
Early Brain Development

When the foetus is about 3 or 4 weeks old a 

long tube (neural) develops in the brain, which 

is divided from the front into 3 distinct round 

sections.  These are the forebrain, midbrain 

and hindbrain. Below the hindbrain is the spinal 

cord. By 5 weeks old the forebrain and 

hindbrain have split into 2 further cavities giving 

5 in total. The forebrain splits into an 

anterior(front) and a posterior (behind) section 

and the hindbrain splits through the middle. 

The midbrain does not divide.

How we learn (According to Piaget)

Piaget argues that we are motivated to learn when our existing 

schemata no longer allows us to make sense of the work, this leads to 

the cognitive state of disequilibrium. He further argues that as 

disequilibrium is an uncomfortable state (e.g. not knowing, being 

unsure), we are motivated to discover what we need to know in order to 

achieve equilibrium in our cognitive states once more.

Assimilation: Adding new information to an existing schema e.g. a lion 

is a big cat, so can be added to cat schema

Accommodation: Creating new schemata a Meerkat is not in fact a 

cat, but a member of the mongoose family.

Piaget thought that intellectual development happened in stages, and 

that a child would only go on to the next stage once it had completely 

mastered the first one. Each stage is seen as a kind of 'building block' 

for the next stage to rest on. 

Development

Piaget’s Stages of Development



Dweck Mind Set Theory

Development

Dweck - Key Points to Remember

• Children should be praised for effort rather than ability

• Children can develop a fixed mindset and give up on 

challenges because it is not ‘in them’ to succeed

• Teachers also have fixed or growth mindsets - a teacher with 

a fixed mindset will focus on a child’s ability whereas a 

teacher with a growth mindset sees a child can improve with 

sticking at things (perseverance).

Experimental Evidence

Muller and Dweck (1998) found that praising students’ ability led 

them to a fixed mindset and they were unable to cope with 

setbacks. In contrast, praising students effort or use of strategy, 

taught a growth mindset, leading to students persevering more.

Another study by Yeager and Dweck (2012) of more than 1500 

students, found that low-achieving students who learned to use a 

growth mindset did better compared to a control group who did 

not have that learning.

Willingham 

Knowledge precedes skill; Knowing facts helps when building the skills of problem-solving and 

reasoning.  An issue with learning and developing skills is that previous knowledge is often 

needed e.g. if a child reads ‘she has more likes than me’, they would need previous knowledge  

about the idea of ‘likes’ to understand what was being said. Knowledge can also free up space in 

our working memory to allow us to use mental skills such as problem solving.

Working memory involves different processes, working on information that comes in through our 

senses. Visual information is stored and processed separately from sound information.

A part of working memory is used for making decisions about the information and working 

memory is limited. Willingham suggest that what someone already knows leaves them more 

processing power to solve a problem and aids understanding.

Practice and effort enable us to master knowledge and skills.

Short-term memory involves practice, which means rehearsing what is to be remembered.

What is learned then goes into the long-term memory where material has to be reviewed and 

practised in order to remember it. Once here, it is less likely to be forgotten than if it was not 

practised. This can be done via quizzes or different tasks.

Physical Strategies – Focus on what movements will be suitable and in what order they need to be carried 

out. Practise the movements in that order enough times to make the muscle commands automatic. Use 

conscious effort. For example, make changes in order to develop the motor skill, such as raising the bar 

when developing jumping skills.

Cognitive Strategies - Use problems that are new and within a student’s ability but that also require some 

effort. Understand a student’s likely stage of development when planning activities. Remember that a 

student’s abilities are variable and can change from day to day. Consider factors other than developmental 

level. For example the student might not understand the task.

Social Strategies - Build on a child's ability to take the view of someone else. Willingham disagrees with 

Piaget’s view. He thinks that it can occur during the first 18 months, not 7 years as Piaget proposed. Piaget 

later changed his view of egocentrism and decentration to the same as Willingham’s. Demonstrate 

appropriate social behaviour. The child will use social learning where children imitate the behaviour of 

others. Help a child to stop impulsive behaviour, which means behaving without considering the 

consequences and mainly without thought. Encourage practice, which requires self-regulation. Willingham 

refers to nature and nurture in this respect. Self-regulation can come from genes. It can also be influenced 

by parents giving a child emotional support.

Delay giving a reward for a task to encourage a child to keep working at it, which requires them to have self-

control.



Development Core Studies - Piaget
The Three Mountains Task

Jean Piaget used the three mountains task (see picture below) to test whether children were egocentric. 

Egocentric children assume that other people will see the same view of the three mountains as they do. 

According to Piaget, at age 7 thinking is no longer egocentric, as the child can see more than their own point of 

view.

Aim: Piaget and Inhelder (1956) wanted to find out at what age children decenter - i.e. become no longer 

egocentric.

Method: The child sits at a table, presented in front are three mountains. The mountains were different, with snow 

on top of one, a hut on another and a red cross on top of the other. The child was allowed to walk round the model, 

to look at it, then sit down at one side. A doll is then placed at various positions of the table. 

The child is then shown 10 photographs of the mountains taken from different positions, and asked to indicate 

which showed the dolls view. Piaget assumed that if the child correctly picked out the card showing the doll's view, 

s/he was not egocentric. Egocentrism would be shown by the child who picked out the card showing the view s/he 

saw.

Findings - Four year-olds almost always chose a picture that represented what they could see and showed no 

awareness that the doll’s view would be different from this. Six year-olds frequently chose a picture different from 

their own view but rarely chose the correct picture for the doll’s point of view. Only seven- and eight-year-olds 

consistently chose the correct picture.

