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PIAGET 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development: schemas, assimilation, accommodation, 
equilibration, stages of intellectual development. Characteristics of these stages, 
including object permanence, conservation, egocentrism and class inclusion. 

Q1 Match them up 
There are many key terms within Piaget's theory. Can you match the key terms on the 
left with the definitions on the right? 

KEY TERM DEFINITION 

Conservation Understanding that objects can fall into 
categories/sub-sets. 

Egocentrism Understanding that even when something 
is not in sight that it still exists. 

Object Permanence 
Only being able to see things from your 
own point of view and not anyone else’s 
perspective. 

Class Inclusion 
Understanding that even when the 
appearance changes that the quantity stays 
the same. 

Q2 Match them up 

A When we fit new experiences/objects into pre-existing 
schemas. Assimilation 

B When we have to change or modify existing schemas as new 
information/experiences conflict. Accommodation 

C When new information is not in conflict with what we already 
know about the world or our experiences. Equilibration 

D 
A knowledge pack of information based on our past 
experiences that we then use to make sense of new 
experiences. 

Schema 

Key terms: Schemas,  Accommodation, Assimilation, Equilibration 

Q3 Exam style question 
Piaget used the term assimilation and accommodation to explain how schemas 
become more complex. Distinguish between assimilation and accommodation. 
(4 marks) 
Assimilation involves fitting a new experience into an existing schema. For example, 
once a child has a schema for birds based on the types of birds they have seen in 
their garden, they are able to incorporate new types of birds (e.g. parrots, seagulls) 
into their existing bird schema. Whereas, accommodation involves the modification 
of an existing schema to understand (accommodate) new information. It may 
involve creating a new schema altogether, for example, a child may have a schema 
for birds (feathers, flying, etc.) and then they see a plane, which also flies, but would 
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not fit into their bird schema. They would therefore need to accommodate this 
information and form a new schema for planes. 
 

 
Q4  Exam style question 
Piaget emphasised the role of motivation in learning. Explain how motivation is 
involved in disequilibrium and equilibration. (2 marks) 
Piaget suggested that we are motivated to learn if there is an imbalance – which he 
called disequilibrium –  between our existing schemas (knowledge) and any new 
information that we come across. This disequilibrium is unpleasant and therefore a 
person is motivated to either assimilate or accommodate the new information to 
make sense of it. 

 
Q5 Match them up 
At this stage, the child has the ability to think using abstract 
thought, with logic and reason. 

Formal 
Operational Stage 

At this stage, a child can eventually carry out deliberate actions, 
and object permanence is a key outcome. 

Sensorimotor 
Stage 

At this stage, the child starts to use language; they have an inability 
to conserve and are egocentric. 

Pre-Operational 
Stage 

At this stage, a child is able to conserve but they still lack the ability 
to think using abstract thought. 

Concrete 
Operational Stage 

Key terms: Sensorimotor Stage, Pre-Operational Stage, Concrete 
Operational Stage, & Formal Operational Stage 

 

 
Q6  Apply your knowledge 

Joseph is eight months old. His mother hides a teddy under the table. At five months 
old, Joseph would have lost interest as soon as the teddy was out of sight; however, 
now he keeps searching for it. Explain why Joseph’s behaviour has changed. Refer to 
Piaget’s concept of object permanence in your answer. (2 marks) 

At five months of age, Joseph would stop looking for the teddy because at this age he 
assumes that once the teddy is out of sight, it does not exist anymore. At eight months 
he has developed object permanence which means he understands that even though 
the teddy is no longer visible, it still exists. This is the key outcome for the 
sensorimotor stage, and object permanence develops around eight months old. 
 

 
Q7  Apply your knowledge 
Five-year-old Christina and her mother are playing with sweets. Her mother makes 
two rows of sweets, side by side. One row is longer but contains only eight sweets 
and the other row contains 11 sweets. Christina’s mother asks her which row of 
sweets she would like to have. Christina points to the longer row (with fewer sweets). 
Explain why Christina made this choice. Refer to Piaget’s concept of conservation 
and the pre-operational stage in your answer. (2 marks) 
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Christina would have chosen the longer row with less sweets because  she hasn’t 
grasped number conservation and therefore assumes the row which is longer has 
more sweets. Christina appears to be in the pre-operational stage as children in this 
stage do not have the ability to conserve. 
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PIAGET 
Piaget’s theory of cognitive development: schemas, assimilation, accommodation, 
equilibration, stages of intellectual development. Characteristics of these stages, 
including object permanence, conservation, egocentrism and class inclusion. 
 

Q1 Match them up 
There are many key terms within Piaget's theory. Can you match the key terms on the 
left with the definitions on the right? 

KEY TERM  DEFINITION 

Conservation  Understanding that objects can fall into 
categories/sub-sets. 

Egocentrism  Understanding that even when something 
is not in sight that it still exists.  

Object Permanence  
Only being able to see things from your 
own point of view and not anyone else’s 
perspective. 

Class Inclusion  
Understanding that even when the 
appearance changes that the quantity stays 
the same. 

