn’t mean he knows the SIGNIFICANCE of what each 

card means.  
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 This stage is when children develop symbolism and mental images tied to certain tasks or 

activities. For example, in one scene Sonny and Julian are about to cross the street. Sonny goes 

ahead while Julian reaches out for Sonny’s hand. Julian connects crossing the street with needing 

a hand to walk him across. This is due to his past experiences with his mother and he sees the 

street, and he thinks of holding someone’s hand to cross.  

 This example is to represent the animistic aspect of the preoperational stage where 

children give inanimate objects human characteristics or motives. Julian carries around his scuba 

diving action figure, Scuba Steve, everywhere. Sonny even pretends to be Scuba Steve’s dad at 

one point to make Julian realize he needs to behave in order to be part of the Scuba Squad. In 

this stage, children aren’t aware that make-believe and fantasy isn’t the real thing. Along the 

same lines as Scuba Steve, as Julian is supposed to be going to meet Sonny’s girlfriend, he 

becomes very insecure and nervous. Sonny convinces Julian that if he wears the magic 

sunglasses, that he will become invisible to everybody else. Julian puts the magic sunglasses on 

eagerly and instantly believed he was invisible to everybody else. He is unaware that putting on a 

pair of sunglasses won’t make you invisible but by being told that, he believed it and absorbed 

that information. He later puts on the sunglasses for the same purpose of being invisible later in 

the film.  

 Social interaction is huge when talking about cognitive development. Children’s 

interactions with others and first-hand experiences are what shapes how they view the world. 

When Sonny and Julian decide to take a shopping trip, Julian needs to use the bathroom and is 

denied at a restaurant to use theirs. Sonny decides to teach him how to get revenge and pees on 

the wall outside of the restaurant. Although Julian is aware they are peeing on a wall, he isn’t 
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aware that it has malicious intentions behind it.  The next time Julian needed to use the 

bathroom, he peed on a wall.  

 One scene which involves a group of children in this stage of development shows the 

centration component and just how much kids grasp and don’t grasp when they are focused on 

one specific thing. Sonny is describing a certain chocolate drink to a group of Julian’s classmates 

when he goes on a rant about drugs. “Man this Yoohoo is good, you know what else is good, 

smoking dope. I ain't gonna rat you out. You know, puffing the cheeba, go by the see saw smoke 

a j. You know what I'm talking about?” The kid responds with, “I have a belly button.” He sat 

and “listened” intently to Sonny talk about drugs but responded with telling him he had a belly 

button. These are just a few examples from the film of the preoperational stage of a child’s 

cognitive development.  

Conclusions 

 Analyzing Julian’s development throughout the film Big Daddy, gave me a better 

understanding of children in the preoperational stage of cognitive development. Children are 

illogical, egocentric and animistic. Their perspective on the world is their own and nobody 

else’s. The child’s use of symbols and mental images attached to certain activities or objects is 

extremely prevalent in this stage. Their vulnerability to be influenced by everyone around them 

is also prevalent in this stage. There is no sense of what is real and what isn’t real but the child 

can bring those inanimate objects to life. The mind is a crazy place and is developing constantly 

throughout the child’s early life.  
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