Conclusion - At age 7, thinking is no longer egocentric as the child can see more than their own point of view.
Criticisms
Helen Borke (1975) Changed Piaget and Inhelder’s task to make it more appropriate for younger children. Used the puppet 
Grover from Sesame Street and let children turn the model of mountains by using a turntable.
She found 3 year olds could give the puppet viewpoint correctly more than 79% of the time. 4 year old’s did this 93% of the 
time.
She suggested the ‘three mountains task’ was too hard, not because they egocentric.
Willingham - Used Repacholi and Gopnik’s (1977) study to criticize Piaget’s stages of development.
In a study of the ‘three mountains task’ they found that children of 18 months could show non-egocentric behavior.
In their study, children tasted crackers, which they liked, and broccoli, which they did not like. Then they saw the 
experimenter show dislike of the cracker taste and liking of the broccoli. Later, the experimenter placed a bowl of crackers 
and one of broccoli on the table and asked the child to pass one of the bowls.
The 14 month old passed the food themselves, indication egocentrism.
Children aged 18 months, passed the broccoli because that is what they believed the experimenter liked; they could 
appreciate the experimenters view.



Development Core Studies - Gunderson
Aim(s)

Gunderson et al. investigated the use of praise by parents of children aged 14 months to 

48 months old. They looked at the category of praise that parents gave their children and 

what type of praise was most used. They also looked at whether person praise or 

process praise can be a predictor of motivational frameworks five years later.

Procedure

Sample: 53 children from Chicago (29 boys, 24 girls) taken from a larger sample of 63 

families who had been taking part in a study of language development. The sample 

represented the demographics of Chicago (income, race, ethnicity). Participants (children 

and parents) were visited at home every four months from when the child was 14 months 

old as part of the original study. This meant that the data gathered was double-blind as 

neither the families nor researcher or transcriber at the time were aware that their 

interactions would later be studied for praise. The video recordings from the language 

study lasted 90 minutes, and Gunderson et al. used the interactions recorded at 14 

months, 26 months and 38 months old. The speech from the video recordings was also 

transcribed by the original researchers. Parent praise was measured by coding the 

transcripts of the interactions. Distinctions were made between explicit praise (words 

such as ‘good’, ‘nice’, ‘great’) or implicit praise (by affirming actions ‘you got it’). These 

were then categorised in one of three types of Praise. 

The coding was tested for reliability on 20% of the transcribed scripts, where the coding

was also completed independently by a minimum of two further coders. There was a

value of .81 indicating high agreement between coders, so inter-coder reliability is

considered high.

When the children reached 7 to 8 years old, they took part in two verbal questionnaires

about their motivational framework, which were completed 3 months apart. Each of

these questionnaires was part of a larger cognitive assessment lasting 2 hours.

Results 

Relationships between praise style and motivational frameworks. There was a significant 

correlation between process praise (as a % of total praise) when

children were 14 months to 38 months old and children’s incremental (malleable) 

motivational framework scores at 7 to 8 years old. There was no significant correlation 

between person praise and children’s entity (fixed ability) motivational framework scores 

at 7 to 8 years old.

Conclusions

The amount of process praise (effort of the child) that parents gave their children 

between 14 and 38 months old was a predictor of children’s incremental (cognitive 

traits are malleable, effort is important) motivational frameworks at 7 to 8 years old. 

Children whose parents used more process praise were more likely to have beliefs 

and behaviours associated with an incremental motivational framework, measured in 

the sociomoral and intelligence domains. Gunderson et al. also found a gender 

difference in the types of praise children received. Boys received significantly more 

process praise than girls, even though, overall, boys and girls received the same 

amount of praise. This could explain why existing research highlights that girls tend 

to attribute failures to lack of ability and show decreased persistence and motivation 

after failure. Finally, parents with stronger incremental theories were more likely to 

give person

praise. This could be explained as parents who believe that intelligence is malleable

believe that the way to make their child smarter is to increase the child’s self-esteem 

by

saying how smart they are using person praise.



Moral action – motivation to obey rules

Obey rules to avoid punishment “I don’t want mummy to smack me”

Conform to obtain rewards, have 

favours returned etc

“If I’m good daddy will buy me an ice cream”

Conform to avoid disapproval, dislike 

by others. 

“I’d better not do that as Johnny won’t like me 

any more”

Conform to avoid censure by legitimate 

authorities and resultant guilt. 

“I could get a fine if I do this and the police 

catch me”

Conform to maintain the respect from 

others.

“I don’t want all my friends to disapprove of me”

Conform to avoid self-condemnation “I won’t do it because it’s against my principles”

Moral Development
Piaget – Stages of Moral Development

Stage 1 (0-5 years) Little understanding of rules as children can’t carry out mental 

operations.

Stage 2 (5-9 years) Heteronomous: Rules are rigid and given by adults/God. Rules tell 

you what is right or wrong. Consequences dictate the severity of the behaviour, not 

the intentions.

Stage 3 10 years + Autonomous: Emphasis on co-operation. Rules are changeable 

under certain circumstances and mutual consent. 

(Early Infancy) 
Children’s 

feelings towards 
others are not 

different from their 
feelings towards 

themselves. 
There is global 

empathy.

(Aged 1 to 2) 
Children realise 
others are upset 

and this 
distresses them 
but the do not 

understand what 
to do about it.

(Early Childhood) 
Children learn 

that others have a 
different view 
from their own 

and might react 
differently from 

them in a 
situation, so they 

can be more 
responsive to 
someone’s 

distress.

(Aged 10-12 
years) Children 
start to realise 

that other people 
may live in 

poverty and have 
difficulties such as 

disabilities.

Damon’s ideas about developing 

empathy and how this links to a child’s 

level of understanding at different ages. 


