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Introduction 

Psychology is one of the most exciting subjects that you can study at university in the 
twenty-first century. A degree in psychology helps you to understand and explain 
thought, emotion and behaviour. You can then apply this knowledge to a range of 
issues in everyday life including health and well-being, performance in the workplace, 
education – in fact any aspect of life you can think of! However, a degree in psychology 
gives you much more than a set of ‘facts’ about mind and behaviour; it will also equip 
you with a wide range of skills and knowledge.  Some of these, such as critical thinking 
and essay writing, have much in common with humanities subjects, while others such 
as hypothesis testing and numeracy are scientific in nature.  This broad-based skill 
set prepares you exceptionally well for the workplace – whether or not your chosen 
profession is in psychology. Indeed, recent evidence suggests employers appreciate the 
skills and knowledge of psychology graduates. A psychology degree really can help you 
get ahead of the crowd. However, in order to reach this position of excellence, you need 
to develop your skills and knowledge fully and ensure you complete your degree to your 
highest ability.

This book is designed to enable you, as a psychology student, to maximise your learning 
potential by assessing your level of understanding and your confidence and competence 
in developmental psychology, one of the core knowledge domains for psychology. It does 
this by providing you with essential practice in the types of questions you will encounter 
in your formal university assessments.  It will also help you make sense of your results 
and identify your strengths and weaknesses. This book is one part of a series of books 
designed to assist you with learning and developing your knowledge of psychology. The 
series includes books on:

MM Biological Psychology

MM Cognitive Psychology

MM Developmental Psychology

MM Personality and Individual Differences

MM Research Methods and Design in Psychology

MM Social Psychology

In order to support your learning this book includes over 200 targeted Multiple-Choice 
Questions (MCQs) and Extended Multiple-Choice Questions (EMCQs) that have 
been carefully put together to help assess your depth of knowledge of developmental 
psychology. The MCQs are split into two formats: the foundation level questions are 
about your level of understanding of the key principles and components of key areas in 
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psychology. Hopefully, within these questions you should recognise the correct answer 
from the four options. The advanced level questions require more than simple recognition 
– some will require recall of key information, some will require application of this 
information and others will require synthesis of information. At the end of each chapter 
you will find a set of essay questions covering each of the topics. These are typical of the 
kinds of question that you are likely to encounter during your studies. In each chapter, 
the first essay question is broken down for you using a concept map, which is intended to 
help you develop a detailed answer to the question. Each of the concept maps is shaded to 
show you how topics link together, and includes cross-references to relevant MCQs in the 
chapter. You should be able to see a progression in your learning from the foundation to 
the advanced MCQs, to the extended MCQs and finally the essay questions. The book is 
divided up into 11 chapters and your developmental psychology module is likely to have 
been divided into similar topic areas. However, do not let this restrict your thinking in 
relation to developmental psychology: these topics interact. The sample essay questions, 
which complement the questions provided in the chapter, will help you to make the links 
between different topic areas. You will find the answers to all of the MCQs and EMCQs 
at the end of the book. There is a separate table of answers for each chapter; use the self 
monitoring column in each of the tables to write down your own results, coding correct 
answers as NC, incorrect answers as NI and any you did not respond to as NR. You can 
then use the table on page 113 to analyse your results.

The aim of the book is not only to help you revise for your exams, it is also intended 
to help with your learning. However, it is not intended to replace lectures, seminars 
and tutorials, or to supersede the book chapters and journal articles signposted by 
your lecturers. What this book can do, however, is set you off on a sound footing for 
your revision and preparation for your exams. In order to help you to consolidate your 
learning, the book also contains tips on how to approach MCQ assessments and how you 
can use the material in this text to assess, and enhance, your knowledge base and level of 
understanding.

Now you know the reasons behind this book and how it will enhance your success, it is 
time for you to move on to the questions – let the fun begin!
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Assessing your interest,  
competence and confidence

The aim of this book is to help you to maximise your learning potential by assessing your 
level of understanding, confidence and competence in core issues in psychology. So how 
does it do this?