 

 
Q2 Match them up 

A When we fit new experiences/objects into pre-existing 
schemas.  

B When we have to change or modify existing schemas as new 
information/experiences conflict.  

C When new information is not in conflict with what we already 
know about the world or our experiences.  

D 
A knowledge pack of information based on our past 
experiences that we then use to make sense of new 
experiences. 

 

Key terms: Schemas,  Accommodation, Assimilation, Equilibration 
 

Q3 Exam style question  
Piaget used the term assimilation and accommodation to explain how schemas 
become more complex. Distinguish between assimilation and accommodation.         
(4 marks) 
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Q4  Exam style question 
Piaget emphasised the role of motivation in learning. Explain how motivation is 
involved in disequilibrium and equilibration. (2 marks) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Q5 Match them up 
At this stage, the child has the ability to think using abstract 
thought, with logic and reason.  

At this stage, a child can eventually carry out deliberate actions, 
and object permanence is a key outcome.  

At this stage, the child starts to use language; they have an inability 
to conserve and are egocentric.  

At this stage, a child is able to conserve but they still lack the ability 
to think using abstract thought.  

Key terms: Sensorimotor Stage, Pre-Operational Stage, Concrete 
Operational Stage, & Formal Operational Stage 

 

 
Q6  Apply your knowledge 

Joseph is eight months old. His mother hides a teddy under the table. At five months 
old, Joseph would have lost interest as soon as the teddy was out of sight; however, 
now he keeps searching for it. Explain why Joseph’s behaviour has changed. Refer to 
Piaget’s concept of object permanence in your answer. (2 marks) 

 

 
Q7  Apply your knowledge 
Five-year-old Christina and her mother are playing with sweets. Her mother makes 
two rows of sweets, side by side. One row is longer but contains only eight sweets 
and the other row contains 11 sweets. Christina’s mother asks her which row of 
sweets she would like to have. Christina points to the longer row (with fewer sweets). 
Explain why Christina made this choice. Refer to Piaget’s concept of conservation 
and the pre-operational stage in your answer. (2 marks) 
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VYGOTSKY 
Specification: Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development, including the zone of proximal 
development and scaffolding. 
 

Q1 Fill in the blanks 
Vygotsky agreed with Piaget that children think differently from adults. Vygotsky 
emphasised the role of others, culture and context. He also believed that language is 
an important part of cognitive development. 
 
Vygotsky stated that cognitive development stems from social interactions. Vygotsky 
also identified the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which is it is the gap 
between the child’s current competence level (what they can already do 
independently) and their potential development level (what they could do with 
guidance from someone else). Another important feature in understanding ZPD is 
scaffolding; this is where adults and more advanced peers help the child to cross their 
ZPD. 
 
Key terms: Social Interactions, Scaffolding, Zone of Proximal Development, Culture, 
Gap, Language, Context 

 
Q2 Match them up 

A Encouraging the child, keeping them motivated to persist Direction 
Maintenance 

B Focussing the child on the task and where to start Reduction of 
Degrees of Freedom 

C Engaging the child’s interest in the task Recruitment 

D Showing the child how to do aspects of the work Demonstration 

Key terms: Demonstration, Recruitment, Direction Maintenance, Reduction in 
Degrees of Freedom 

 
Q3   Application 

Miss Smith has to teach essay writing skills in her GCSE Religious Studies class. Her 
students have just completed an essay in timed conditions which all of the students, 
except one, have failed. Explain how Miss Smith could use scaffolding to help these 
students cross their zone of proximal development. (2 marks) 

 
Miss Smith could help her students cross their ZPD by demonstrating how to write an 
effective essay; this could be by showing them how to structure (e.g. number of 
paragraphs), what to include in each paragraph, and what language they would need 
to use to gain the marks required. She could also do this in novel ways by using peers 
or by collaborative essay writing methods. 
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Q4  Application  
When Hishaam started year seven maths, he found converting decimals to fractions 
and percentages (which was a new topic) very difficult, and it used to worry him every 
time he had to answer these questions. Mr McNeil helped him to work out how to 
solve these problems during the lessons. Now Hishaam is able to complete these 
maths problems with ease. Explain how the help that Hishaam required changed 
throughout the course of the term. Refer to the concept of scaffolding in your 
answer. (4 marks) 
Hishaam required a lot of help to cross his ZPD at the start of the term, as the topic 
he was learning was new. This would have involved Mr McNeill scaffolding which is 
likely to have included demonstrating how to answer the question, where to start, to 
help keep Hishaam motivated and interested. As the term progressed, Hishaam grew 
in confidence and ability, and his teacher no longer needed to provide as much 
support (scaffold). Hishaam crossed his ZPD and then only received help when he 
really needed it. 
 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification  

For each of the following evaluation points, explain how they either support or refute 
Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development. 

A 

Roazzi & Bryant (1998) gave 4/5-year-
olds a task to estimate the number of 
sweets in a box. In condition one, the 
children worked alone, and in condition 
two they worked with the help of another 
expert older children. Most of the 
children in condition two were successful 
whereas most of the children in condition 
one failed to give a good estimate. 

