
1. Which one of these terms is associated with
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development?

2. Which of the following statements about
assimilation is true? It takes place...

3. Briefly explain what Piaget meant by the term
schema.

4. Explain the difference between assimilation
and accommodation.

5. In the context of Piaget’s theory of cognitive
development, explain what is meant by the term
equilibration.

8. Briefly explain how the psychologist could
have used systematic sampling to obtain the
sample of 10 children.

9. What are investigator effects? Explain how
investigator effects could have been controlled in
Item B.

6. Use your knowledge of Piaget’s theory of
cognitive development to explain John’s developing
understanding of cats and dogs (Item A).

7. Explain one strength of the psychologist using
unstructured interviews to question the children
(Item B).

12. Explain one limitation of Piaget’s theory of
cognitive development.

11. Explain one strength of Piaget’s theory of
cognitive development.

10. Identify one ethical issue the psychologist
would need to consider in this investigation and
explain how it could have been dealt with.
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A. When we acquire new information that we can
incorporate into an existing schema.
B. When we acquire new information and have to
radically change a schema.
C. When we are in a state of equilibrium.
D. When children are not motivated to learn.

 A. Cultural tools
 B. Disequilibrium
 C. Scaffolding
 D. Violation of expectation

Item A
John understands what dogs are and has begun to realise that some dogs are similar to each 
other, but others are different. His mum tells him the correct name for each type of dog, such 
as spaniel or Labrador, but John just calls them all ‘doggy’. However, when John sees a cat in 
the garden, he looks confused, but still points at it and calls it a ‘doggy’. His mum explains 
that even though it has four legs and a tail, it is a cat. She points out that it is smaller than 
most dogs and has a different shaped head and whiskers. After that, John is able to tell the 
difference between cats and dogs and also starts to recognise different types of cats. 

Item B
A psychologist used unstructured interviews to investigate whether all children are motivated 
to learn when placed in a situation that created disequilibrium. He studied a sample of 10 
children from the 30 children in year 2 of his local primary school. He gave them a series 
of heavy objects that sink and light objects that float to place in a bowl of water and asked 
what they thought made the objects float or sink. The children all explained it in terms of the 
weight of the object. He then introduced a heavy object that floated and a light object that 
sank, in order to create disequilibrium, and questioned the children again. Most of the children 
attempted to modify their explanation by talking about the amount of air in the object, but 
some maintained their original explanation. 

SAMPLE



Piaget’s theory suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. A school inspector is writing a report of his recent primary school observations. He writes, ‘Stu-
dents worked alone. They were given tasks and materials then had to solve problems by trial and 
error’.

Using your knowledge of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, explain the method used in this 
primary school. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: B. Disequilibrium 2. Answer: A. When we acquire new information that we 
can incorporate into an existing schema.

3. Answer: Schemas are cognitive frameworks that 
contain our knowledge and understanding of objects, 
people or ideas. They are developed through experience 
and influence cognitive processing.

4. Answer: Assimilation involves new information 
being added to an existing schema because it does 
not radically change our understanding of something. 
However, accommodation occurs when new information 
does radically change our understanding, so we have to 
make a major change to a schema or form a new one.

5. Answer: According to Piaget, equilibration is the 
preferred mental state. This occurs when a child 
encounters new information and builds it into an 
existing schema (assimilation) or by forming a new 
one (accommodation). After this assimilation or 
accommodation has taken place, everything is balanced 
again; the child escapes the unpleasant lack of balance, 
known as disequilibrium.

8. Answer: With systematic sampling, a predetermined 
system is used to select participants. For example, 
every fifth person is chosen and the same interval is 
then consistently applied to the whole of the target 
population such as the 10th, 15th, 20th person and so 
on. The researcher might obtain the register for the year 
2 class and select every 5th student until he fills his 
sample.

9. Answer: Investigator effects are where a researcher 
(consciously or unconsciously) acts in a way to support 
their prediction. Investigator effects are best controlled 
by not allowing either the participants or the researcher 
(investigator) to know the aim of the research and/or 
identity of the IV. Therefore, in this study, the researcher 
could have employed another researcher, who did 
not know the aim, to carry out the interviews. This 
would have reduced the possibility of the researcher 
consciously or unconsciously biasing the results.

6. Answer: Initially, John seems to have formed a schema 
for dogs, and when his mum explains that there are different 
breeds, he is able to add this new information into his dog 
schema (assimilation). When John sees the cat in the garden, 
this throws him into a state of disequilibrium as although it 
has four legs and a tail, it does not look exactly like a dog. 
When his mother explains it is a cat, John begins to form a 
new schema for cats (accommodation). Now he has formed 
this new schema John achieves equilibration as he is able to 
tell the difference between cats and dogs; he is able to start 
assimilating different types of cat into his cat schema.

7. Answer: Unstructured interviews allow the 
interviewer to clarify the meaning and gain further 
information from the participant if required to fully 
understand complex human behaviour. This is 
particularly important when interviewing children, 
as the researcher can ensure that the children 
understanding the meaning of the questions and clarify 
questions if required.

12. Answer: Piaget has been criticised for 
overestimating how motivated children are to learn. 
He viewed learning as a motivated process in which 
children learn in order to escape the unpleasant feelings 
associated with disequilibrium. However, children vary 
greatly in their intellectual curiosity, and the children 
Piaget studied may have been more motivated to learn 
as they came mainly from the nursery attached to 
his university. This means that his findings may not 
generalise to all children.

