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Cognitive Psychology

Series editor’s introduction
Studying psychology at degree level
Being a student of psychology is an exciting experience – the study of mind and behaviour is a
fascinating and sprawling journey of discovery. Yet studying psychology at degree level brings
with it new experiences, new skills and knowledge. This book, one in a comprehensive new series,
brings you this psychological knowledge, but importantly brings with it directions and guidance
on the skills and experiences you should also be developing during your studies.
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Psychology is a growing discipline – in scope, in breadth and in numbers. It is one of the fastest
growing subjects to study at GCSE and A level, and the number of students studying the subject
at university has grown considerably over the past decade. Indeed, psychology is now one of the
most popular subjects in UK higher education, with the most recent data suggesting that there
are some 45,000 full-time students currently enrolled on such programmes (compiled from Higher
Education Statistics Agency (HESA) statistics available at www.HESA.ac.uk) and it is likely that this
number has not yet peaked.
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The popularity of psychology is related to a number of reasons, not the least of which is its scope
and its breadth – psychology is a sprawling discipline that seeks to analyse the human mind and
behaviour, which is fascinating in its own right. Furthermore, psychology aims to develop other
skills – numeracy, communication and critical analysis, to name but a few. For these reasons, many
employers seek out psychology graduates – they bring a whole host of skills to the workplace and
to any activities they may be involved in. This book brings together the knowledge base associated
with psychology along with these critical skills. By reading this book, and engaging with the
exercises, you will develop these skills and, in this way, will do two things: excel in your studies and
your assessments; and put yourself at the front of the queue of psychology graduates when it
comes to demonstrating these skills to potential employers.

Developing higher level skills
Only about 15–20 per cent of psychology graduates end up working as professional psychologists.
The subject is a useful platform for many other careers because of the skills it helps you to develop.
It is useful to employers because of its subject-specific skills – knowing how people act is pertinent
in almost any job and is particularly relevant to those that involve working directly with people.
Psychology also develops a number of generic and transferable skills that are both essential to
effective undergraduate study and valuable to employers. These include higher-level intellectual
skills, such as critical and creative thinking, reflection, evaluation and analysis, and other skills such
as communication, problem solving, understanding and using data, decision making, organisational skills, teamworking and IT skills.
iv
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The Quality Assurance Agency in Higher Education (QAA) subject benchmarks for psychology
(www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-benchmark-statementPsychology.aspx), which set out the expectations of a psychology degree programme, highlight the
sorts of skills that your degree should equip you with. The British Psychological Society (BPS), which
accredits your degree course, acknowledges that graduate employability is an important area of
focus for universities and expects that opportunities for skills development should be well
embedded within your programme of study. Indeed, this is a major focus of your study – interesting
as psychology is, you will need and want employment at the end of your degree.
The activities in this book have been designed to help you build the underpinning skills that you
need in order to become independent and lifelong learners, and to meet the relevant require-
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ments of your programme of study, the QAA benchmarks and the needs of you and your potential
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employer.
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Many students find it a challenge to develop these skills, often learning them out of context of
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their study of the core knowledge domains of psychology. The activities in this book aim to help
you to learn these skills at the same time as developing your core psychology knowledge, giving

ow

you opportunities continuously to practise skills so that they become second nature to you. The
tasks provide guidance on what the skill is, how to develop basic competence in it and how to
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progress to further expertise. At the same time, development of these skills will enable you to
better understand and retain the core content of your course – being able to evaluate, analyse and
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interpret content is the key to deepening understanding.
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The skills that the activities in this book will help you to develop are as presented in Table 0.1.
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Generic skills

H

Table 0.1: Skills developed in this book
Transferable skills

•

critical and creative thinking

•

communication: oral, visual and written

•

reflection

•

problem solving

•

analysing and evaluating

•

understanding and using data

•

decision making

•

organisational skills

•

teamwork

•

information technology

•

independent learning
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In addition to review and essay questions, each chapter in this book will contain novel learning
activities. Your responses will be guided through these activities and you will then be able to apply
these skills within the context of cognitive psychology.