 This supports the idea that Vygotsky 
proposed, that children can develop 
these skills if they are given help by 
either expert peers or an adult. This 
provides support for the ZPD and the 
idea that if a child is given the right 
support, then they can achieve. 

B 

Connor & Cross (2003) carried out a 
longitudinal study on 45 children. They 
were observed with their mothers at the 
age of 16, 26, 44 and 54 months of age. 
They found that there were changes in 
the type of help that mothers gave their 
children over time. They gave less direct 
help and more prompts, eventually just 
giving help when it was required. 

This study provides support for the 
importance of scaffolding, as proposed 
by Vygotsky. It clearly shows that as 
children develop skills with support / 
scaffolding, they become more 
proficient and require less help. 

C 

Keer & Verhaeghe (2005) carried out a 
study in which 7-year-old students were 
peer tutored by 10-year-old students 
(plus their usual class teaching). They 
found that those who received peer 
tutoring progressed further in reading 
than those who had just whole class 
instruction. 

This study provides evidence for the 
role of scaffolding and its application to 
an educational setting. This study 
supports the idea that scaffolding, even 
with proficient older peers, can be very 
effective to help children cross their 
ZPD. 
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VYGOTSKY 
Specification: Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development, including the zone of proximal 
development and scaffolding. 
 

Q1 Fill in the blanks 
Vygotsky agreed with Piaget that children think differently from adults. Vygotsky 
emphasised the role of others, _______________ and _______________. He also 
believed that _______________ is an important part of cognitive development. 
 
Vygotsky stated that cognitive development stems from _______________. Vygotsky 
also identified the ______________________________, which is it is the 
_______________ between the child’s current competence level (what they can 
already do independently) and their potential development level (what they could do 
with guidance from someone else). Another important feature in understanding ZPD 
is _______________; this is where adults and more advanced peers help the child to 
cross their ZPD. 
 
Key terms: Social Interactions, Scaffolding, Zone of Proximal Development, Culture, 
Gap, Language, Context 

 
Q2 Match them up 

A Encouraging the child, keeping them motivated to persist  

B Focussing the child on the task and where to start  

C Engaging the child’s interest in the task  

D Showing the child how to do aspects of the work  

Key terms: Demonstration, Recruitment, Direction Maintenance, Reduction in 
Degrees of Freedom 

 
Q3   Application 

Miss Smith has to teach essay writing skills in her GCSE Religious Studies class. Her 
students have just completed an essay in timed conditions which all of the students, 
except one, have failed. Explain how Miss Smith could use scaffolding to help these 
students cross their zone of proximal development. (2 marks) 
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Q4  Application  
When Hishaam started year seven maths, he found converting decimals to fractions 
and percentages (which was a new topic) very difficult, and it used to worry him every 
time he had to answer these questions. Mr McNeil helped him to work out how to 
solve these problems during the lessons. Now Hishaam is able to complete these 
maths problems with ease. Explain how the help that Hishaam required changed 
throughout the course of the term. Refer to the concept of scaffolding in your 
answer. (4 marks) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification  

For each of the following evaluation points, explain how they either support or refute 
Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development. 

A 

Roazzi & Bryant (1998) gave 4/5-year-
olds a task to estimate the number of 
sweets in a box. In condition one, the 
children worked alone, and in condition 
two they worked with the help of another 
expert older children. Most of the 
children in condition two were successful 
whereas most of the children in condition 
one failed to give a good estimate. 

 

B 

Connor & Cross (2003) carried out a 
longitudinal study on 45 children. They 
were observed with their mothers at the 
age of 16, 26, 44 and 54 months of age. 
They found that there were changes in 
the type of help that mothers gave their 
children over time. They gave less direct 
help and more prompts, eventually just 
giving help when it was required. 

 

C 

Keer & Verhaeghe (2005) carried out a 
study in which 7-year-old students were 
peer tutored by 10-year-old students 
(plus their usual class teaching). They 
found that those who received peer 
tutoring progressed further in reading 
than those who had just whole class 
instruction. 
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BAILLARGEON 
Specification: Baillargeon’s explanation of early infant abilities, including 
knowledge of the physical world; violation of expectation research. 
 
Q1 Fill in the blanks 
Baillargeon stated that babies are born with the ability to understand the basic 
physical world. She called this the physical reasoning system. 
 
Babies are also born with the ability to learn quickly from each new experience. As 
we learn, our understanding of the world becomes more advanced. For example, our 
basic understanding of object permanence becomes more sophisticated with our 
experience. 
 
Key terms: Advanced, Object Permanence, Physical, Quickly, Physical Reasoning 
System 
 
Q2 Match them up  

A An innate basic understanding of the physical world which can 
developed through experience. PRS 

B Understanding that an object which is no longer in sight continues 
to exist. 

Object 
Permanence 

C 
A technique to investigate what a child understands about the 
physical world; anything unexpected would lead to surprise. This is 
how their knowledge of the world is tested. 

