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C o n c e p t u a l  C h a n g e a n d O t h e r  V a r i e t i e s o f  C o g n i t i v e 

D e v e l o p m e n t :  S o m e D i s t i n c t i o n s i n t h e E m e r g e n c e o f  B i o l o g i c a l 

T h o u g h t 

F r a n k C .  Kei l 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

Cornel l  Universit y 
Ithaca .  Ne w Yor k 

kell@tc .  Cornell .  ed u 

Abstrac t 

Conceptua l  chang e i s generall y propose d t o 
occu r  I n on e o f  thre e ways :  1 .  constan t 
evolutio n o f  ne w conceptua l  structure s ou t 
of  olde r  one s suc h tha t  al l  trace s o f  th e 
origina l  m a y eventuall y disappear .  2 . 
creatio n o f  ne w concept s ou t  o f  ol d one s 
wherei n th e ol d remai n Intact ,  an d 3 . 
emergenc e o f  ne w concept s fro m pre -
conceptua l  state s vi a genera l  learnin g 
procedures .  Th e actua l  incidenc e o f  thes e 
kind s o f  change ,  however ,  m a y b e 
overestimate d a t  th e expens e o f  tw o othe r 
pattern s o f  cognitiv e development .  On e typ e 
involve s changin g acces s t o alread y presen t 
explanator y systems ,  ofte n throug h a 
reframln g o f  wha t  propertie s an d relation s 

ar e considere d mos t  relevant .  Whethe r  t o 
cal l  thi s proces s conceptua l  chang e i s 
controversial ,  a s th e basi c system s o f 
explanatio n ma y b e constan t  throughout . 
The othe r  typ e Involve s a  rang e o f 
mechanism s tha t  ar e no t  conceptua l 
chang e i n an y norma l  sens e o f  th e word . 
but  rathe r  increasin g accretio n and/o r 
difTerentiatio n o f  knowledg e withi n a  highl y 
stabl e an d regula r  conceptua l  structure . 
Not  surprisingly ,  detail s o f  al l  thes e view s 
depen d greatl y o n model s o f  wha t  concept s 
actuall y are ;  an d a  particula r  vie w o f 
concept s an d it s Implication s I s discussed . 
Thes e Issue s ar e explore d wit h example s 
fro m th e real m o f  biologica l  thought . 
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