11. Answer: One strength is that Piaget’s idea that 
children learn by actively exploring their environment 
(discovery learning) has had a huge influence on 
education. Young children no longer sit in rows copying 
from the board. Instead, they engage actively in tasks 
that allow them to construct their own understanding. 
These child-centred applications have changed the 
way children are taught today and have hopefully made 
education more effective and enjoyable.

10. Answer: Informed consent. In this case, because 
the researcher is conducting interviews on children in 
year 2, the researcher would need to obtain parental 
consent. To do this, the researcher would need to write 
to each of the parents/carers and provide them with an 
overview of the study (the aim) and ask them to provide 
written consent for their son/daughter to take part. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following is not one of 
Piaget’s stages of intellectual development?

2. Which one of the following methods did Piaget 
use to test class inclusion?

3. Explain what Piaget meant by the term object 
permanence.

4. Explain what Piaget meant by conservation.

5. Outline Piaget’s research to investigate 
egocentrism in young children.

8. From the data in Table 1, what percentage of 
children in the experimental group were able to 
conserve?

9. What does the data collected by the 
psychologist suggest about conservation?

6. Outline the characteristics of the pre-
operational stage of intellectual development.

7. Explain the difference between children’s 
thinking in the concrete operations stage and in 
the formal operations stage.

12. Explain one limitation of Piaget’s research 
into egocentrism. 

11. Evaluate Piaget’s stages of cognitive 
development.

10. Identify which statistical test the psychologist 
needed to use in this investigation. Justify your 
answer.
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A psychologist conducted research to see whether children were capable of conservation at a 
younger age if they were asked only one question. Two groups of children aged 4 to 5 years 
old took part in the research. Each group was shown two rows of counters spaced out evenly 
side by side, so it was clear that they contained the same number of counters. The control 
group were asked ‘Do both rows contain the same number of counters?’ and the experimental 
group were not asked a question.  Then one of the rows of counters was moved so that it 
appeared longer, and both groups of children were asked the same question. The results are 
shown in Table 1.

AQA A Level Psychology: Assessment Mat www.tutor2u.net/psychology

1 mark 1 mark 2 marks 2 marks

3 marks

3 marks

3 marks2 marks2 marks3 marks

4 marks

3 marks

A. Pouring liquid from one container to another.
B. Asking children what a doll could see from a choice of 
pictures.
C. Moving an object from one location to another.
D. Asking children whether there are more dogs or 
animals.

 A. Formal operations
B. B. Sensorimotor
 C. Post-operational 
 D. Concrete operational

Control group 
(asked twice)

Experimental group 
(asked once)

Answered yes after the 
counters were moved

4 8

Answered no after the 
counters were moved

9 4

SAMPLE



Piaget’s stages of development suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. Kalani is four years old. She is playing hide-and-seek with her older sister, Shea, who is 11 years 
old. When Kalani hides, she runs behind the big curtains in the living room; she covers her face, but 
her arms are legs can still be seen.  Shea finds her instantly. Kalani shouts: ‘How did you find me so 
quickly?”

Using your knowledge of Piaget’s stages of intellectual development, explain why Kalani is surprised 
that Shea is able to find her instantly. (4 marks)
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1. Answer:  C. Post-operational 2. Answer:  D. Asking children whether there are more 
dogs or animals.

3. Answer: The ability to understand that an object still exists even 
though it can no longer be seen. For example, a toy still exists even 
after it has been hidden under a blanket.

4. Answer: The ability to understand that something remains the 
same, despite there being a change in physical appearance. For 
example, the volume of liquid is the same even though it has been 
poured from a short fat glass to a tall thin one.

5. Answer: Piaget used the Three Mountain Experiment (Piaget 
and Inhelder, 1956). A child was seated on one side of a mountain 
scenery model, with a doll seated on a different side. The child 
was shown a series of pictures of the mountain scene and asked 
to select the one that corresponded most closely to what the doll 
would see. Children in the pre-operational stage tended to choose 
the picture that was most like the view they could see; Piaget took 
this as evidence that these children were egocentric.

8. Answer: 
8+4=12
8/12=0.666666
0.6666*100=66.67%

9. Answer: Conservation is the ability to realise that quantity 
remains the same, even when the appearance of an object/group 
changes. However, research in this area is questionable as critics 
have said that children are influenced by seeing the experimenter 
change the objects in front of them, and ask the same question 
twice. Therefore, the children in these experiments may explain 
what they were ‘meant’ to think rather than what they actually 
believed.

6. Answer: This is the second stage of intellectual development 
which occurs at around the ages of 2 to 7 years old. Children in 
this stage are mature enough to use language, but display some 
characteristic errors in reasoning. They tend to be egocentric, so 
are only able to see things from their own perspective.  They are 
able to classify objects but struggle with class inclusion, finding 
it difficult to understand that an object can, at the same time, 
belong to a subordinate group (e.g. dog) and a superordinate 
group (e.g. animal). Children in this stage are unable to conserve 
or understand that something remains constant even though its 
physical appearance might change.

7. Answer: Children in the concrete operations stage are able to 
think logically, but only about physical objects they can see. They 
struggle to think about abstract ideas and to imagine objects 
and situations they cannot see. However, children in the formal 
operations stage are able to think hypothetically and consider 
abstract ideas. They are able to focus on the form of an argument, 
rather than being distracted by its content.

