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PSYC 566: Cognitive and Perceptual Development 
Tuesdays and Thursdays, 10:30-11:45am, Horizon Hall 3014 

 
 
 
Instructor: Sabine Doebel, Ph.D.  
Email: sdoebel@gmu.edu  
Office Hours: by appointment 
Note: I aim to respond to emails within 24 hours, but please allow more time for a response on 
weekends/holidays.   
 
 
What is this course about? 
 
This course will introduce you to the scientific study of cognitive and perceptual development, 
with an emphasis on early childhood. The format will be a mix of lecture and discussion. You 
will learn about classic findings, as well as hot-off-the-presses research. You will also learn 
about the various methods used to answer questions about infant and children’s perceptual 
and cognitive abilities. This class will also give you a sense of the big debates, controversies, and 
open questions that invigorate the field. We will use a social annotation platform called Perusall 
to facilitate our understanding and discussion of the articles. Selected articles have been 
carefully curated to foster in-depth discussion. We will not cover everything (not by a long 
shot), but you will have the opportunity to dig deeper into a topic that especially interests you 
when researching and writing your research proposal paper.  
 
What will I learn in this class? 
 
At the end of this class, you should be able to: 
 

1. Understand key themes, concepts, methods, and theories in the study of cognitive 
development; 

2. Understand what a typical infant, toddler, preschooler, etc. is capable of thinking 
and perceiving; 

3. Understand strengths/limitations of different common methods used to study and 
draw conclusions about cognitive and perceptual development; 

4. Consider cultural differences and similarities in cognitive and perceptual 
development and what they tell us about the nature of development 
 

What text do I need for this class?  
There is no textbook for this class. Articles that we will read and discuss will be posted each 
week on Perusall.  
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What is the course website? 
We will use two sites, Blackboard and Perusall. I promise that this will be worthwhile and 
straightforward. We will only use Blackboard for submitting written assignments and class 
announcements. On Perusall you will find weekly content, lecture slides and videos related to 
different topics. Perusall can be accessed through Blackboard under “course content”. Perusall 
is extremely easy to use and also fun because it is designed to facilitate social interaction during 
the learning process. I will walk you through it and the first two activities will be very simple in 
order to help you get accustomed to it.  
 
Where can I find course announcements? 
Course announcements will be made on Blackboard and will be sent to your gmu address. You 
are encouraged to check your gmu email account regularly.  
 
How do I ask a question of the professor? 
You can easily ask me (or your fellow students) questions about the readings or lectures in 
Perusall. Make sure to always use ‘@’ to tag anyone you want to see your post otherwise it may 
be missed, given the volume of posts and messages. Questions concerning your grade, 
participation, accommodations, and other things of that nature should be sent from your gmu 
address to my gmu address. 
 
What will my final grade be based on?   
 
Weekly posts on articles on Perusall (40% of grade)  
Each week you will make 2 short posts on each assigned article in Perusall, one of which should 
be a reply to a classmate. These are due the day before class on which we will be discussing the 
article (by 11:59pm EST). These can be questions, comments, or responses to classmates. The 
goal is to foster understanding of the article. These will essentially replace the discussion 
boards that many of you may have experienced in other classes. Please read the articles first 
before posting. Please also give yourself time to complete them and don’t wait for posts from 
your group members to get started. You will have opportunities to comment on what your 
peers’ post, to respond to their questions, and to receive responses to your posts. You can also 
upvote questions, helpful posts, or interesting posts!  I will aim to jump in only occasionally to 
upvote what I think are helpful posts or address questions. I will use what is posted to guide 
class discussion. These are low-stakes activities, graded on a pass/fail scale (0 or 1), with credit 
given for completing the activity, although ‘0’ may be given if it can be seen that very little 
effort was made.  
 