Violation Of 
Expectation 

Key terms: Violation of Expectation, PRS, Object Permanence 
  
Q3  Key Study: Baillargeon & Graber (1987) 

 
 
Label each event as either the impossible event or the possible event and explain 
your answer below. In your response, refer to violation of expectation and on 
average how long the children looked at each event. 
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Event A is the possible event as the children know that they will not be able to see the 
rabbit until it emerges on the other side. Event B is the impossible event as children 
know that when the rabbit passes the window, they should be able to see it; when 
they don't see it, they look for longer as this violates their expectations. On average, 
children looked at the possible event for 25.11 seconds and the impossible event for 
33.07 seconds. 
 
Q4 Apply your knowledge 
Little Tommy is playing with a train set which has a track and a tunnel. As the train 
enters the tunnel, Tommy becomes very excited and turns to look at the other end of 
the tunnel waiting for the train to come through. The train doesn't exit the tunnel and 
is no longer visible, yet Tommy spends a considerable amount of time looking.  
Explain why Tommy was looking for so long at the other end of the tunnel. Refer to 
Violation of expectation and the physical reasoning system in your answer. (2 
marks) 
 
 
Little Tommy Spends a long time looking at the exit of the tunnel because he expects 
the train to exit from there. This is due to his PRS and his knowledge of the world 
which leads him to believe that when a vehicle enters a tunnel from one end, it 
should exit from the other side. So when the train doesn't exit this constitutes a 
violation of expectation. 
 
 
 
Q5   Evaluation 
Complete the following burger paragraph adding a point and explanation.  

Po
in

t 

 
 
A problem with investigating infants is the assumption that the 
researcher knows what they are thinking. 

Ev
id

en
ce

/ 
Ex

am
pl

e 

Violation of expectation technique assumes that an infant that looks at 
something for longer does so because they think it is not normal.  

Ex
pl

ai
n This is important as there is the potential that this is not the case and as 

infants cannot communicate their thinking, there is the possibility for 
researcher bias in this interpretation, calling the research into question. 
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BAILLARGEON 
Specification: Baillargeon’s explanation of early infant abilities, including 
knowledge of the physical world; violation of expectation research. 
 
Q1 Fill in the blanks 
Baillargeon stated that babies are born with the ability to understand the basic 
_______________ world. She called this the ______________________________. 
 
Babies are also born with the ability to learn _______________ from each new 
experience. As we learn, our understanding of the world becomes more 
_______________. For example, our basic understanding of _______________ 
becomes more sophisticated with our experience. 
 
Key terms: Advanced, Object Permanence, Physical, Quickly, Physical Reasoning 
System 
 
Q2 Match them up  

A An innate basic understanding of the physical world which can 
developed through experience.  

B Understanding that an object which is no longer in sight continues 
to exist.  

C 
A technique to investigate what a child understands about the 
physical world; anything unexpected would lead to surprise. This is 
how their knowledge of the world is tested. 

 

Key terms: Violation of Expectation, PRS, Object Permanence 
  
Q3  Key Study: Baillargeon & Graber (1987) 

 
 
Label each event as either the impossible event or the possible event and explain 
your answer below. In your response, refer to violation of expectation and on 
average how long the children looked at each event. 
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Q4 Apply your knowledge 
Little Tommy is playing with a train set which has a track and a tunnel. As the train 
enters the tunnel, Tommy becomes very excited and turns to look at the other end of 
the tunnel waiting for the train to come through. The train doesn't exit the tunnel and 
is no longer visible, yet Tommy spends a considerable amount of time looking.  
Explain why Tommy was looking for so long at the other end of the tunnel. Refer to 
Violation of expectation and the physical reasoning system in your answer. (2 
marks) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q5   Evaluation 
Complete the following burger paragraph adding a point and explanation.  
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Violation of expectation technique assumes that an infant that looks at 
something for longer does so because they think it is not normal.  
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SELMAN 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking; theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an 
explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne study. The role of the mirror neuron 
system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Which of the following is NOT a level of perspective-taking, as outline in 
Selman’s stage theory?  

A Undifferentiated perspective-taking  

B Societal perspective-taking  
C Informational-processing perspective-taking  
D Self-reflective perspective-taking  

 
Q2 Exam style question 
 Outline what is meant by the term perspective taking. (2 marks) 
 
Perspective taking is the ability to understand a social situation from another 
person’s perspective. Understanding that people have differing opinions forms an 
important basis for normal social interactions. 
 
 

 
Q3 Exam style question 
Explain what is meant by the term social cognition. (4 marks) 
 
Social cognition refers to the internal (mental) processes which are used to manage 
information about the self and other people. Every time an individual interacts with 
another person or thinks about themselves, they process new information from 
their senses and draw on existing information from memory. Based on this 
information people constantly make judgements and decisions that influence their 
social behaviours. 

 
Q4  Exam style question 
Outline how one study has investigated levels of perspective taking. (4 marks) 
 
One study asked 20 boys and girls aged 4, 20 boys and girls aged 5 and 20 boys and 
girls aged 6 to take on the perspective of other people in various scenarios.  
 
