Development and Learning
AP Psychology

Studying Development

Developmental psychology % &[>3~ studies how people change across the lifespan.
Two questions run through the whole unit.

o Is change continuous #£:[ (gradual and smooth) or discontinuous AIELER] (in
stages)?
o Is a trait stable fa &/ across life, or does it change?

Researchers answer these with two designs. A cross-sectional study ## W #l}4% compares
different age groups at one time - fast, but differences may come from the groups’ different
generations. A longitudinal study 2\ A/} 5% follows the same people over years - slower,
but it shows real change within a person.

Physical Development

Development before birth can be disrupted by teratogens E(#i¥) (harmful agents such
as alcohol), maternal illness, genetic mutations, and hormonal or environmental factors.

Infant physical development follows the same general order everywhere, though the rate
varies. Newborns show reflexes S5} that indicate healthy development, such as the
rooting reflex W&} (turning towards a touch on the cheek). The visual cliff 4}
£ experiment shows that infants perceive depth early.

A critical period K §#1l] is a window in which a particular experience has an unusually
strong effect; a sensitive period #{/F}] is a softer version of the same idea.

Adolescence ##HH] brings the adolescent growth spurt 75 & & F %M and pu-
berty A A B M, including primary sex characteristics 55 —44F and secondary
sex characteristics % —{41F. Adulthood spans most of life and is marked by a gradual
levelling off, then decline - including menopause ¥ 4F1 in women.

Gender and Sexual Orientation

Sex A PP 5| refers to biological characteristics, while gender f1: <4 5| refers to the
roles and expectations a society attaches to them. Gender roles {4: 5| % are learned
through socialization ft£:{k: family, school, peers, and media all teach what behaviour
is expected. Sexual orientation {#:H{ 1] describes a person’s enduring pattern of at-
traction. The exam asks how sex and gender influence socialization and development,
not for any evaluation of individuals.



Cognitive Development
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v

each stage adds what the child can newly do

Piaget’s four stages, each defined by what the child can newly do

Piaget 77 proposed that children build schemas and pass through four stages:

« Sensorimotor stage J&Hl1z 8 ¥ B (infancy to toddlerhood): the child learns
through senses and action, and develops object permanence & {4k A 1 - knowing
an object still exists when hidden.

« Preoperational stage Fijiz&Hr Bt (toddlerhood to early childhood): the child uses
symbols and pretend play but shows egocentrism H 3 H.[» (difficulty taking another
view) and lacks conservation 5F{H (knowing quantity stays the same when shape
changes).

« Concrete operational stage H {£iz5H [ B (early to late childhood): the child
reasons logically about concrete things and gains conservation.

« Formal operational stage JE:izB B (late childhood onward): abstract and
hypothetical reasoning becomes possible.

Vygotsky 4R 7k saw children as social learners. The zone of proximal develop-
ment HiT & EIX is the gap between what a child can do alone and what they can do
with help; scaffolding %2 is the support that closes it.

Adult cognition changes too, and here the fluid/crystallised split from Unit 2 returns:
reasoning speed declines while accumulated knowledge does not. Dementia & is a
decline beyond normal ageing.

Language Development

Language i is a shared system of arbitrary symbols used to communicate. Devel-
opment follows a common sequence: nonverbal gestures % then cooing il 7,
babbling Hti4iE, the one-word stage Hija][) B, and telegraphic speech Hi R iE
5 (two-word combinations).



Children generalise rules before they master exceptions, which produces overgeneral-
ization 3 N4k - saying ”goed” instead of "went”. This is evidence that they are
learning rules, not just copying.

Social and Emotional Development

Ecological systems theory 4RSS describes development as nested environ-
ments, from the immediate family outwards to culture.

Research identifies parenting styles (i /y3\: authoritarian % #|% (high demands,
low warmth), authoritative £ %l (high demands, high warmth), and permissive Ji{
f£:7 (low demands, high warmth).

Attachment {75 is the emotional bond between infant and caregiver, studied with
the strange situation PH4E &1 procedure. Styles include secure attachment 44>
BAK AR and insecure forms (avoidant [B]#:7Y, anxious £ &%, disorganized J& il
#l). Separation anxiety 4} Z£E & is heightened distress when away from a caregiver.
Studies with monkeys showed that infants prefer contact comfort %2/ over food,
which changed how attachment was understood.

Peer relationships develop through parallel play “Ff7ii#*k and pretend play {f %% jjif
#¥, in childhood, and adolescents rely on peers more as they age.

