
Schema Theory



What is schema theory?
The term schema was first 
used by Jean Piaget in 
1926. (but there have 
been many with similar 
ideas before him)

Explains how people 
develop ideas from simple 
ideas into complex ones 

Schemas are formed and 
revised by relating 
experiences to each other



What is Schema Theory?
One of many theories about 
how we organize 
knowledge

Cognitive structure that
provides the framework for
organizing the world

People
Places
Events

Cognitive Schema
Networks of knowledge & 
expectations about 
particular aspects of the 
world



How do we process 
schemas?

It is to a large extent 
automatic (we do not pay 
attention when it is 
happening).

It involves information 
from two sources…..



Bottom-Up Processes
Information from our 
sensory systems

We use the features on 
the object itself to build a 
perception.

Takes longer that top-
down but is more 
accurate.



Top-Down Processes
Information stored in memory. 

We perceive by filling the gaps in 
what we sense.

I _ant ch_co_ate ic_ cr_am.

Based on our experiences and 
schemas.

If you see many old men in 
glasses, you are more apt to 
process a picture of an old man 
(even when you may be in error).



The Construction of Schemas 
According to Jean Piaget

We try to understand a new or different 
object or concept by using one of our pre-
existing schemas

During assimilation, we try to fit new objects 
into existing schemas (a type of recognition, 
it provides us with comfort and security)

During accommodation, we change our 
schemas to fit the characteristics of a new 
object (learning)
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Schema Activity
The first time my son, Matt,  saw a dog he pointed 
and said "wuzzsapagaju" (he is actually speaking 
that he means "what is that"). I tell him that is a 
dog. He looks at the dog, sees four legs and a tail 
and thinks to himself- ok a dog.

Now he has a schema for a dog- four legs and a 
tail. The next week Matt is hanging out at the base 
recreation park and sees what we would call a 
cat. He says to himself "hmmmm- four legs, a tail- it 
must be a dog" and he goes on to call it a dog.



Schema Activity
This is called assimilation- incorporating new 
experiences into existing schemas. In fact, every 
animal he sees that has four legs and a tail, he will 
probably call a dog- because it fits in his schema of a 
dog.

Just like if you see a frumpy looking man chewing a 
toothpick you may say "who is that? hmmm....he fits 
in my schema of a high school teacher", so you call 
him a high school teacher.



Schema Activity
Now lets say I tell Matt that what he sees is really a 
cat, which looks like a dog, but much smaller. Then 
Matt is hanging out at Wickham Park and he sees a 
lady with a Chihuahua (a small dog).

Matt sees the dog- thinks - four legs, tail, small- must 
be a cat. I will then correct him and say that 
sometimes dogs can be small too.

Matt will then accommodate (change) his schema 
for dogs to fit both big and little ones.



Schema of an “egg”



General Comment on Schema Theory

Finally, one of the main problems of the 
schema theory is that it is often very difficult 
to define what a schema is. 

Schemas are untestable

Schema processing is not fully understood



General comment on 
schema theory

Nevertheless, there is enough research to 
suggest schemas do affect memory processes & 
knowledge, both in a positive and negative 
sense. 

They do simplify reality, and help us to make 
sense of current experiences. Schemas are 
useful concepts in helping us understand how 
we organize our knowledge.



One example is Gender 
Schema

Societies beliefs about the traits 
of males and females.

Causes gender schemas.

Which influences…
Processing of social 
information.
Self-esteem (our behavior 
must fit in to gender schema)



Brewer and Treyens (1981)
Experiment of memory of objects in a room

Aim:

To investigate 
whether people’s 
memory for objects 
in a room (office) is 
influenced by 
existing schemas 
about what to 
expect in an office.



Brewer and Treyens (1981)
Experiment of memory of objects in a room

Procedure

Participants were 30  
university students, who 
arrived individually to the 
laboratory and were asked 
to wait in an office 
containing objects (desk 
typewriter, coffee pot 
etc…)



Brewer and Treyens (1981)
Experiment of memory of objects in a room

There were also other 
objects that did not conform 
to the office schema (skull, 
piece of bark, pair of pliers 
etc..)

After waiting for some time, 
participants were taken out 
of the office and asked to 
write down everything they 
could remember from the 
room.



Brewer and Treyens (1981)
Experiment of memory of objects in a room

Results

Most participants recalled the 
schematic objects (desk, 
typewriter)

Some participants reported things 
that would be expected in office 
but were not present (phone, 
books)

Many participants also recalled 
the skull (not as predicted by 
schema theory)  



Brewer and Treyens (1981)
Experiment of memory of objects in a room

Evaluation

The study confirms schema theory 
(and reconstructive memory), but 
once again it was a controlled 
laboratory environment.