Assessing someone’s knowledge of a subject through MCQs might at first glance seem 
fairly straightforward: typically the MCQ consists of a question, one correct answer and 
one or more incorrect answers, sometimes called distractors. For example, in this book 
each question has one right answer and three distractors. The goal of an MCQ test is 
for you to get every question right and so show just how much knowledge you have.  
However, because you are given a number of answers to select from, you might be able 
to choose the right answer either by guessing or by a simple process of elimination – in 
other words by knowing what is not the right answer.  For this reason it is sometimes 
argued that MCQs only test knowledge of facts rather than in-depth understanding of a 
subject. However, there is increasing evidence that MCQs can also be valuable at a much 
higher level of learning, if used in the right way (see, for example, Gardner-Medwin and 
Gahan, 2003). They can help you to develop as a self-reflective learner who is able to 
recognise the interest you have in a subject matter as well as your level of competence and 
confidence in your own knowledge. 

MCQs can help you gauge your interest, competence and confidence in the following 
way. It has been suggested (Howell, 1982) that there are four possible states of knowledge 
(see Table 1).  Firstly, it is possible that you do not know something and are not aware of 
this lack of knowledge. This describes the naive learner – think back to your first week 
at university when you were a ‘fresher’ student and had not yet begun your psychology 
course. Even if you had done psychology at A level, you were probably feeling a little self-
conscious and uncertain in this new learning environment. During the first encounter 
in a new learning situation most of us feel tentative and unsure of ourselves; this is 
because we don’t yet know what it is we don’t know – although to feel this lack of 
certainty suggests that we know there is something we don’t know, even if we don’t yet 
know what this is! In contrast, some people appear to be confident and at ease even in 
new learning situations; this is not usually because they already know everything but 
rather because they too do not yet know what it is they do not know – but they have yet 
to even acknowledge that there is a gap in their knowledge. The next step on from this 
‘unconscious non-competence’ is ‘conscious non-competence’; once you started your 
psychology course you began to realise what the gaps were in your knowledge – you now 
knew what you didn’t know! While this can be an uncomfortable feeling, it is important 
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for the learning process that this acknowledgement of a gap in knowledge is made, 
because it is the first step in reaching the next level of learning – that of a ‘conscious 
competent’ learner. In other words you need to know what the gap in your knowledge is 
so that you can fill it. 

Table 1 Consciousness and competence in learning 

Unconscious Conscious

Non-competent You don’t know something and 
are not aware that you lack 
this knowledge/skill.

You don’t know something and 
are aware that you lack this 
knowledge/skill.

Competent You know something but are 
not aware of your knowledge/
skill.

You know something and are 
aware of your knowledge/
skill.

One of the ways this book can help you move from unconscious non-competency to 
conscious competency should by now be clear – it can help you identify the gaps in your 
knowledge.  However, if used properly it can do much more; it can also help you to assess 
your consciousness and competence in this knowledge. 

When you answer an MCQ, you will no doubt have a feeling about how confident you 
are about your answer: ‘I know the answer to question 1 is A. Question 2 I am not so sure 
about. I am certain the answer is not C or D, so it must be A or B. Question 3, I haven’t got 
a clue so I will say D – but that is a complete guess.’ Sound familiar? Some questions you 
know the answers to, you have that knowledge and know you have it; other questions you 
are less confident about but think you may know which (if not all) are the distractors, while 
for others you know this is something you just don’t know. Making use of this feeling of 
confidence will help you become a more reflective – and therefore effective – learner. 