Features in this book
At the start of each chapter there will be learning outcomes. These are a set of bullet points that
highlight the outcomes you should achieve – both skills and knowledge – if you read and engage
with the chapter. This will mean at the outset of the chapter that we try to orientate you, the reader,
and demonstrate the relevance of the topic.
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We have also included learning features throughout the individual chapters in order to demonstrate key points and promote your learning.
Bulleted lists are used within the chapter to convey key content messages.

•

Case studies are included as part of a critical thinking activity.

•

Tasks are a series of short review questions on the topic that will help you assess yourself and
your current level of knowledge – use these to see if you can move on or whether you need to
re-read and review the material.

•

Critical thinking activities allow for the review of the text by encouraging key critical and
creative thinking of the psychology material presented, and provide development of the
generic skills. Each of these activities is followed by a Critical thinking review, which unpicks
the activity for you, showing how it should have been tackled, the main skill it develops and
other skills you may have used in completing the activity.

•

Skill builder activities use the psychology material presented in the text but will be focused
on one particular transferable skill as outlined in Table 0.1. Each of these activities is followed
by a Skill builder review, which may provide further hints and which makes explicit the skills
it helps to develop and the benefits of completing the activity.
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At the end of the chapter there will also be some pedagogic features that you will find useful in
developing your abilities.

•

Assignments: In order to assess your awareness and understanding of the topic, we have also
produced a series of questions for you to discuss and debate with your colleagues. You can also
use these questions as revision materials.

•

Summary: what you have learned: At the end of each chapter we present a summary of the
chapter as a series of bullet points. We hope that these will match the learning outcomes
presented at the outset of the chapter.

vi

SA3658 • 9781743303658 • © 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education

Cognitive Thinking PT_gk

6/1/12

14:02

Page xi

Series editor’s introduction

•

Further reading: We have included items that will provide additional information – some of
these are in journals and some are full texts. For each we have provided the rationale for
suggesting the additional reading and we hope that these will direct you accordingly.

•

Glossary entries are highlighted in bold in the text on their first appearance in a chapter.

•

Finally, there is a full set of references to support all of the material presented in this text.

We hope you enjoy this text, which is part of a series of textbooks covering the complete
knowledge base of psychology.
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Professor Dominic Upton
February 2012
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Chapter 1
Introduction to cognitive psychology
Learning outcomes
By the end of this chapter you should:
– be able to describe the key features of cognitive psychology;
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– be able to discuss different methods used to study cognition;
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– be able to analyse whether a claim is scientific;
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– be able to reflect upon your own assumptions about science, and use information
technology to learn about new cognitive research.
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There were two main aims in writing this book. The first was to inform you about the many exciting
research findings and theories that have developed within the broad field of study known as
‘cognitive psychology’ – a world that, in my opinion, is currently as incredibly diverse, stimulating
and exciting now as it was at its first inception (if not more so). The second aim was to help you
develop your critical thinking skills. These are vital not only when you are studying but also for
both your work life and your life in general. Who wants to be a passive observer of the world that
believes everything that they are told? Definitely not me, and hopefully not you. By spending
time developing critical thinking skills, the world should begin to take on a whole new light.
Throughout the chapters there are therefore tasks, assignments and general food for thought.
These aren’t here just to fill the pages, so please make time for them because learning and
developing as a person involves more than just reading.
So this book will introduce you to a fascinating area of science and will help you develop into a
critical thinker – an ambitious task but not one that is beyond us. Let’s begin with a question that
may be at the front of your mind (wherever that is): What is cognitive psychology?