12. Answer: One limitation is that the three-mountain task may 
not have made sense to the young children, and that is why they 
gave the wrong answer. Hughes et al. (1975) tested perspective-
taking using a task that made more sense to young children. The 
children were asked to hide a boy doll, so one or two police officers 
could not see him. They found that children as young as three and 
a half could complete the task with one police officer 90% of the 
time, and 4-year-olds could do this 90% of the time when there 
were two police officers. This suggests that Piaget’s research 
underestimated young children’s ability to decentre.

11. Answer: Piaget presented much evidence to support the stages of cognitive 
development. However, it has been argued that due to the methods he used 
to investigate children’s thinking, Piaget overestimated their abilities in the 
sensorimotor and pre-operational stages and over-estimated their abilities in the 
formal operational stage. More up-to-date research has shown that if young children 
are tested using more child-friendly methods, they are able to conserve and are less 
egocentric than Piaget suggested. For example, when McGarrigle and Donaldson 
(1974) used ‘naughty teddy’ to emerge from a hiding place and rearrange the rows 
(so it would not seem like the experimenter had deliberately changed something), 
50 out of 80 4-6-year-olds conserved, compared to 13 out of 80 tested using the 
Piaget’s version. With regard to the formal operations stage, Shayer et al. (1976) 
found only 30% of British 16-year-olds had reached ‘early formal operations’ and 
research by Segall et al. (1990) found that most adolescents and adults in Western 
societies only use formal operational thinking for certain tasks and in certain areas 
of their lives – e.g. their jobs.

10. Answer: Chi-squared test.
The researcher was looking for a difference between two groups 
(children who were asked the question once versus children who 
were asked the question twice); the design was unrelated as the 
researcher used two different groups of children; the data was 
nominal as the children either answers yes or no. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following terms is not 
associated with Vygotsky’s theory?

2. Which one of the following statements 
regarding scaffolding is true?

3. Briefly explain what is meant by the term 
‘zone of proximal development’.

4. Outline Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive 
development.

5. Explain how Bobby’s mum (Item A) could use 
scaffolding to help him to write his name.

8. The teacher proposed a directional hypothesis. 
Write a directional hypothesis for this 
experiment. 

9. What do the mean values suggest about 
the effects of working alone or in pairs on a 
problem-solving task? Justify your answer.

6. Identify the experimental design used by 
the teacher (Item B) and explain one strength 
of using this experimental design in this 
investigation. 

7. What is meant by the term demand 
characteristics? Explain how demand characteristics 
may have occurred in this experiment. 

12. Explain one limitation of Vygotsky’s theory of 
cognitive development.

11. Explain one strength of Vygotsky’s theory of 
cognitive development.

10. Outline one research study that supports the 
concept of scaffolding.
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Item A
Bobby is struggling to write his name. His teacher asks his mother to help him and offers some 
advice on scaffolding. 

Item B
A teacher was interested in whether children learned better alone or in pairs. Half of the 11 
year-olds in her class were instructed to work alone, and the other half were instructed to work 
in pairs to solve problems presented in a computer game. There were two paired sessions, 
and then a third session where all of the children were instructed to work alone. The number 
of problems solved correctly in 30 minutes was counted. The mean score for the children who 
had worked alone was 7.5, and 
the mean score for children who 
had originally worked in pairs was 
10.25.  
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A. The term was first used by Vygotsky.
B. It works best when aimed above the child’s 
zone of proximal development.
C. It involves reducing the level of support given.
D. It can only be provided by an adult.

 A. Zone of proximal development
 B. Accommodation 
 C. Mental tools
 D. More knowledgeable other

SAMPLE



Vygotsky’s theory suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. A teacher notices that a pupil in his class, Joe is struggling with a task he has given them.  The 
pupil sitting next to Joe, Misha, is having less trouble. 

Using your knowledge of Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development, explain how the teacher could 
help Joe to learn how to complete the task. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: B. Accommodation 2. Answer: C. It involves reducing the level of support given. 3. Answer: It is the gap between what a child can achieve alone 
and what they can potentially achieve with the help of a more 
knowledgeable other. A more knowledgeable other might be an 
adult or a more advanced child.

4. Answer: Vygotsky saw social interaction and culture as being 
key to cognitive development and the child as an apprentice, 
developing the mental tools that are most important for life 
within their culture. He proposed that children are born with 
elementary mental functions, such as perception and memory, 
which are transformed into higher mental functions (e.g. the use 
of mathematical systems). Vygotsky saw language as having an 
important role in cognitive development and emphasised learning 
through interaction with others. He said this occurred in the zone 
of proximal development (the gap between what a child can 
achieve alone and what they can potentially achieve with the help 
of a more knowledgeable other).

5. Answer: His mum could first engage Bobby’s interest in the task, 
perhaps by showing him a new pen and some brightly coloured 
paper. She could begin by demonstrating how he should write 
his name by writing it herself. She could then help him to hold 
the pen while he tries to write his name or she could put dots on 
the paper that he can join up to form his name. She may need to 
give specific instructions on how to write some of the letters. She 
needs to encourage Bobby all the time he is completing the task 
and gradually do less and less to help him until he can write it by 
himself. 

8. Answer: The children who were instructed to work in pairs (in 
phase 1) will solve a significantly higher number of problems when 
working alone (within 30 minutes), in comparison to the children 
who were instructed to work individually (in phase 1).