Perhaps by now you are wondering where we are going with this and how any of this can 
help you learn. ‘Surely all that matters is whether or not I get the answers right? Does 
that show I have knowledge?’ Indeed it may well do and certainly, if you are confident 
in your answers, then yes it does. But what if you were not sure? What if your guess of 
D for our fictional question 3 above was correct? What if you were able to complete all 
the MCQs in a test and score enough to pass – but every single answer was a guess? 
Do you really know and understand psychology because you have performed well – 
and will you be able to do the same again if you retake the test next week?  Take a look 
back at Table 1. If you are relying on guesswork and hit upon the answer by accident 
you might perform well without actually understanding how you know the answer, 
or that you even knew it (unconscious competence), or you may not realise you don’t 
know something (unconscious non-competence). According to this approach to using 
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MCQs what is important is not how many answers you get right, but whether or not you 
acknowledge your confidence in the answer you give: it is better to get a wrong answer 
and acknowledge it is wrong (so as to work on filling that gap).

Therefore what we recommend you do when completing the MCQs is this: for each 
answer you give, think about how confident you are that it is right. You might want to 
rate each of your answers on the following scale:

3:  I am confident this is the right answer. 

2:  I am not sure, but I think this is the right answer.

1:  I am not sure, but I think this is the wrong answer.

0:  I am confident this is the wrong answer.

Using this system of rating your confidence will help you learn for yourself both what 
you know and what you don’t know. You will become a conscious learner through the 
self-directed activities contained in this book. Reflection reinforces the links between 
different areas of your learning and knowledge and strengthens your ability to justify an 
answer, so enabling you to perform to the best of your ability. 
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Tips for success: how to  
succeed in your assessments 

This book, part of a comprehensive new series, will help you achieve your psychology 
aspirations. It is designed to assess your knowledge so that you can review your current 
level of performance and where you need to spend more time and effort reviewing and 
revising material. However, it hopes to do more than this – it aims to assist you with 
your learning so it not only acts as an assessor of performance but as an aid to learning. 
Obviously, it is not a replacement for every single text, journal article, presentation and 
abstract you will read and review during the course of your degree programme. Similarly, 
it is in no way a replacement for your lectures, seminars or additional reading – it should 
complement all of this material. However, it will also add something to all of this other 
material: learning is assisted by reviewing and assessing and this is what this text aims to 
do – help you learn through assessing your learning.

The focus throughout this book, as it is in all of the books in this series, is on how you 
should approach and consider your topics in relation to assessment and exams. Various 
features have been included to help you build up your skills and knowledge ready for your 
assessments. 

This book, and the other companion volumes in this series, should help you learn 
through testing and assessing yourself – it should provide an indication of how advanced 
your thinking and understanding is. Once you have assessed your understanding you can 
explore what you need to learn and how. However, hopefully, quite a bit of what you read 
here you will already have come across and the text will act as a reminder and set your 
mind at rest – you do know your material. 

Succeeding at MCQs
Exams based on MCQs are becoming more and more frequently used in higher education 
and particularly in psychology. As such you need to know the best strategy for completing 
such assessments and succeeding. The first thing to note is, if you know the material then 
the questions will present no problems – so revise and understand your notes and back 
this up with in-depth review of material presented in textbooks, specialist materials and 
journal articles. However, once you have done this you need to look at the technique for 
answering multiple-choice questions and here are some tips for success: 
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1. Time yourself. The first important thing to note when you are sitting your 
examination is the time available to you for completing it. If you have, for example, an 
hour and a half to answer 100 multiple-choice questions this means you have 54 seconds 
to complete each question. This means that you have to read, interpret, think about 
and select one answer for a multiple-choice question in under a minute. This may seem 
impossible, but there are several things that you can do to use your time effectively.

2. Practise. By using the examples in this book, those given out in your courses, in class 
tests, or on the web you can become familiar with the format and wording of multiple-
choice questions similar to those used in your exam. Another way of improving your 
chances is to set your own multiple-choice exams – try and think of some key questions 
and your four optional responses (including the correct one of course!). Try and think of 
optional distractors that are sensible and not completely obvious. You could, of course, 
swap questions with your peers – getting them to set some questions for you while you 
set some questions for them. Not only will this help you with your practice but you will 
also understand the format of MCQs and the principles underlying their construction – 
this will help you answer the questions when it comes to the real thing. 