What is cognitive psychology?
Let’s start with a simple definition and build up from there: cognitive psychology is the scientific
study of the mind. More specifically, it is the scientific study of the mind as an information
© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743303658 • SA3658
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areas of interest;

•

research and methods;

•

philosophy and assumptions.
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processor. This is an important definition because it guides several things: the types of theories
that are developed; the topics that are investigated; the research questions that are asked; the
methods that are used; and the conclusions that are reached (so just about everything). As a
definition it is not without controversy, and different psychologists might subscribe to it in
different ways or to different extents. When you are first learning about the discipline it is a useful
definition to help you understand the many varied theories and ideas that belong to cognitive
psychology and what ties them together. For the rest of this section we will explore what this
means in terms of three aspects:
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So cognitive psychology is the scientific study of the mind. This means that cognitive psychologists
may be interested in anything that involves the mind. It really doesn’t take long to work out this is
quite a lot of things to study. In reality, then, there are some topics that have received relatively
little attention while a significant number of other topics have resulted in substantial amounts of
excellent research. We’ll focus upon the six key areas that the British Psychological Society (BPS)
considers important when studying this subject at undergraduate level. These demonstrate the
broadness and possibilities of cognitive psychology and are an excellent starting point. For our
purposes, then, cognitive psychology will involve the studying of:
thinking and reasoning;

•

learning and memory;

•

language;

•

perception;

•

attention;

•

consciousness.
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Throughout this book we will look at the psychology of making decisions; solving problems;
remembering; forgetting; speaking; reading; writing; perceiving; recognising; focusing attention;
and dividing attention – to name but a few.
As you learn more about cognitive psychology you will find it has wide links with many other
research areas. The term ‘cognitive’ is often attached to many areas of psychology, and science
2
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more widely, to reflect the integration of the philosophy and methods of cognitive psychology
within different disciplines. For example, you may hear of cognitive neuroscience, cognitive
science, cognitive therapy, cognitive behavioural therapy, developmental cognitive neuroscience,
animal cognition, and social cognition. These are all diverse disciplines and are therefore beyond
the reach of this book. However, in the last chapter of this book I will introduce you to cognitive
neuropsychology, a branch of cognitive psychology that investigates the effects of brain injury
and other brain damage, and looks to see what we can learn from these about the processes of
the mind.

Research and methods
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The types of research questions people ask, and the methods used to answer them, are as diverse
as the areas studied. There are some key principles that underpin much of this research work, and
a few key methods that have been used lots across the years. These specific methods will be
introduced in more detail later in this chapter; at this point, it is important to know that cognitive
psychologists rely heavily on the scientific method.
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The scientific method requires that ideas and theories are developed on the basis of evidence that
has been directly observed, and can be measured. This involves generating ideas or explanations
for things (hypotheses), devising tests for these hypotheses, gathering directly observable and
measurable evidence, and then deciding if the evidence supports the hypothesis (whether the
hypothesis passed its test). These hypotheses let people develop or make judgements about
statements or sets of statements that we know as theories. New and changed theories can then
be used to make new hypotheses. This process of theory development through the generation of
hypotheses, and collection of evidence, is central to understanding how cognitive psychology
develops and supports its ideas. If it isn’t clear in your head then you may want to re-read this
paragraph before going any further. This process of hypothesis generation and testing underpins
almost everything a cognitive psychologist does.

Philosophy and assumptions
To study something within any branch of science, or social science, it is important to have an idea
about the philosophy and assumptions of that area. Researchers and theorists will have certain
beliefs about the world and how it works that have large implications for the questions they ask,
the things that they do, and the conclusions they come to. In any area these beliefs may be
incredibly diverse, and they may not always be obvious, or completely shared by people who work
in that field. Nevertheless, it is still possible to identify particular beliefs that in general define a
particular area. For cognitive psychology, the main philosophy is that the human mind can be
understood as an information processor, and this is something that we can make discoveries about
© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743303658 • SA3658
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through careful study and experimentation in line with the general scientific method. The main
assumptions of cognitive psychology are therefore grounded in how the mind works, and how it
can be studied. This comes full circle to our original definition: cognitive psychology is the scientific
study of the mind as an information processor.
Task