9. Answer: The mean scores suggest that working in pairs, on 
a previous task, significantly increases a child’s ability to solve 
problems in a subsequent task, as the mean score was 2.75 higher 
in the paired group in comparison to the alone group.

6. Answer: Independent groups.
A strength of using independent groups design is that it avoids 
order effects.  As the children only take part in one condition of the 
experiment (working in pairs or working individually), they are less 
likely to become bored and give up reducing the impact of order 
effects.

7. Answer: Demand characteristics occur when the participants 
try to make sense of the research and change their behaviour 
accordingly to support what they believe are the aims of the 
investigation. Demand characteristics might have occurred in this 
experiment if the children all took part in the experiment, in the 
same room. The children might have seen the other group (e.g. 
working in pairs or working alone) and worked out the aim of the 
study. Then, when solving the puzzles later, those who worked 
alone might not have tried because they knew the aim of the study. 

12. Answer: One limitation is that Vygotsky’s theory does not take 
account of individual differences. Vygotsky assumed that the 
processes of learning are the same in all children, but children’s 
rate of cognitive development is also determined by their level of 
motivation and interest, as well as the social support they receive. 
Schaffer (2004) believes that Vygotsky’s neglect of emotional 
factors is a serious omission as he made no reference to the 
frustrations of failure and the joys of success.

11. Answer: One strength is that Vygotsky’s ideas have been highly 
influential in education, where social interactions in learning, 
through group work, peer tutoring and individual assistance 
from teachers and teaching assistants has been used to scaffold 
children. Research by Keer and Verhaeghe (2005) found that 
7-year-olds tutored by 10-year-olds, in addition to whole-class 
teaching, progressed further in their reading than children who just 
had whole-class teaching. This shows that Vygotsky’s theory has 
effective practical applications.

10. Answer: Connor and Cross (2003) conducted a longitudinal 
study where they followed up 45 children, observing them engaged 
in problem-solving activities with their mothers. They observed 
them at 16, 26, 44 and 54 months and found distinctive changes in 
help over time. The mothers used less and less direct intervention 
and more hints and prompts as the children gained experience, as 
well as offering help when it was needed rather than constantly. 
This shows that scaffolding is used by parents during the process 
of learning and development. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following terms is not 
associated with Baillargeon’s research?

2. Which one of the following statements 
regarding Baillargeon’s explanation of early 
infant abilities is false?

3. In the context of Baillargeon’s research, briefly 
explain what is meant by the research term 
‘violation of expectation’.

4. Outline one research study conducted by 
Baillargeon that involves violation of expectation.

5. Outline Baillargeon’s explanation of early 
infant abilities.

8. Explain how counterbalancing could have 
been used in this experiment. 

9. Explain what the results in Table 1 suggest 
about young infants’ knowledge about the 
physical world.   

6. Identify the experimental design used by the 
psychologist and explain one strength of using 
this experimental method in this investigation.

7. Once the psychologist had conducted the experiment, 
a colleague pointed out the problem that she did not use 
counterbalancing. Explain why it would have been better 
to use counterbalancing in this experiment.

12. Evaluate Baillargeon’s explanation of early 
infant abilities.

11. Explain one limitation of Baillargeon’s 
violation of expectation research. 

10. Explain one strength of Baillargeon’s violation 
of expectation research.
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A psychologist wanted to investigate the abilities shown by young infants. She showed a 
sample of infants aged 3-4 months a teddy bear and then placed it into a box and put the lid 
on. She then opened the box and showed the infant what was inside. The first time the box was 
empty and the second time the box had the teddy inside. The length of time the infant spent 
looking at the box was measured. 

The mean times and standard deviations are shown in Table 1.
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A. From birth, infants have a basic understanding of 
object persistence.
B. Infants tend to spend longer looking at possible rather 
than impossible events.
C. Infants are predisposed to attend to new events.
D. Infants are born with a physical reasoning system.

 A. Violation of expectation
 B. Physical reasoning system
 C. Impossible event
 D. Social egocentricity

Empty box Box with teddy inside

Mean time spent looking in seconds 9.28 6.73

Standard deviation 1.52 0.87

SAMPLE



Baillargeon’s research  suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. When Graeme was less than a year old, his mother hid a biscuit under a blue cup. After doing this 
several times, Graeme could find the biscuit easily. Then, Graeme’s mother hid the biscuit under a 
red cup. 

Using your knowledge of Baillargeon’s research, explain why Graeme continued to search under the 
blue cup. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: D. Social egocentricity 2. Answer: B. Infants tend to spend longer looking at possible 
rather than impossible events.

3. Answer: It is research which involves an infant seeing two 
events, one expected and one unexpected or impossible. The time 
the infant spends looking at each event is then measured.

4. Answer: Baillargeon and Graber (1987) showed 24 infants aged 
5 to 6 months a tall and a short rabbit passing a window. In the 
possible condition, the tall rabbit can be seen passing the window, 
but the short rabbit could not. In the impossible condition, neither 
rabbit appeared in the window. They found the infants spent on 
average 33.07 seconds looking at the impossible event, and 25.11 
seconds looking at the possible event.

5. Answer: Baillargeon proposed that infants are born with a 
physical reasoning system that allows a basic understanding 
of the physical world and the ability to learn additional details 
easily. This allows awareness of physical properties of the world 
to become more sophisticated as infants learn from experience. 
Baillargeon claimed that infants have a crude understanding of 
object persistence from birth and quickly begin to identify event 
categories that correspond to the ways in which objects interact. 
For example, occlusion events take place when one object blocks 
another and infants are able to quickly learn this because they are 
born with a basic understanding of object persistence.