Post-class reflections (20% of grade) 
You will write four short reflections on topics discussed in class meetings of your choice 
throughout the semester. These must be submitted via Blackboard within 48 hours of the 
class/topic you are reflecting on, after the class meeting occurs (not before). These should be 
half a page, single-spaced. Please do not write more than half a page. These can be an attempt 
to deepen your understanding of the material, e.g., by summarizing main points for yourself or 
working through some thoughts you had in response to the readings or discussion. 
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Three possible topics for research proposal (2% of grade) 
You will submit, via Blackboard, 3 possible topics for your research proposal and I will give you 
brief feedback (also in Blackboard) before you finalize your idea. Please be as specific yet as 
succinct as possible when describing each topic (ideally no more than 1 sentence about each 
topic). For example: “An experimental study manipulating false-belief understanding and 
testing effects on social competence.” Please do not send the first 3 ideas that come to mind, 
but rather put some thought into what you would really want to carry out. (Ideally, you will 
propose ideas that you actually could carry out at some point.) 
 
Three-minute talk (10% of grade) 
You will give a very brief talk about your planned research proposal. Instructions will be shared 
later in the semester, but this is essentially designed to be a fun exercise to get you thinking 
about why your research question is important. 
 
Final research proposal (28%) 
You will write and submit (via Blackboard) a research proposal for a project that you could, at 
least in theory, carry out. Specific instructions for how to write the proposal will be provided. 
The proposal will include a focused ‘background’ section that will convey, citing relevant 
empirical literature, the importance and need for the study; a ‘method’ section that will explain 
exactly how you will test your research question (this should also include specific hypotheses 
and an analytic plan);  an ‘expected results/conclusions’ section that will convey what results 
you expect to find and what conclusions you will be able to draw; an ‘alternative approach’ 
section where you indicate what you will do if your results do not confirm your hypothes(es). 
 
General Class Policies 
 
Inclusivity 
Everyone is welcome in my class. I value individuals and their differences including but not 
limited to race, ethnicity, gender expression and identity, sex, sexual orientation, national 
origin, economic status, first language, religion, values, political orientation, age, and disability. 
Discrimination of any kind will not be endorsed or tolerated. I will conduct the course in a way 
that acknowledges and embraces diverse experiences and perspectives.  
 
Gender identity and pronoun use 
Please feel free to share your name and gender pronouns with me and how best to address you 
in class and via email. I use she/her and you can address me as “Prof. Doebel” or “Prof” for 
short!  
 
Interacting with peers and with the professor in an online environment 
In commenting, asking questions, or replying to your classmates or the professor, please always 
strive to be respectful and courteous. Remember that it is easy to misinterpret tone online 
because of the lack of facial and other cues to a person’s intentions.  
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Email policy 
As noted, I try to respond to messages within 24 hours during the week. Please allow a longer 
timeframe for messages sent on or just before weekends and holidays.  
 
Schedule 
The class schedule, topics, and textbook readings for each week is below. Topics may be added 
or removed. Major changes will be communicated to students in advance. In-class activities are 
not listed in the schedule because they are being developed as we go, based in part on what I 
find works well online and on class interests. 
 
Late Work 
Assignments submitted after the due date will not be graded or will be subject to penalty. 
Exceptions may be made under extraordinary circumstances and/or if the student 
communicates with me in advance. Weekly activities cannot be made up after the date, given 
that they are intended to facilitate weekly reading and learning with classmates. 
 
Grading  
Grades will be calculated as follows: > 93% = A, 90 – 92 = A-, 87 – 89 = B+, 83 – 86 = B, 80 – 82 = 
B-, 77 – 79 = C+, 73-76 = C, 70-72 = C-, 60 – 69 = D, < 60 = F 
 
Class Cancellation Policy 
If class is cancelled, I will notify you by email/blackboard.  
 
The Honor Code 
Students in this course are expected to behave at all times in a manner consistent with the 
GMU Honor System and Code.  https://oai.gmu.edu/mason-honor-code/ 
 
Accommodations 
If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see me 
and contact the Disability Resource Center (DRC) at 709-993-2474. All academic 
accommodations must be arranged through that office. 
 
Notice of mandatory reporting of sexual assault, interpersonal violence, and stalking.   
I am a designated a “Responsible Employee,” and must report all disclosures of sexual assault, 
interpersonal violence, and stalking to Mason’s Title IX Coordinator per University Policy 1412.  
If you wish to speak with someone confidentially, please contact one of Mason’s confidential 
resources, such as Student Support and Advocacy Center (703-993-2380).  You may seek 
assistance from Mason’s Title IX Coordinator by calling 703-993-8730. 
 