In your own words, summarise what defines cognitive psychology. Compare these
to your own beliefs. Do you believe that the assumptions and philosophy are
correct? Do you believe the methods are appropriate? Do you feel strongly about
this at the moment? Your thoughts and views on what defines cognitive psychology
will hopefully change as you work through this book, so this is a task that is worth
repeating a number of times: what you believe may change; or what you understand
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by cognitive psychology may change.
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You have begun to learn about cognitive psychology at a surface level: the types of topics that are
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investigated; the ideas behind the method; and the beliefs behind studying the mind in this way.
These ideas are presented here as generally agreed upon but it hasn’t always been that way. To

ow

understand them a bit better it is useful to know how they have developed. At points in this book
we will look at the history of an idea so you can learn about it more effectively. What better way to
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start, then, than with the origins of cognitive psychology.
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Origins of cognitive psychology
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The study of the mind has a long history going back to (at least) the ancient world, yet the scientific
study of the mind has a much shorter history. It is difficult to pick an exact year in which a change

H

began, yet many people agree that the founding of the first psychological laboratory in Germany

©

in 1879 was a very important point in time. Founded by Wilhelm Wundt, the laboratory was
concerned with moving away from philosophy, and moving towards measuring more objective
and empirical observations under the banner of psychology?

Cognitive revolution
While the establishment of the first psychological laboratory is clearly important, perhaps the most
significant period of time was the mid-to-late 1950s and early 1960s. The events from that period,
and how they have shaped modern-day psychology, are often called the cognitive revolution.
During this time period prominent theories began to emerge that had a common basis: they
addressed questions about the mind through scientific observation; and the theories that were
constructed considered the mind a complex information processor. We can use the more specific
4
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topic of memory as an example. In 1956 a key paper was published by George Miller titled ‘The
magic number seven, plus or minus two’ in which Miller suggested that the limits of short-term
memory could be extended by processing information in larger groups (known as chunking);
Peterson and Peterson, in 1959, used observations on forgetting nonsense syllables to propose
separate information-processing stages in short-term memory; while in 1960, Sperling demonstrated the existence of a very transitory memory that held information for a short period of time,
and theorised a set of processing stages associated with this. All of these research articles are now
regarded as classics in this field, and all came from a specific period in time when these types of
theory were first being talked about and written about. You will learn about how these early
theories have influenced current thinking in later chapters.
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Part of the development of cognitive psychology as a complete field (not just one about memory)
was due to similar achievements being made at roughly the same time by many other researchers
and scientists addressing other aspects of cognition, including linguists and computer scientists.
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It is commonly accepted that World War II also encouraged the growth of the discipline in at least
two ways. First, research usually requires money to make it happen. Military interest in a variety of
topics such as vigilance, creativity, attention and perception meant that cognitive psychologists
were able to obtain military funding to advance their research. Furthermore, the more unfortunate
consequence of war was that casualties suffering from brain injuries offered opportunities to study
the relationship between the mind and the brain in ways that were not possible before.
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The development of cognitive psychology as an area of study was also helped by the publication
of the book Cognitive Psychology (Neisser, 1967, which solidified not only the name but the topic
of study, and the importance of information-processing models for it. This was followed by journals
dedicated to publishing original research in this field such as Cognitive Psychology, Cognition and
Memory & Cognition, as well as national and international conferences, dedicated research
laboratories, and research teams across the world. It was an exciting time for cognitive psychology
and an important point in the discipline’s history.

Cognition and behaviourism
In telling the story of the origins of cognitive psychology, attention is often given to the differences
between the types of theories cognitive psychologists wanted to develop and the types of
theories that other psychologists, particularly behaviourists, wanted to develop. Behaviourism,
in very simple terms, is the idea that psychology can be studied by looking at relationships
between behaviours without needing to theorise about things such as a mind. Now, like the
definition of cognitive psychology, there would be some debate about this exact definition. For
our purposes, this ‘strong’ form of behaviourism is interesting because it highlights an important
aspect of cognitive psychology. Where behaviourists avoid theories about the internal structures
© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743303658 • SA3658
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