8. Answer: The research would divide the children into two groups 
randomly. Then, half of the children would take part in ‘Condition 
A’ (empty box) followed by ‘Condition B’ (box with teddy) while the 
other half complete the ‘Condition B’ (box with teddy) followed by 
‘Condition A’ (empty box). Any order effects experienced by those 
who started in Condition A should be offset by those who started in 
Condition B.

9. Answer: The results support Baillargeon’s violation of 
expectation research. The children spent significantly longer 
looking at the impossible event (empty box) compared to the 
possible event. Furthermore, the results also show greater 
variation in the impossible event (empty box) as the standard 
deviation scores were higher in this condition. This suggests 
that young infants have a physical reasoning system that allows 
for a basic understanding of the physical world and a crude 
understanding of object persistence.

6. Answer: Repeated measures. 
A repeated measures design reduces the possibility of participant 
variables affecting the results. As all of the children took part, 
individual differences (e.g. in terms of cognitive development) 
would not affect the results, and therefore the psychologist can be 
more certain that the IV had an impact on the DV. 

7. Answer: It would have been better to use counterbalancing as 
order effects are equally distributed across both conditions. As 
the same children took part in both conditions of the experiment, 
order effects can occur. Children who experience practice effects 
may perform better in the second condition as they know what is 
expected of them, while children who experience fatigue might 
perform worse in the second condition as they are bored.

12. Answer: Understanding of the basic properties of physical 
objects (e.g. that a bunch of keys will fall to the floor if dropped) 
does appear to be universal. This suggests that it is innate 
knowledge rather than learned, in line with Baillargeon’s 
explanation that innate mechanisms drive development. However, 
although Baillargeon’s explanation seems to challenge Piaget’s 
view of mental abilities developing with maturation, Bremner 
(2013) points out that Piaget distinguished between acting in 
accordance with a principal and understanding that principal. 
Even if the response of young infants to an impossible task is in 
accordance with a principle (e.g. object permanence), that is very 
different to them having a conscious understanding of the principle. 

11. Answer: One limitation is that criticisms have been raised 
regarding the internal validity of some of the violation of 
expectations studies (whether they were measuring what they 
claimed to measure). For example, Rivera et al. (1999) suggested 
that the longer time spent looking at the impossible event 
(drawbridge study) may have merely been due to the preference 
of looking at greater motion because the drawbridge stops earlier 
in the possible event. This means the violation of expectations 
research may not be a valid way of investigating infants’ 
understanding of the physical world. 

10. Answer: One strength is that Baillargeon’s research is very 
carefully controlled. For example, for each trial there were two 
observers noting the amount of interest shown and they did not 
know whether the event the infant was watching was possible 
or impossible (double-blind control). This eliminates confounding 
variables, meaning this method has better internal validity than 
some measures of infants’ abilities. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following is the name of a 
stage identified by Selman?

2. Which one of the following statements about 
Selman’s levels of perspective-taking is false?

3. Briefly explain what is meant by the term 
social cognition.

4. In the context of social cognition, explain what 
is meant by perspective-taking.

5. Explain how Selman investigated perspective-
taking in children. 

8. Explain one strength and one limitation of the 
psychologist using a structured interview in this 
investigation.

9. What percentage of children have moved up at 
least one stage? Show your calculations.

6. Outline Selman’s levels of perspective-taking.

7. Explain what is meant by a structured 
interview.

12. Explain one limitation of Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking.

11. Explain one strength of Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking. 

10. The psychologist was worried about the 
reliability of his assessments of which stage 
each child was in. Explain one way that he could 
have checked the reliability of his assessments.

ST
AR

T
Cognition: selman’s levels

Cognition 

A psychologist was interested in whether children’s 
perspective-taking changed with age. He used 
structured interviews to assess the same children at 
age five and age eight. He analysed their responses 
to see which stage they were in. 

The results were as follows:
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A. Selman’s first stage is labelled Stage 0.
B. Selman identified five stages in total.
C. The final stage is known as mutual 
role-taking.
D. Social information role-taking is Stage 1.

 A. Sensorimotor
 B. Socially egocentric
 C. Egocentrism
 D. Individual role-taking

Participant Stage at age 5 Stage at age 8

1 0 1

2 1 2

3 0 2

4 1 1

5 1 3

6 0 1

7 0 2

8 1 2

9 0 1

10 0 2

11 1 1

SAMPLE



selman’s levels suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. Rubeka promised her mother than she will not climb up the tall tree in their garden; however, 
she then spots her neighbours cat who is stuck up the tree. Explain how a child who is in Selman’s 
socially egocentric stage would answer the following question: ‘If Rubeka climbs the tree, should she 
be punished?’. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: B. Socially egocentric 2. Answer: C. The final stage is known as mutual role-taking. 3. Answer: Social cognition refers to the mental processes that we 
use when interacting with other people. For example, we have to 
make sense of the situation, and then we have to make decisions 
regarding how we should behave.

4. Answer: Perspective-taking involves being able to appreciate 
a social situation from the point of view of someone else. It is a 
cognitive ability that underlies much of our social interactions.