In one scenario, ‘Holly’ promised her father she would not climb trees anymore, but 
when her friend's kitten got stuck in a tree, she faced a dilemma – to help the kitten 
or adhere to the promise that she made to her father. The task asked the children 
to explain how each person in the scenario would feel if Holly did or did not help 
the kitten.  
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Q5 Match them up 

A 
Children can consider their own and another person’s point of 
view. They can understand the perspective of a third person 
and how they might react. 

Mutual Role 
Taking 

B 

Children know that their own and another person’s points of 
view may conflict, even when they receive the same 
information. However, they can only consider one point of 
view at a given time. 

Social 
Informational 
Role Taking 

C 

Children can understand another person’s perspective 
through comparing it to the society in which they live. 
Children also understand that most people will follow the 
given conventions of a society to keep order. 

Social and 
Conventional 
System Role 
Taking 

D 
Children can understand that other people have different 
perspectives but cannot take on more than one perspective 
at a time. 

Self-Reflective 
Role Taking 

E 
Children are unaware of any perspective other than their 
own. They can’t distinguish between their own emotions and 
others. They can understand emotion but not its cause. 

Socially 
Egocentric 

Key Terms: Socially Egocentric, Social Informational Role Taking, Self-Reflective Role 
Taking, Mutual Role Taking, Social And Conventional System Role Taking. 
 

Q6  Apply your knowledge 
Robert is five years old, and his brother Ben is 12, while out shopping with their mum 
Robert has a complete tantrum at the checkout next to the sweet shelf. Both Robert 
and Ben want to have a chocolate bar, but Robert’s mother does not want to give 
them one as they have an appointment at the dentist in 20 minutes.  Ben can totally 
understand his Mother’s perspective, but Robert can see that his mum is concerned 
but can’t really work out why. According to Selman’s levels of perspective explain 
what Ben and Robert show such different responses. (4 marks) 
 
Ben is probably in Selman’s stage 4, meaning he is in the social and conventional 
system role taking level and has the ability to take another person’s perspective, he 
can see his mother’s point of view. Robert is only five so is probably at Selman’s 
level zero, which means he cannot see the situation from any perspective other than 
his own point of view; hence he has a complete tantrum. 
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SELMAN 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking; theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an 
explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne study. The role of the mirror neuron 
system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Which of the following is NOT a level of perspective-taking, as outline in 
Selman’s stage theory?  

A Undifferentiated perspective-taking  

B Societal perspective-taking  
C Informational-processing perspective-taking  

D Self-reflective perspective-taking  
 

Q2 Exam style question 
 Outline what is meant by the term perspective taking. (2 marks) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Q3 Exam style question 
Explain what is meant by the term social cognition. (4 marks) 
 
 
 
 

 
Q4  Exam style question 
Outline how one study has investigated levels of perspective taking. (4 marks) 
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Q5 Match them up 

A 
Children can consider their own and another person’s point of 
view. They can understand the perspective of a third person 
and how they might react. 

 

B 

Children know that their own and another person’s points of 
view may conflict, even when they receive the same 
information. However, they can only consider one point of 
view at a given time. 

 

C 

Children can understand another person’s perspective 
through comparing it to the society in which they live. 
Children also understand that most people will follow the 
given conventions of a society to keep order. 

 

D 
Children can understand that other people have different 
perspectives but cannot take on more than one perspective 
at a time. 

 

E 
Children are unaware of any perspective other than their own. 
They can’t distinguish between their own emotions and 
others. They can understand emotion but not its cause. 

 

Key Terms: Socially Egocentric, Social Informational Role Taking, Self-Reflective Role 
Taking, Mutual Role Taking, Social And Conventional System Role Taking. 
 

Q6  Apply your knowledge 
Robert is five years old, and his brother Ben is 12, while out shopping with their mum 
Robert has a complete tantrum at the checkout next to the sweet shelf. Both Robert 
and Ben want to have a chocolate bar, but Robert’s mother does not want to give 
them one as they have an appointment at the dentist in 20 minutes.  Ben can totally 
understand his Mother’s perspective, but Robert can see that his mum is concerned 
but can’t really work out why. According to Selman’s levels of perspective explain 
what Ben and Robert show such different responses. (4 marks) 
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SELMAN 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking; theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an 
explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne study. The role of the mirror neuron 
system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Decide whether the following statements are true or false 

A Selman’ research on perspective taking takes a domain-specific 
approach to explaining cognitive development. TRUE 

B The three mountains task is an example of perspective taking. TRUE 

C Piaget believed that physical and social perspective taking do not 
occur together. FALSE 

 
Q2 Match them up 
Can you match the definitions on the left on the left with the stages on the right? 

DEFINITION  STAGE 
A child can distinguish between their 
own and other points of view but 
can only deal with one perspective 
at a time. 

 Stage 0 (3-6) Socially 
Egocentric 

A child can now take on two 
different perspectives.  