3. The rule of totality. Look out for words like ‘never’ and ‘always’ in multiple-choice 
questions. It is rare in psychology for any answer to be true in relation to these words 
of ‘totality’. As we all know, psychology is a multi-modal subject that has multiple 
perspectives and conflicting views and so it is very unlikely that there will always be 
a ‘never’ or an ‘always’. When you see these words, focus on them and consider them 
carefully. A caveat is, of course, sometimes never and always will appear in a question, 
but be careful of these words!

4. Multiple, multiple-choice answers. Some multiple-choice answers will contain 
statements such as ‘both A and C’ or ‘all of the above’ or ‘none of these’. Do not be 
distracted by these choices. Multiple-choice questions have only one correct answer and 
do not ask for opinion or personal bias. Quickly go through each choice independently, 
crossing off the answers that you know are not true. If, after eliminating the incorrect 
responses, you think there is more than one correct answer, group your answers and see 
if one of the choices matches yours. If you believe only one answer is correct, do not be 
distracted by multiple-choice possibilities.

5. ‘First guess is best’ fallacy. There is a myth among those who take (or even write) 
MCQs that the ‘first guess is best’. This piece of folklore is misleading: research (and 
psychologists love research) indicates that when people change their answers on an 
MCQ exam, about two-thirds of the time they go from wrong to right, showing that the 
first guess is often not the best. So, think about it and consider your answer – is it right? 
Remember, your first guess is not better than a result obtained through good, hard, step-
by-step, conscious thinking that enables you to select the answer that you believe to be 
the best.
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6. The rule of threes. One of the most helpful strategies for multiple-choice questions is 
a three-step process: 

(i)  Read the question thoroughly but quickly. Concentrate on particular words such as 
‘due to’ and ‘because’ or ‘as a result of’ and on words of totality such as ‘never’ or 
‘always’ (although see rule 3 above). 

(ii) Rather than going to the first answer you think is correct (see rule 5) eliminate the 
ones that you think are wrong one by one. While this may take more time, it is more 
likely to provide the correct answer. Furthermore, answer elimination may provide a 
clue to a misread answer you may have overlooked. 

(iii) Reread the question, as if you were reading it for the first time. Now choose your 
answer from your remaining answers based on this rereading.

7. Examine carefully. Examine each of the questions carefully, particularly those that 
are very similar. It may be that exploring parts of the question will be useful – circle the 
parts that are different. It is possible that each of the alternatives will be very familiar 
and hence you must understand the meaning of each of the alternatives with respect to 
the context of the question. You can achieve this by studying for the test as though it will 
be a short-answer or essay test. Look for the level of qualifying words. Such words as 
best, always, all, no, never, none, entirely, completely suggest that a condition exists without 
exception. Items containing words that provide for some level of exception or qualification 
are: often, usually, less, seldom, few, more and most (and see rule 3). If you know that two or 
three of the options are correct, ‘all of the above’ is a strong possibility.

8. Educated guesses. Never leave a question unanswered. If nothing looks familiar, pick 
the answer that seems most complete and contains the most information. Most of the 
time (if not all of the time!) the best way to answer a question is to know the answer! 
However, there may be times when you will not know the answer or will not really 
understand the question. There are three circumstances in which you should guess: when 
you are stuck, when you are running out of time, or both of these! Guessing strategies are 
always dependent on the scoring system used to mark the exam (see the section on MCQ 
scoring mechanisms). If the multiple-choice scoring system makes the odds of gaining 
points equal to the odds of having points deducted it does not pay to guess if you are 
unable to eliminate any of the answers. But the odds of improving your test score are in 
your favour if you can rule out even one of the answers. The odds in your favour increase 
as you rule out more answers in any one question. So, take account of the scoring 
mechanisms and then eliminate, move onwards and guess!

9. Revise and learn. Study carefully and learn your material. The best tip for success is 
always to learn the material. Use this book, use your material, use your time wisely but, 
most of all, use your brain!
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