5. Answer: Selman (1971) investigated children’s responses to 
scenarios where they were asked to take the role of different 
people in a social situation. Each scenario involved a dilemma. For 
example, whether Holly should risk upsetting a worried parent by 
climbing a tree to rescue her friend’s kitten.  Seligman then asked 
the children a series of perspective-taking questions, such as ‘If 
Holly climbs the tree, should she be punished?’ He then analysed 
the responses in order to identify a number of distinct stages or 
levels of perspective-taking.

8. Answer: An advantage of using a structured interview is that the 
data obtained from the children is more consistent (standardised) 
and this makes it easier to analyse their responses (as each 
child will have responded to the same questions. However, a 
disadvantage is that the researcher may not probe/develop a 
question or response from a child and this might lead to confusion 
as the child does not understand the question being asked, making 
their responses less valid.
 

9. Answer: 
Number of children who moved up a stage (from age 5 to 8) = 9
9/11 = 0.8181818181
0.8181818181*100=81.82%

6. Answer: Level 0 (3-6 years) is the socially egocentric stage, where the child 
can identify emotional states in others but they do not understand what social 
behaviour may have caused them. Level 1 (6-8 years) is the social information 
role-taking stage, where the child is aware that other people have perspectives 
that are different to their own, but assumes this is because others have 
different information. Level 2 (8-10 years) is the self-reflecting role-taking 
stage, where children can put themselves in the position of another person 
and appreciate their point of view, but can only take one point of view at a 
time. Level 3 (10-12 years) is the mutual role-taking stage, where children are 
able to look at a situation from their own and someone else’s point of view 
at the same time. Level 4 (12 years onwards) is the social and conventional 
system role-taking stage, where young people are able to see that sometimes 
understanding the viewpoints of others is not enough to reach an agreement 
and that personal decisions have to be made with reference to agreed social 
conventions.

7. Answer: Structured interviews have the questions decided 
on in advance and they are asked in exactly the same order for 
each interviewee taking part. The interviewer uses an interview 
schedule and will often record the answers to each question by 
taking notes/ticking boxes on their schedule. 

12. Answer: One limitation is that Selman’s levels have been 
criticised for showing cultural bias. This is because they were 
developed through research involving predominantly Western 
children. Cross-cultural research conducted by Osterman et al. 
showed that there were some differences, suggesting that just 
because someone does not take the perspective of someone else, 
it does not mean they are unable to. It may be that their culture and 
experience has taught them that this is not the best way to solve a 
problem.

11. Answer: One strength is that Selman’s levels of perspective-
taking have been applied in many different settings, including 
in schools and with criminals. Selman himself argued that the 
facilitation of perspective-taking should be one of the fundamental 
missions of primary schools and one way that this can be done 
with younger children is through play as this is a natural way that 
perspective-taking skills are learned. This is a strength as being 
able to take the perspective of another aids with group work and 
teamwork.

10. Answer: One way in which the psychologists could have tested 
the reliability of his method is by using the test-retest method. 
The same children could have been asked the same questions (by 
the same or different researcher) on a different occasion. After 
the measure has been completed on two separate occasions, the 
two scores are then correlated. If the correlation is shown to be 
significant (e.g. 0.8 or above), then the measure is deemed to have 
good reliability. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following statements about 
the Sally-Anne study is false?

2. Which one of the following statements about 
the theory of mind (ToM) is true?

3. Briefly explain what is meant by the theory of 
mind.

4. Outline the theory of mind as an explanation 
for autism.

5. Outline the procedures and findings of the 
Sally-Anne study.

8. Explain what the findings of the study suggest 
about the development of theory of mind.

9. What answer would you expect a 5-year-old 
child with autism to give if they were given this 
task? Justify your answer.

6. Identify the experimental design used by the 
psychologist.

7. Outline why the experimental designed 
identified in question six, is the most appropriate 
design for this experiment.

12. Evaluate theory of mind as an explanation for 
autism.

11. Evaluate the Sally-Anne study as a method of 
assessing theory of mind.

10. The psychologist used a chi-square test to 
analyse the data. Explain why this was an appropriate 
test to use and the Wilcoxon test was not.

ST
AR

T
Cognition: theory of mind

Cognition 

A psychologist was interested in using a different false-belief test than ‘Sally-Anne’ experiment 
to assess the theory of mind in children aged three or aged five. Each child was shown a 
Smarties tube and asked what they thought was inside. All of the children said either Smarties 
or sweets. Then the psychologist opened the tube and showed them there were pencils inside 
and not Smarties. She then put the lid back on and asked the child what was inside the tube. 
All of the children correctly said pencils. Following this, she said to each child ‘If we were to 
give this tube to your teacher, what do you think he/she would say was inside?’ 

The results are shown in Table 1.
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A. ToM is a psychological theory of information processing.
B. ToM is fully developed at birth in children without 
autism.
C. ToM is our understanding of what other people are 
thinking.
D. ToM is the same as perspective-taking. 

 A. It is a false-belief task
 B. It involves two dolls, called Sally and Anne.
 C. It has been used to explore the links between  
 the theory of mind and autism.
 D. Children are asked where Anne will look for the  
 marble that Sally has moved. 

Children age 3 Children age 5

Smarties 3 12

Pencils 15 4

SAMPLE



theory of mind suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. Sketch a suitable graphical display to represent the data in Table 1. Label your graph appropri-
ately. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: D. Children are asked where Anne will look for the 
marble that Sally has moved.

