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AQA A Level Psychology 
Unit Assessment – Cognition & Development 
 
ANSWER ALL QUESTIONS IN THIS SECTION 

 
1 Which one of the following statements about Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is 

correct? 
 A Assimilation is the process of adapting an existing schema because new 

information does not fit the existing schema. 
 

 B Accommodation is the process of fitting new information into an existing schema.  
 C Assimilation and accommodation lead to schemas becoming less complex.  
 D Equilibration is where there is a balance between existing schemas and new 

experiences. 
 

(1 mark) 

 
When Oliver was five-years-old his parents noticed that he had great difficulty understanding that cats 
and dogs are both types of animal. He also believed that when a short fat glass of water was poured 
into a tall thin glass, the amount of water increased. However, now that he is seven-years-old he is 
able to understand both concepts clearly and his parents wonder why. 

 
2 Briefly outline Piaget’s stages of intellectual development. With reference to the theory, explain 

why Oliver is now able to understand that cats and dogs are both types of animal and that the 
amount of liquid, when poured from a short fat glass into a tall thin glass, has not changed. 

(8 marks) 
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7 Discuss one strength and one limitation of Selman’s levels of perspective taking. 

(6 marks) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Jenny finds it very difficult to stop herself yawning when someone else does and often starts to cry if 
she sees someone else crying. She wonders whether these two things are related. 

 
8 Discuss the role of the mirror neuron system in development. Refer to Jenny in your answer. 

(16 marks) 
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1 Which one of the following statements about Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is 
correct? 

 A Assimilation is the process of adapting an existing schema because new 
information does not fit the existing schema. 

 

 B Accommodation is the process of fitting new information into an existing schema.  
 C Assimilation and accommodation lead to schemas becoming less complex.  
 D Equilibration is where there is a balance between existing schemas and new 

experiences. 
 

(1 mark) 
 
Marks for this question: AO1 = 1 mark 
Answer: D 
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Jenny finds it very difficult to stop herself yawning when someone else does and often starts to cry if 
she sees someone else crying. She wonders whether these two things are related. 

 
8 Discuss the role of the mirror neuron system in development. Refer to Jenny in your answer. 

(16 marks) 
 
Marks for this question: AO1 = 4 marks and AO2 = 4 marks 
 
LEVEL MARKS DESCRIPTION 

4 13-16 

Knowledge of the role of the mirror neuron system in development is accurate 
and generally well detailed. The application is effective. The discussion is 
thorough and effective. Minor detail and/or expansion of argument is 
sometimes lacking. The answer is clear, coherent and focused. Specialist 
terminology is used effectively. 

3 9-12 

Knowledge of the role of the mirror neuron system in development is evident 
but there are occasional inaccuracies/omissions. The application/discussion is 
mostly effective. The answer is mostly clear and organised but occasionally 
lacks focus. Specialist terminology is used appropriately. 

2 5-8 

Limited knowledge of the role of the mirror neuron system in development is 
present. Any discussion/application is of limited effectiveness. The answer lacks 
clarity, accuracy and organisation in places. Specialist terminology is used 
inappropriately on occasions. 

1 1-4 

Knowledge of the role of the mirror neuron system in development is very 
limited. The application/discussion is limited, poorly focused or absent. The 
answer as a whole lacks clarity, has many inaccuracies and is poorly organised. 
Specialist terminology is either absent or inappropriately used. 