Official Communications via GMU Email 
Mason uses email to provide official information to students. Examples include 
communications from course instructors, notices from the library, notices about academic 
standing, financial aid information, class materials, assignments, questions, and instructor 
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feedback. Students are responsible for the content of university communication sent to their 
Mason e-mail account and are required to activate that account and check it regularly. 
 
Deadlines for adding and dropping this class 
See the academic calendar: https://registrar.gmu.edu/calendars/ 
 
Information about Student Privacy and Student Rights under FERPA 
http://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/ 
 
Student Services 

• Distance Education Services, University Libraries (http://library.gmu.edu/distance ) 
• Writing Center (http://writingcenter.gmu.edu/ ) 
• Counseling and Psychological Services (http://caps.gmu.edu/ )  
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Schedule and readings 
 

 
 
Dates 

 
 
Topics to be Covered 

Reading **please post your 
comments on the reading by 11:59PM 
EST on the day before the relevant 
class meeting.** 

Aug 24  • Introduction 
• How to use Perusall 
• Syllabus review and annotation 
• Why study cognitive development?  
•  

• Perusall rubric   
• Syllabus 

Aug 26 • Themes and debates  
• False positive psychology 

• Simmons et al., 2011 

Aug 31 • W.E.I.R.D. psychology 
 

• Henrich et al., 2010 
• Should toddlers be allowed to play 

with knives? (A. Gopnik for WSJ) 
Sept 2 • Theories: Piaget • Piaget chapter (from Miller) 
Sept 7  • Theories: Vygotsky • Vygotsky chapter (from Miller) 

• Rogoff TED talk 
Sept 9 • Dynamic Systems 

• Prenatal experience/learning  
• Smith & Thelen, 2003 

Sept 14  • Neonatal imitation 
 

• Meltzoff & Moore, 1977 
• Redshaw et al., 2020 

Sept 16 • Face perception • Kelly et al., 2007 
Sept 21  • Working memory development in infancy: 

searching, A-not-B error 
• Marcovitch & Zelazo, 2009 and 

Diamond commentary 
Sept 23 • Core knowledge (number, physics, social, 

morality) 
• Stahl & Feigenson, 2015 
• Perez & Feigenson, 2021 

Sept 28  • Early language development  • Bergelson & Swingley, 2012 
Sept 30 • Motor development 

• Scale errors 
• Adolph & Robinson, 2013 

Oct 5  • Statistical learning • Aslin, 2017 

Oct 7 • Prosocial cognition • Warneken & Tomasello, 2006 

Oct 12 NO CLASS  
Oct 14  • Memory: infant amnesia, long-term memory • Wang & Gülgöz, 2019 
 • Emergence of self • Botto & Rochat, 2018 

• Scientific American article on the 
mirror test 
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Oct 19 • Executive function • Diamond & Taylor, 1996  
• Bardikoff & Sabbagh, 2020 
 

Oct 21 • Executive function, cont’d  
• Preoperational thought 
• Animism and living things 

• Tardiff et al., 2020 

Oct 26  • Emotion recognition, understanding and 
regulation 

• How Inuit parents teach children to 
control their anger (NPR) 

• Grizanzio et al., 2021 
Oct 28 • Theory of mind (desire task, false belief task) 

• Lying and deception 
• Ruffman et al., 2018 

Nov 2  • Play and pretense • Gaskins, 2015 
• Lillard et al., 2013 and replies 
** 3 proposal topics due ** 

Nov 4 • Imagination and imaginary companions 
• Imitation (social learning, over-imitation) 

• Science Friday segment on 
Imaginary companions 

• Nielsen & Tomaselli, 2010 
Nov 9  • Gender cognition • Miller et al., 2018 
Nov 11 • Children’s social preferences 

• Moral cognition 
• Schutts, 2015 
• Chernyak et al., 2018 

Nov 16 • 3-minute talks (16th)  
Nov 18 • Collaborative learning; strengths vs. deficits • Alcalá et al., 2018; Rogoff et al., 

2017 
Nov 25  • Logical development • Dias & Harris, 1998 
Nov 30  • Delay discounting/sensation seeking  

• Risk and reward and peers; delinquency 
• Sharpe et al., 2020 
• Conversation article re: teen brain 

myth 
Dec 2 • Children’s beliefs about race 

• Review 
• Ho, Roberts, & Gelman, 2015  
**Final paper due** 
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