Erikson 32 H 70 #% proposed a stage theory of psychosocial development .[>¥tl <%
Ji%, in which each stage poses a conflict to resolve - the adolescent stage being identity
versus role confusion [f]—f5f iR iL. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
FEANRLZ affect later relationships and health.

Classical Conditioning

The behavioral perspective 1783 Xl ff explains behaviour through learning rather
than thought.

Classical conditioning ZH.25{4{E ] associates one stimulus with another:

¢ An unconditioned stimulus (UCS) Jo£&{}## naturally produces an uncondi-
tioned response (UCR) Jo4c4 W - food causes salivation.

o A neutral stimulus J {3 paired with the UCS becomes a conditioned stim-
ulus (CS) £&/4-4i#, producing a conditioned response (CR) {45V

o Acquisition >Jf5 depends on the order and timing of the pairing.

« Extinction JHiE occurs when the CS is no longer paired with the UCS; spontaneous
recovery H &K is the reappearance of an extinguished CR.

o Generalization {71k is responding to similar stimuli; stimulus discrimination 3l
151 is responding only to the exact CS.

o In higher-order conditioning =2k 55{4-/E R an established CS acts as a UCS for
a new one.

Emotional responses can be conditioned, and taste aversion B3R %% shows that some
associations are learned in a single trial because they aided survival. Habituation >



1k is a diminished response to a repeated stimulus.

Operant Conditioning

Operant conditioning #AEMELAER associates a behaviour with its consequence.

« Reinforcement 5f4t increases a behaviour; punishment #E{i] decreases it.

o Positive - means something is added; negative i means something is removed.
So negative reinforcement /1 5% 4k increases behaviour by removing something
unpleasant - it is not punishment.

o A primary reinforcer JRZk5mik¥) satisfies a biological need; a secondary rein-
forcer IR ALY (money) is learned.
o Shaping ¥ & rewards successive approximations Z 33T of a target behaviour.

Reinforcement schedules 5 fL#E 2 change how strong and persistent learning is.
Continuous reinforcement #2554k rewards every response and produces fast learn-
ing but fast extinction. Partial reinforcement #3/35%4k, comes in four kinds - fixed-
ratio [H5E [t 3%, variable-ratio 48z [t %, fixed-interval [& 5Z i} JH, and variable-
interval ZFZfj 5} fF - and variable-ratio produces the highest, most extinction-resistant
rate.

Superstitious behavior $£{547°4 arises when a consequence reinforces an unrelated ac-
tion. Learned helplessness >J15:M4: ToH)) develops when an organism repeatedly cannot
escape an aversive event and stops trying.

Observational and Cognitive Learning

Not all learning needs direct experience. Social learning theory f£:2% >3] ¥t shows
that behaviour can be learned by observation %% and modeling ##£/R i - the basis
of the Bobo doll findings on imitated aggression.

Insight learning {2 >] is a sudden solution with no gradual conditioning. Latent
learning k2> is learning that occurs without reinforcement and stays hidden until
there is a reason to show it, demonstrated by rats forming a cognitive map A HIHIE
of a maze.

Worked example (a real AP exam question). The 2024 exam described Gavin, a
preschooler at a science museum: he grabbed a large glass marble and tried to bounce
it, he was briefly separated from his parents, and the next day he told his grandmother
about a picture he had drawn. Students had to "Fzplain how Jean Piaget’s concept of
assimilation could relate to Gavin’s experience with the glass marble” and "Ezplain how
egocentrism could relate to how Gavin interacted with his grandmother in the car”. A
full-mark answer defines the term and ties it to the specific detail: "Gavin already had a
schema for balls, which bounce. He assimilated the marble into that schema by treating it
as a ball and trying to bounce it.” Notice the shape: the definition alone earns nothing,
and so does retelling the story. The mark is for the join between them.



Exam tips

o Negative reinforcement increases behaviour. If you can say what was removed,
and the behaviour went up, it is not punishment.

o Match a Piaget stage to its achievement - object permanence, conservation, abstract
reasoning - rather than to an age.

o Classical conditioning links two stimuli and produces an involuntary response; op-
erant conditioning links behaviour to consequence.

e Variable-ratio schedules resist extinction best. Use it whenever a question describes
gambling-like persistence.

e Keep critical period for the narrow window and sensitive period for the softer
one.

e On scenario questions, name the term and then point at the detail in the scenario
that proves it. The detail is what earns the mark.