 0 No relevant content. 
 
POSSIBLE CONTENT: 
h Mirror neurons (MNs) refer to brain cells which fire upon observation of specific actions in another, 

and the performance of the action by the observer.  
h They were discovered by accident by Rizzolatti et al. (1996) while they were studying motor activity in 

monkeys. They found that certain neurons in the F5 region of the premotor cortex became active 
when the monkeys weren’t doing anything but were watching another monkey or an experimenter 
perform an action. They also found that the same neurons were activated if the monkeys repeated 
the actions. 

h Researchers suggest that the performance and observation of these actions and the corresponding 
neural response seems to indicate a mirroring system, possibly to aid with the acquisition of skills and 
imitation ability. However, it is important that behaviour regulation occurs so that we do not 
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(16 marks) 
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present. Any discussion/application is of limited effectiveness. The answer lacks 
clarity, accuracy and organisation in places. Specialist terminology is used 
inappropriately on occasions. 
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Knowledge of the role of the mirror neuron system in development is very 
limited. The application/discussion is limited, poorly focused or absent. The 
answer as a whole lacks clarity, has many inaccuracies and is poorly organised. 
Specialist terminology is either absent or inappropriately used. 

 0 No relevant content. 
 
POSSIBLE CONTENT: 
h Mirror neurons (MNs) refer to brain cells which fire upon observation of specific actions in another, 

and the performance of the action by the observer.  
h They were discovered by accident by Rizzolatti et al. (1996) while they were studying motor activity in 

monkeys. They found that certain neurons in the F5 region of the premotor cortex became active 
when the monkeys weren’t doing anything but were watching another monkey or an experimenter 
perform an action. They also found that the same neurons were activated if the monkeys repeated 
the actions. 

h Researchers suggest that the performance and observation of these actions and the corresponding 
neural response seems to indicate a mirroring system, possibly to aid with the acquisition of skills and 
imitation ability. However, it is important that behaviour regulation occurs so that we do not 

automatically imitate every behaviour/action we see. This is why MN responses are generally ‘off-
line’, although sometimes they can be difficult to resist.  

h Some research has suggested that MNs also represent intentions in humans, in other words, not just 
what they are doing but what they intend to do next. They have also been linked to emotional 
observation and enactment. For example, Gallese at al. (2004) claims that a mirror-neuron system 
involving visceral-motor centres in the brain enables people to understand one another’s emotions. 
This could explain empathy and also act as a neurological basis for the theory of mind, in that it 
allows individuals to experience the emotions of others through observation. 

 
POSSIBLE APPLICATION: 
h Jenny cannot help herself yawning when she sees someone else yawning because behaviour 

regulation is not occurring and the MN response is ‘on-line’ rather than ‘off-line’. Seeing someone 
else yawn has activated the same neurons as would be activated if she yawned herself, leading to the 
same response.  

h Jenny cannot help crying when she sees someone else crying, as seeing the behaviour of crying has 
activated the same neurons as would be activated if she was crying herself. This could be neurons in 
the visceral motor centre of the brain causing her to feel the same emotion of sadness as the other 
person. Again she is struggling to regulate the behaviour and the mirror response is ‘on-line’. 

 
POSSIBLE DISCUSSION: 
h Evidence to support the role of the mirror neuron system in development. For example, Gallese 

(2001) used fMRI scanning and found that the anterior singular cortex and inferior frontal cortex are 
involved when people experience an emotion or observe another person experiencing the same 
emotions, supporting the involvement of mirror neuron system in social cognition. 

h Research into the role of the mirror neuron system has practical applications as it can help us to 
understand conditions like autism. For example, Dapretto et al. (2006) scanned participants using 
fMRI, while observing and imitating emotional expressions. The found that autistic participants 
showed no activation in the inferior frontal gyrus, one of the notable mirror neuron regions.   

h Most of the research on humans has involved making participants imitate the behaviour of others, 
while being scanned by fMRI. It has been suggested that the importance of MNs may have been 
exaggerated using this technique as very large areas of the brain show activity each time under fMRI 
and it is difficult to assume that individual neurons are causing this activity.  

h The mirror neuron theories have been criticised for being biologically reductionist. For example, 
there is concern about the way in which research originally taken from Macaque monkeys has been 
applied to humans to explain a range of behaviours including altruism and empathy, which some 
researchers feel are more complex than a set of brain cells. 
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