2. Answer:  C. ToM is our understanding of what other people are 
thinking.

3. Answer: Theory of mind refers to someone 
understanding that other people have separate 
mental states. This means they are able to take 
into account the beliefs, feelings and intentions 
of someone else.

4. Answer: People with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) often find 
social interactions very difficult and Baron-Cohen suggests that 
this might be explained by a theory of mind (ToM) deficit caused 
by a failure of an innate theory of mind mechanism (ToMM). This 
would make it difficult for someone with autism to understand the 
mental states of other people and to be able to predict and adjust 
to their behaviour. ToM limitations may lead to someone with ASD 
misreading or failing to read emotions, intentions, or cues from 
others. In addition, ToM difficulties may lead to limited expression 
of empathy toward others, or someone with ASD approaching a 
social situation with assumptions that may not be accurate.

5. Answer: Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) tested 20 high-functioning 
children diagnosed with ASD and a control group of 14 children 
with Down’s syndrome and 27 without a diagnosis. The Sally-Anne 
study comprises a false belief task. All the children were told a 
story about two dolls called Sally and Anne. Sally places a marble 
in her basket, but when she is not looking, Anne moves the marble 
to a box. The child was asked where Sally would look for her 
marble when she came back. If the child has ToM, they should say 
that Sally will look in the basket, because she does not know that 
Anne has moved it. They found that 85% of children with Down’s 
syndrome and without a diagnosis correctly identified that Sally 
would look in the basket, compared to 20% (4) of the children with 
ASD

8. Answer: The findings clearly suggest that most of the children 
who were five years old have developed a ToM, where most of 
the children who were three years old have not. This is because 
the children who are five are able to correctly explain what their 
teacher would believe, and put themselves in ‘someone else’s 
shoes’.

9. Answer: According to Baron-Cohen, children with autism have 
a ToM deficit caused by a failure of an innate theory of mind 
mechanism (ToMM). Therefore, if children with autism completed 
this task, we would expect them to say that their teacher would 
believe that there were pencils in the tube, as they would be 
unable to understand the task from their teacher’s perspective and 
would instead give their own perspective.

6. Answer: Independent groups.

7. Answer: The experimental design used is the most appropriate 
because the researcher is examining two different ages of children 
(3 and 5). Therefore, it is the only method that is practical without 
waiting for the children to grow two years older.

12. Answer: It has been questioned whether children with ASD do lack 
ToM. The research by Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) found that 20% of the 
children with ASD were able to give the correct answer, which suggests 
that that ASD cannot be fully explained by ToM deficits. It has also been 
questioned whether ToM is a cause or an effect of autism. Rather than 
ToM being a cause, children with ASD may not acquire a fully developed 
ToM because their ASD prevents them communicating and engaging 
with others. This means they may not have the appropriate experiences 
to develop ToM. A further problem is that ToM is at best only a partial 
explanation for ASD. As well as difficulties with social interactions, 
ASD has many other characteristics, including cognitive strengths 
such as superior attention and highly systematic reasoning. These 
characteristics cannot easily be explained by a lack of ToM.

11. Answer: The Sally-Anne study has been used in hundreds of 
studies to assess ToM, suggesting that it is viewed to be a valid 
method of assessment. However, some psychologists have been 
very critical of using false-belief tasks to assess ToM. For example, 
Bloom and German (2000) argue that passing the Sally-Anne task 
relies on other cognitive abilities, such as memory. Some studies 
have given younger children visual aids to help them to remember 
the stories and have found that younger children with ASD are able 
to succeed. A further criticism is that some of the methods used 
to assess ASD, such as Sally-Anne may be measuring perspective 
taking rather than ToM. If this is the case, this challenges the 
internal validity of the Sally-Anne study.

10. Answer: The Chi-Squared test was appropriate because the 
data was nominal (the children said smarties or pencils), whereas 
ordinal data is required for a Wilcoxon. Furthermore, the design 
was unrelated (children were aged 3 or 5), whereas a related 
design is required for a Wilcoxon. SAMPLE



1. Which one of the following has not been 
linked to the mirror neuron system?

2. Which one of the following statements about 
mirror neurons is false?

3. Briefly explain what is meant by the mirror 
neuron system.

4. Outline the role of the mirror neuron system in 
social cognition.

5. Use your knowledge of mirror neurons to 
explain the behaviour shown by Tom (Item A).

8. Explain how the psychologist could have 
obtained the opportunity sample to take part in 
the investigation.  

9. Explain one strength of using an opportunity 
sampling in this investigation.

6. Use your knowledge of mirror neurons to 
explain the behaviour shown by Tracey (Item A).

7. Explain why the study in item B can be 
described as a quasi-experiment.

12. Explain one or more limitations of research 
into the role of mirror neurons in social cognition.

11. Outline one research study that supports the 
role of the mirror neuron in social cognition.

10. After the participants had taken part in the study the 
psychologist gave them a short debrief. Suggest two 
points the psychologist could have added to the debrief 
to ensure the participants were treated ethically.

ST
AR

T
Cognition: Mirror neurons

Cognition 

Item A
Tracey has noticed that when Tom watches football on the television, he often kicks out with his 
foot or makes a motion as though he is heading the ball. When she mentions this to Tom, he 
says that it is similar to the way that Tracey often starts crying if she sees someone else crying. 

