A2 Psychology

Paper 5: The Cognitive Approach
Brainstorm the range of topics of interest to cognitive psychologists:

Cognitive psychology has several key assumptions:

1. Behaviour can be explained in terms of how ………………… operates

2. The mind is like a ………………………; this …………….. with machines makes cognitivism mechanistic and reductionist.
3. The mind is a ………………… and orderly …………….., which comprises many inter-related activities for processing internal representations, or ………………….., for external stimuli, (events, objects or people in the world); this is sometimes refered to as The ……………………..   …………………………  Approach. This focus on processing suggests that cognitive psychologists believe that input is some how altered or transformed.
4. Although external input (stimuli) and behavioural output (response) are important, the ………………… that occur in between are worthy of study and although it may not be possible to observe these directly, carefully designed …………………………. studies can be used to explore the nature of this processing. 
complex, information processing, symbols, computer, mental processes,experimental, system, the mind, analogy
Psychology, as a discipline distinct from Philosophy, was first practiced by introspectionists such as Wilhelm Wundt, who investigated mental processes scientifically, through controlled self-observations of conscious processing as it happened. This approach, and the subject matter of mental processing, was rejected JB Watson, the founder of the Behaviourist Approach, as being ‘mentalistic’ and subjective. Behaviourism dominated Psychology for over 50 years. However, three factors led to the rebirth of cognitive psychology in the 50s and 60s.

1. Neo-Behaviourists, such as Tolman and Hull, began to refer to the role of internal factors in determining behaviour.

2. Military equipment used during WW2 required personnel to anticipate, plan and respond quickly and accurately using complex control panels which provided many channels of information to be attended to simultaneously. This presented a range of applied research questions which could not be answered by existing behaviourist explanations.
2. The development of new technology in the 50s and 60s provided a new analogy for those psychologists who deviated from the overarching perspective of Behaviourism, and felt that the ‘black box’ between stimulus and response was worthy of study. They began to compare it with the ‘grey box’, that is the computer.
Draw up a list of similarities and differences between The Cognitive Approach and The Behaviourist Approach
Give examples of the cross over between cognitive psychology and two other areas of psychology

Brainstorm the range of shared terminology that is used to communicate about computers and about minds, e.g. memory, retrieve, network

A mind could be said to have hardware and software; where would our hardware and software come from? What makes our minds the same and what gives us different aptitudes or skills from one another?
Hardware and software, Nativists and Empiricists

Nativists suggest that some human abilities are innate and therefore all human processors will be the same, e.g. possess a language acquisition device, have memory to store information, have an arithmetic logic unit. 

Empiricists suggest that our knowledge comes from the outside world, e.g. we

are at birth a blank slate or tabula rasa (Locke 1690). This would suggest that we build our computer through interaction with the environment. The similarities between humans suggest that we are hardwired to think in a certain way (hard ware) but that life’s experiences and our reinforcement history act as soft ware which alters our expertise and aptitudes.

Evaluating the Cognitive Approach
The old-fashioned IPA suggests that we work with pure information that comes in through the senses and is processed in a linear fashion. This is called bottom up processing - information comes purely from the outside. The brain does not work like this. It does not passively receive information. Information is affected by internal information such as mood and past experience. We actively interpret outside information using internal information (top down processing). Optical illusions are a good example of how perception is more than sensation. It seems then that information processing whereby information comes in from the senses is only one part of human processing. Neisser’s (1976) cyclic model is more appropriate in showing how bottom up and top down processing work together.

Both the linear and cyclic models assume step-by-step processing of information. It is more likely that we use parallel processing and do more than one task at a time.
Cognitive psychologists often compare the brain to a computer. If we believe that brains and computers are similar we can learn about computers and so learn about the brain. Critics of the computer analogy say computers don’t have the same “understanding” as humans, e.g. Searle (1980), The Chinese Room. They say using language is much more complex than simply manipulating symbols. More recently, researchers have attempted to develop computers which mimic brains. “Neural nets are computer packages that can learn from experience and use this learning to influence their processing.

Read p. 894-896 from Cardwell and brainstorm how the cognitive approach could explain Tina’s shyness, see question sheet.