Stage 4 (12+) Social and 
Conventional System Role 
Taking 

A child cannot distinguish between 
their own and other peoples’ 
emotional states. They cannot 
understand what causes these 
emotional states. 

 Stage 1 (6-8) Social 
Information Role Taking 

A child can understand another 
person’s perspective but can still 
only deal with one point of view at a 
time. 

 Stage 2 (8-10) Self-
Reflective Role Taking 

A child can understand that even if 
other people see your point of view 
it doesn’t necessarily mean that you 
can come to an agreement. 

 Stage 3 (10-12) Mutual 
Role Taking 

 

 

Q3   Exam style question 
Outline one research study that has examined Selman’s theory of perspective 
taking. (4 marks) 
Selman (1980) conducted a study to demonstrate the levels of perspective-taking 
through different age groups. Children were presented with a story of Holly, an 8-
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Q4  Application  
Debbie (aged 12) and Robert (aged 4) are brother and sister. Their father is very 
worried about their diet and insists that they have to eat vegetables with every meal.  
Debbie understands her father’s point of view and the need for vegetables in her diet, 
but Robert is not happy. He makes a fuss every meal time. Explain why the two 
siblings have such different reactions. Explain these differences with reference to 
Selman’s stages of development. (2 marks) 

Debbie is in Selman’s stage four, and she sees her father’s point of view but may 
not necessarily agree with it; whereas, little Robert is in stage zero and cannot see 
his father’s perspective at all. All he wants to do is eat the nice parts of his meal and 
ignore the vegetables. 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification 
For each of the evaluation points described answer the questions below.  

Marton et al. (2009) compared 50 8–12-
year-old children who had a diagnosis of 
ADHD with a control group and then 
compared them on perspective-taking 
tasks. They found that ADHD children 
performed worse at being able to identify 
the feelings of the other people. 

 Does this support Selman’s theory?  
This study support Selman’s theory as it 
shows what kind of behaviour is expected 
at certain ages and so, therefore, we can 
identify any behaviour which might be 
deemed atypical. 

Wu & Keysar 2007 carried out 
perspective taking research on Chinese 
participants, and they found that Chinese 
participants did better than their 
matched US counterparts on these tasks. 

What does this tell us about Cultural 
differences and does this support Selman’s 
theory? If social interactions are important 
to the way we develop, then this is a 
problem for Selman, as he only looks at 
the Western perspective and there are lots 
of cultural differences in the way people 
live which might affect their social 
cognitive development. 

 

year-old tree climber who falls out of a tree and promises her father she will never 
climb one again.  She then encounters a kitten stuck in a tree, and she must decide 
whether to break her promise to her father and climb the tree or leave the kitten. 
Selman found that as children get older their responses to the dilemma change as 
they develop their ability to take on the perspectives of others and consider the 
emotions and attitudes of different people. For example, at Level 0, children tend 
to suggest that Holly will save the kitten because they don’t want the kitten to get 
hurt and that Holly’s father will understand, because everyone likes kittens, 
demonstrating a confusion of the preferred viewpoints.  In contrast, those at level 
3 demonstrated the ability to consider Holly and her father’s perspective 
simultaneously by recognising that Holly would need to convince him that getting 
the kitten out of the tree was necessary.  
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SELMAN 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of 
perspective-taking; theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an 
explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne study. The role of the mirror neuron 
system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Decide whether the following statements are true or false 

A Selman’ research on perspective taking takes a domain-specific 
approach to explaining cognitive development.  

B The three mountains task is an example of perspective taking.  

C Piaget believed that physical and social perspective taking do not 
occur together.  

 
Q2 Match them up 
Can you match the definitions on the left on the left with the stages on the right? 

DEFINITION  STAGE 
A child can distinguish between their 
own and other points of view but 
can only deal with one perspective 
at a time. 

 Stage 0 (3-6) Socially 
Egocentric 

A child can now take on two 
different perspectives.  

Stage 4 (12+) Social and 
Conventional System Role 
Taking 

A child cannot distinguish between 
their own and other peoples’ 
emotional states. They cannot 
understand what causes these 
emotional states. 

 Stage 1 (6-8) Social 
Information Role Taking 

A child can understand another 
person’s perspective but can still 
only deal with one point of view at a 
time. 

 Stage 2 (8-10) Self-
Reflective Role Taking 

A child can understand that even if 
other people see your point of view 
it doesn’t necessarily mean that you 
can come to an agreement. 

 Stage 3 (10-12) Mutual 
Role Taking 

 

 

Q3   Exam style question 
Outline one research study that has examined Selman’s theory of perspective 
taking. (4 marks) 
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Q4  Application  
Debbie (aged 12) and Robert (aged 4) are brother and sister. Their father is very 
worried about their diet and insists that they have to eat vegetables with every meal.  
Debbie understands her father’s point of view and the need for vegetables in her diet, 
but Robert is not happy. He makes a fuss every meal time. Explain why the two 
siblings have such different reactions. Explain these differences with reference to 
Selman’s stages of development. (2 marks) 

 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification 
For each of the evaluation points described answer the questions below.  