The study used deception, but 
they were debriefed and not 
harmed.

Sample bias with only university 
students.



Reconstructive 
Memory

Bartlett 1932

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of his most famous studies was on the cognitive and social processes of remembering. He composed a series of short fables (the best known was called The War of the Ghosts[1]), each of which comprised a sequence of events which were ostensibly logical but subtly illogical, and there were several discreet non-sequiturs. He would recite this story to subjects, then later (sometimes much later) ask them to recall as much of it as possible. He discovered that most people found it extremely difficult to recall the story exactly, even after repeated readings, and hypothesised that, where the elements of the story failed to fit into the schemata of the listener, these elements were omitted from the recollection, or transformed into more familiar forms[2].



Schemas

 Reconstructive Memory - Bartlett (1932)

 Bartlett's theory of Reconstructive Memory is crucial to an 
understanding of the reliability of eye witness testimony (EWT) 
as he suggested that recall is subject to personal interpretation 
dependent on our learnt or cultural norms and values- the way 
we make sense of our world.

 We tend to see and interpret and recall what we see according 
to what we expect and assume is 'normal' in a given situation.

 Bartlett referred to these complete mental pictures of how 
things are expected to be as Schemas. These schemas may, in 
part, be determined by social values and therefore prejudice.



Memory is an active 
process...

 Schemas are therefore capable of distorting 
unfamiliar or unconsciously 'unacceptable' 
information in order to 'fit in' with our existing 
knowledge or schemas. This can, therefore, result in 
unreliable eyewitness testimony.

 Bartlett tested this theory using a variety of stories to 
illustrate that memory is an active process and 
subject to individual interpretation or construction.



Native American Canoes



The War of the Ghosts
 The War of the Ghosts.

 One night two young men from Egulac went down to 
the river to hunt seals, and while they were it became 
foggy and calm. Then they heard war cries and they 
thought; 'Maybe this is a war-party.' They escaped to 
the shore, and hid behind a log.

 Now canoes came up, and they heard the noise of 
paddles and saw one canoe coming up to them. There 
were five men in the canoe and they said; 'What do 
you think? We wish to take you along. We are going 
up the river to make war on the people.'



The War of the Ghosts
 One of the young men said; 'I have no arrows.'

 'Arrows are in the canoe,' they said.

 'I will not go along. I might be killed. My relatives do not 
know where I have gone. But you,' he said, turning to the 
other, 'May go with them.'

 So one of the young men went, but the other returned 
home. And the warriors went on up the river to a town on 
the other side of Kalama. The people came down to the 
water and began to fight, and many were killed. But 
presently, one of the young men heard one of the warriors 
say; 'Quick let us go home. That Indian has been hit.'



The War of the Ghosts
 Now he thought; 'Oh, they are ghosts.' He did not feel 

sick, but he had been shot. So the canoes went back 
to Egulac, and the young man went back to his house 
and made a fire. And he told everybody and said; 
'Behold, I accompanied the ghosts, and we went to 
fight. Many of our fellows were killed and many of 
those that attacked us were killed. They said I was hit, 
but I did not feel sick.'

 He told it all, and then he became quiet. When the 
sun rose, he fell down. Something black came out of 
his mouth. His face became contorted. The people 
jumped up and cried. He was dead.



The War of the Ghosts
CONCLUSION

According to Bartlett your recall will show a 
westernised interpretation of this American Indian 
folk tale thus illustrating your subjective memory 
construction rather than accurate objective recall 
of events. 
We fit information into our all ready existing 
schema. How might this idea be applied to 
eyewitness testimony of criminal occurrences ?



How can schemas affect 
memory?

People remember the 
meaning (gist) of 
something and not the 
actual wording (Bartlett)

People use stored 
knowledge to make sense 
of incoming info (top-
down).  If the info is 
incomplete, they fill in the 
gaps (reconstructive 
memory) (Bartlett).



How can schemas affect 
memory?

People tend to ignore 
information not in line with 
their schemas (aschematic
information).  

This leads to bias (Darley 
and Gross and Brewer and 
Treyens )

People tend to focus on 
information that is in line 
with their schema.  

This can result in 
confirmation bias (Darley 
and Gross and Brewer and 
Treyens ).



Strengths and Weaknesses 
of Schema Theory

Strengths

Schema theory has proven 
useful in explaining many 
cognitive processes 
(memory, reasoning etc..)

Can be used to explain 
phenomenon such 
reconstructive memory and 
stereotyping.

Weaknesses

Cohen (1993) argues that 
schema theory is too vague 
to be useful and never truly 
explains where they come 
from.

Focuses too much on 
inaccuracies of memory 
where people are still 
accurate most of the time.
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