Item B
A psychologist carried out a study to see whether there were any gender differences in mirror 
neurons between males and females as research tends to show that females have greater 
social sensitivity. He used opportunity sampling to obtain a sample of 10 male and 10 female 
students at the university where he worked. He recorded EEG activity while the participants 
watched either a moving dot or hand actions. Hand actions would be expected to arouse 
mirror neurons, while a moving dot should not. The psychologist found that there were no 
differences in brain activity between males and females when watching the moving dot. 
However, when watching the hand actions, the brain activity of the females suggested their 
mirror neurons were more active than those of the males. 
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A. Mirror neurons are believed to have shaped human evolution.
B. Mirror neurons are found in a number of areas of the brain.
C. When mirror neurons fire, behavioural regulation typically 
occurs. 
D. Activity in individual mirror neurons can be measured in 
humans using fMRI scans.

 A. Perspective-taking
 B. Understanding intention
 C. Class inclusion
 D. Autistic spectrum disorder

SAMPLE



Mirror neurons suggested answers

EXTENSION ACTIVITY
Now you have checked your answers to the consolidation questions,

complete the extension activity below.

13. Explain why watching moving hands would be more likely to activate mirror neurons that watch-
ing a moving dot. (4 marks)
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1. Answer: C. Class inclusion 2. Answer: D. Activity in individual mirror neurons can be measured 
in humans using fMRI scans.

3. Answer: The mirror neuron system consists of special brain cells 
that are activated when we see another person carry out an action. 
Cell activation is the same as if we had carried out the action 
ourselves. 

4. Answer: It is believed to be responsible for the human ability to 
share understanding of intention and emotional experience; as well 
as responding to the observed actions of another person mirror 
neurons are also believed to respond to the intentions behind 
the behaviour. Mirror neurons have been linked to perspective-
taking and empathy as if they fire in response to other people’s 
behaviours and intentions this may allow us to understand 
and experience their perspectives (what they are thinking) and 
emotional states (what they are feeling). This means that people 
with deficits in social cognition (e.g. those with ASD) may have 
problems in mirror neuron function (the ‘broken mirror’ theory).

5. Answer: Tom cannot stop himself kicking out or moving as 
though he were heading a football because the same neurons have 
been activated as if he were actually playing football rather than 
watching it. Both are struggling to regulate their behaviour (crying 
or making kicking/heading actions), as is normally the case when 
mirror neurons are activated. Usually the mirror response is ‘on-
line’ rather than ‘off-line’. Both appear to be perspective-taking, in 
that they seem to be interpreting what the other person is thinking 
or feeling. Tom seems to be thinking what the footballer would be 
thinking and going to kick or head the ball. This could be due to 
high numbers of mirror-neurons in Brodmann’s area or the pars 
opercularis.

8. Answer: The psychologist could have waited outside a lecture 
theatre at his university and asked every student who walked 
passed him whether they would like to take part in a study 
investigating mirror neurons. The first ten males and ten females 
to say yes would form his sample. 

9. Answer: A strength of opportunity sampling is the convenient 
nature of the technique. In comparison to all other sampling 
methods, obtaining an opportunity sample is quicker and easier 
since it requires less effort on behalf of the researcher (he simply 
has to stand outside a lecture theatre and ask students who walk 
passed). As a result, it is likely to save money and is, therefore 
favoured as the most economical technique.

6. Answer: Tracey 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. Both are 
struggling to regulate their behaviour (crying or making kicking/
heading actions), as is normally the case when mirror neurons are 
activated. Usually the mirror response is ‘on-line’ rather than ‘off-
line’. Both appear to be perspective-taking, in that they seem to 
be interpreting what the other person is thinking or feeling. Tracey 
seems to be feeling sad like the person she is watching. This could 
be due to high numbers of mirror-neurons in Brodmann’s area or 
the pars opercularis.

7. Answer: Quasi experiments also contain a naturally occurring 
independent variable (IV), but one which already exists (e.g. 
gender). This experiment examined the differences in males and 
females and therefore the participants are grouped based on a 
pre-existing difference (sex). 

12. Answer: Most of the evidence to support the role of mirror 
neurons in social cognition comes from brain-scanning studies. 
However, these are only able to identify activity in a particular 
region of the brain. They are not able to locate/identify individual 
mirror neurons. For ethical reasons, it is not possible to insert 
electrodes into individual cells, as has been done in studies using 
monkeys. This means that the researchers are only inferring that 
these areas of the brain contain mirror neurons, so there is a lack 
of direct evidence. In addition, some scientists question whether 
mirror neurons actually exist at all. For example, Hickok (2009) 
points out that we only know what they do and that we cannot 
identify actual cells and point out their differences from other 
neurons.

11. Answer: Haker et al. (2012) used functional magnetic imaging 
to assess brain activity in participants while they were shown 
a film of other people yawning. On average, 55% of the viewed 
yawns elicited a yawn in response. When they yawned in response 
to seeing another person yawn, increased activity was shown in 
Brodmann’s area in the right frontal lobe, an area believed to be 
rich in mirror neurons. This can be seen as supporting the role 
of mirror neurons in human empathy as yawning when we see 
someone else yawn could occur because mirror neurons allow us 
to perceive mental states (tiredness) in others.

10. Answer: The psychologist would need to remind the 
participants of their right to withdraw. He should tell them that they 
can withdraw their data up until the publication of the results. The 
psychologist would also need to provide his contact details so that 
the participants can contact him if they have any further questions 
or if they would like to withdraw their data. SAMPLE
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