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Evaluate schema theory with reference to research studies. 
 
What is a schema ? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Schemas are cognitive structured (mental templates or frames) that represent a 

person’s knowledge about objects, people or situations. The concept of schema 
was first used by Jean Piaget in 1926 and later developed by Bartlett (1932). 
Schemas are used to organize our knowledge, to assist recall, to guide our 
behavior, to predict likely happenings, and to help us make sense of current 
experiences. They simplify reality. 

• They come from prior experience and knowledge. Schemas are assumed to 
operate in a “top-down” way to help us interpret the “bottom-up” flood of 
information reaching our senses. They allows us to take short-cuts in interpreting 
vast amounts of information. 

 
Schema Theory 

• As active processors of information, humans intergrate new information with 
existing, stored information.  

• Schema theory therefore states that what we already know will influence the 
outcome of information processing. In other words new information is processed in 
the light of existing schema. Schemas then can affect our cognitive processes. 

For example if you already have an expectation about a 
person or an event, your memory of that person or event will 
be shaped based on your preexisting schema. For example, if 
you have already the stored schema that urban teenage males 
are aggressive and you meet a pleasant urban male teen,your 
memory of him may be affected. If you were surprised with his 

politeness, you may remember him as even more polite than he is. Or, you may not 
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even notice how polite he was because you were expecting him to be rude, and so 
you remember him as the typical urban teen you had previously imagined in your 
mind. 

 
Evaluation of Schema theory 

 
 

• Support for the influence of schemas on cognitive processes is widespread. Bartlett 
(1932) demonstrated how schema, specifically cultural schema, can influence memory 
in his classic study.  He gave participants a complex and unusual story called ‘The 
War of the Ghosts' which contained unfamiliar supernatural concepts and an odd, 
causal structure to Western participants. 

• He asked them to recall it six or seven times over various retention intervals. He 
found that recalled stories were distorted and altered in various ways making it 
more conventional and acceptable to their own cultural perspective. He used the 
term rationalization to refer to this type of error - rationalizing it according to what 
fitted with their existing cultural schemas - for example canoe was often 
substituted for 'boat'. 

• HOWEVER, the ecological validity of the War of the Ghosts lab study has been 
questioned. Whilst Bartlett rejected the artificiality of traditional stimulus such as 
nonsense syllables ( Ebbinghaus) and word lists to test memory, his use of a native 
American folk tale was " about as similar to normal prose as nonsense syllables are to 
words ". 

• Wynn & Logie (1998) did a similar study with students using " real - life" events 
experienced during their first week at university at various intervals of time ranging 
from 2 weeks to six months. They found that the initial accuracy of recall was 
sustained throughout the time period, suggesting that schema-induced memory 
distortions may be less common in naturalistic conditions than in the laboratory. 

• Furthermore Bartlett’ study wasn’t a very well controlled study. Bartlett did not give 
very specific instructions to his participants ( Barlett, 1932 " I thought it best, for the 
purposes of these experiments, to try to influence the subject's procedure as little as 
possible".) As a result, some distortions observed by Bartlett may have been due to 
conscious guessing rather than schema-influenced memory.  

• Gauld and Stephen ( 1967) found that the instructions stressing the need for accurate 
recall eliminated almost half the errors usually obtained. 
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• Further support for the influence of schemas on memory at encoding point was 
reported by Anderson and Pichert ( 1978). Participants read a story from the 
perspective of either a burgular or potential home buyer. After they had recalled as 
much as they could of the story from the perspective they had been given, they shifted 
to the alternative perspective and recalled the story again. On the second recall 
participants recalled more information that was important only to the second 
perspective or schema than they had done on the first recall. 
 

• This experiment was also conducted in a lab, so ecological validity may also be an 
issue here. However the strength of the experiment was its variable control, which 
allowed researchers to establish a cause-and-effect relationship how schemas affect 
memory processes.  
 

• Finally, one of the main problems of the schema theory is that it is often very difficult to 
define what a schema is. Rumelhart (1980) identified four different analogies of what a 
schema is but was unable to actually define a schema.  
 

• Cohen (1993) points out that "the whole idea of a schema is too vague to be useful' and 
argues that schema theory provides no explanation of how schemas work 
 

• 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. 
 

 