Marton et al. (2009) compared 50 8–12-
year-old children who had a diagnosis of 
ADHD with a control group and then 
compared them on perspective-taking 
tasks. They found that ADHD children 
performed worse at being able to identify 
the feelings of the other people. 

 Does this support Selman’s theory?  
 
 

Wu & Keysar 2007 carried out 
perspective taking research on Chinese 
participants, and they found that Chinese 
participants did better than their 
matched US counterparts on these tasks. 

What does this tell us about Cultural 
differences and does this support Selman’s 
theory?  
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THEORY OF MIND 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of perspective-taking; 
theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne 
study. The role of the mirror neuron system in social cognition. 
 

Q1    Story board 
Draw a storyboard outlining the Sally-Ann experiment and describe the five stages in 
the end column. 

1 

 

Sally has a black box 
and Ann has a white 
box. 

2 

 

Sally has a marble. 
She puts the marble 
into her black box. 

3 

 

Sally goes for a walk. 

4 

 

Anne takes the 
marble out of Sally’s 
box and puts it into 
her box. 

5 

 

Sally comes back and 
wants to play with her 
marble. Where will 
she look for her 
marble? 

Outline the results and conclusion of Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) 

Results: All children could identify the names of the dolls when asked, as well as the 
reality question and the memory question. In the autism group, 20% answered the 
belief question correctly, compared to 85% of non-autistic children and 86% of 
children with Down’s syndrome. Conclusion: The findings show that children with 
autism seem to lack a ToM ability to understand situations from the perception of 
another. It also highlights, through the inclusion of a group with Down’s syndrome, 
that this is a very specific cognitive deficit, unique to the cognitive development of 
autistic individuals. 
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Q2 Exam style question 
Outline what is meant by a theory of mind. (2 marks) 
Theory of mind refers to our ability to ‘mind-read’, in other words, understand what 
other people think, feel and know. We have a theory of mind when we have a belief 
(i.e. a theory) about what is in someone else’s mind. 

 
Q3 Exam style question 
Outline what is meant by the term false belief. (2 marks)  
False beliefs are the ability of a child to understand that what they know about a 
situation, may not be shared with other individuals. The Sally-Ann experiment by 
Wimmer and Perner is one experiment that examines false beliefs.  

 
Q4  Exam style question 
Outline how one studied has examined false beliefs. (4 marks)  
Hint: Remember the word ‘how’ requires you to discuss the methodology.  
One study that examined false beliefs was conducted by Wimmer and Perner (1983) 
Children were shown a storyboard where a character put an object into one location 
(x) and then in their absence, the object was moved by another character to an 
alternative location (y).  The children were then asked where the main character 
would look for the object.  As a follow up to check the reliability of the child’s 
responses they were asked where the main character would direct another 
dishonestly to look for the object (location y) and where they would suggest 
truthfully to a friend to look (location x). 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification 
For each of the evaluation points described below, explain why they are an issue for 
the strength of limitation.  
 
Baron-Cohen used a British 
sample and took a Western 
perspective. 
 
 

Weakness:  This matters because the results found 
may only apply to Western societies. This is a 
problem for the false belief tasks as they can only 
explain behaviour from a Western point of view, 
and the results are culturally biased. 

 
Not all children with Autism lack 
a Theory of Mind. 
 
 

Weakness: This is a weakness as we cannot be sure 
that TOM deficit causes autism or whether autism 
causes TOM deficit. Furthermore, not all of the 
autistic children have a TOM deficit then it cannot 
be a central part of autism nor the most important 
symptom. 

The false belief tasks lack 
validity. Variations provided 
visual aids for three-year-olds  
and this improved task 
performance.  

Weakness: Most of the research carried out in this 
area uses false belief tasks. If task performance can 
be improved by visual aids this suggests that the 
original tasks may lack validity and not be suitable 
for young children. 

Picture: Byom, Lindsey J., and Bilge Mutlu. "Theory of mind: Mechanisms, methods, and 
new directions." Frontiers in human neuroscience 7 (2013). 

SAMPLE



 

© tutor2u AQA A Level Psychology Topic Worksheet (Edition 1)  
Specification 7181, 7182 For Teaching from September 2015  

THEORY OF MIND 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of perspective-taking; 
theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne 
study. The role of the mirror neuron system in social cognition. 
 

Q1    Story board 
Draw a storyboard outlining the Sally-Ann experiment and describe the five stages in 
the end column. 

1   

2   

3   

4   

5   

Outline the results and conclusion of Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) 
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Q2 Exam style question 
Outline what is meant by a theory of mind. (2 marks) 

 
 

 
Q3 Exam style question 
Outline what is meant by the term false belief. (2 marks)  
 
 
 
 

 
Q4  Exam style question 
Outline how one studied has examined false beliefs. (4 marks)  
Hint: Remember the word ‘how’ requires you to discuss the methodology.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Q5 Evaluation justification 
For each of the evaluation points described below, explain why they are an issue for 
the strength of limitation.  
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perspective. 
 
 

 

 
Not all children with Autism lack 
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visual aids for three-year-olds  
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MIRROR NEURONS 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of perspective-taking; 
theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne 
study. The role of the mirror neuron system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Which of the following statements describes best describes ‘mirror neurons’? 
A Mirror neurons are only located in the motor area  

B Mirror neurons just respond to the actions of other people  
C Mirror neurons are only found in non-humans  

D Mirror neurons encode the activity of other people as if the person 
was performing the same activity  

 
Q2 Exam style question  

Explain what is meant by the term mirror neuron. (2 marks) 
 
Mirror neurons are neurons that fire when an animal performs an action and when 
the animal observes the same action performed by another. They are known as 
mirror neurons, as the neuron ‘mirrors’ the behavior that has been observed.  Many 
psychologists are agreed that a similar procedure also occurs in humans.  
 

 
Q3 Exam style question  

Outline how one study has investigate mirror neurons. (4 marks) 
In one study, participants’ brain activity was measured using EEG and in particular 
taking a measure of MU wave suppression, which occurs as a result of a 
desynchronization of the waveforms produced by the EEG as a result of a large 
number of neurons firing at once.  Participants were shown four videos: visual white 
noise (baseline control); three individuals throwing a ball and catching it by 
themselves (non-interactive); three individuals throwing the ball to each other 
(social action, spectator); and three individuals throwing the ball to each other, but 
also occasionally towards the camera and the viewer (social action, interactive).The 
researchers found that MW wave suppression was highest in the social action, 
interactive condition, which suggests a high level of mirror neuron activity in 
interactive, social action situations. (Oberman, Pineda and Ramachandran (2007)) 

 
Q4 Exam style question 
Explain one difficulty in using brain scanning techniques (such as EEG) to study 
mirror neurons. (3 marks) 

One disadvantage of using EEG to study mirror neurons is that EEG scans have poor 
spatial resolution. Spatial resolution refers to the smallest feature (or 
measurement) that a scanner can detect, and is an important feature of brain 
scanning techniques. EEGs only detect the activity in superficial regions of the brain. 
Consequently, are unable to provide information on what is happening at an 
individual cell level and therefore the researcher can only infer mirror neuron 
activity rather than directly measure it.  
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Q5 Application 
Elizabeth goes to the nurse with her friend who is having a flu immunisation. Whilst 
watching her friend being injected, who flinches in pain and holds her own arm, 
Elizabeth recoils and rubs her own arm too. The nurse laughs at Elizabeth and tells 
her that mirror neurons are responsible for her actions. Explain what the nurse 
means by this and how this would explain Elizabeth’s’ actions after seeing her friend 
being injected. (2 marks) 
Mirror neurons are neurons that fire when a person observes an action performed 
by another. Mirror neurons are involved in Elizabeth’s own reaction as, her friend 
rubbed her arm in pain and flinched which gave a signal to Elizabeth’s mirror 
neurons, and so she imitated the behaviour. This means that her mirror neurons 
would have fire and respond themselves by mirroring the action. 

 
Q6 Complete the burger paragraph 
Complete the following burger paragraph adding a point and explanation.  

Po
in

t 

 
A strength of the research into the mirror neuron system is its 
applications to understanding conditions such as autism. 

Ev
id

en
ce

/ 
Ex

am
pl

e Dapretto et al. (2006) scanned participants using fMRI while observing 
and imitating emotional expressions, finding that autistic participants 
showed no activation in the inferior frontal gyrus, one of the notable 
mirror neuron regions. 

Ex
pl

ai
n 

This is important as it indicates that deficits in the mirror neuron 
processing might be a crucial factor in the development of autism and 
may offer further support to the theory of mind explanation and 
possible avenues for the development of treatments. 

 

Po
in

t 

 
 
The mirror neuron theories have been criticised for being biologically 
reductionist. 
 

Ev
id

en
ce

/ 
Ex

am
pl

e 

Gopnik (2007) refers to mirror neurons as the new “left brain/right brain” 
[myth] of the 21st century” and highlights a concern with 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 Gopnik feels are more complex than a set of brain cells.   

Ex
pl

ai
n 

This is important as it highlights the way in which biological 
reductionism can cause researchers to overlook complex cognitive 
processes in a bid to better understand social cognition in human beings 
and suggests that a more holistic approach would aid understanding. 
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MIRROR NEURONS 
Specification: The development of social cognition: Selman’s levels of perspective-taking; 
theory of mind, including: theory of mind as an explanation for autism; the Sally-Anne 
study. The role of the mirror neuron system in social cognition. 
 

Q1 Which of the following statements describes best describes ‘mirror neurons’? 
A Mirror neurons are only located in the motor area  

B Mirror neurons just respond to the actions of other people  
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D Mirror neurons encode the activity of other people as if the person 
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Gopnik (2007) refers to mirror neurons as the new “left brain/right brain” 
[myth] of the 21st century” and highlights a concern with the way in 
which research originally taken from Macaque monkeys has been applied 
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