
Can you change how people think? 

 

Background 

 

When children first start to learn about science, they tend to start with the physical 

world and the ways in which variables can be manipulated to change outcomes. This 

project is an introduction to psychology and is designed to show how it is also 

possible to influence how people think. 

 

Overview 

 

In this experiment the children will be given a photograph of a girl aged 11. 

They will all rate how pretty they think she is on a scale of 1 – 10.  

 

This is the neutral condition. The children have no information about the girl and are 

just rating her physical appearance. They will work out the mean score for the whole 

class. 

 

They will then create two further conditions.  

 

In the positive condition, they will create a positive story about the girl.  

 

In the negative condition they will create a mean story about the girl. 

 

They will then go out to collect their own data asking other children to rate the 

photograph. Half of the class will read the negative story before asking someone to 

rate how pretty they think the girl is. Half of the class will read the positive story to 

someone before asking someone to rate the photograph. They may also want to collect 

data on the person doing the rating – how old are they? Are they boys or girls?  

 

It is important that the children who are rating the photograph do not know about the 

purpose of the study so they will need to be from a different class. It is also important 

that they only rate the photograph once, either in the positive or negative condition.  

 

 The children will then work out the mean attractiveness score for the positive 

condition and the negative condition and plot the mean scores on a bar graph next to 

the their own mean score for the neutral condition. Did their stories influence how 

people think? 

 

Lesson Plans 

 

This study will take approximately 4 lessons 

 

Lesson 1. Introduction 

 

Class Discussion:  

Can you change how people think? Is it possible to do this without them knowing? 

When might this happen in everyday life? Adverts? 

How do we decide if we like someone or not? 

 



Practical 

 

Create a rating scale of 1-10 – what words would be at either extreme?, what words 

would be in the middle? 

 

Example: 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Really   Not very In the  Quite   Really, really  

Ugly  Pretty  middle  pretty   pretty 

 

Once you have the rating scale, each individual in the class should use their rating 

scale to rate the photograph on a scale of 1-10.  

 

Work out the class mean score. 

 

Discussion: What did they base their judgements on?  

 

Lesson 2: Story Time 

 

In this lesson the children will be divided into two groups. Group one will make up a 

positive story about the girl in the photograph. Group two will make up a negative 

story. 

 

Both stories will start  

 

This is Hannah. She is eleven years old. … 

 

The positive and negative stories should be realistic and reflect examples of good and 

bad behaviour that the children encounter in their everyday lives. An example of a 

positive story may be that Hannah shared her packed lunch when her friend forgot 

hers, a negative story might be that Hannah was picking her nose in assembly 

yesterday.  

 

Lesson 3: Data Collection 

 

Divide the class into two (positive and negative groups) and send them out to collect 

their data. They should read their stories to their ‘subjects’ and then ask them to rate 

the photograph of Hannah using their rating scale. They should also note down how 

old the person rating is and their gender. The more ratings they get the better! 

 

Lesson 4: Analysis and Interpretation 

 

Work out the mean scores for the group who heard the positive story and the group 

who heard the negative story. Plot these scores on a bar chart. Did your stories 

influence how attractive people found Hannah? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Is how nice you are as a person actually related to how pretty you are on the outside? 

Why do people get these things mixed up? 

 

Extra Activities  

 

Is there a difference in the ratings between boys and girls?  

Plot the means. 

Are boys or girls more susceptible to positive or negative stories? 

 

Learning Opportunities 

 

1. Learning to construct and use rating scales (maths) 

2. Creative writing (literacy) 

3. Calculating means (maths) 

4. Data collection (science) 

5. Creating bar graphs (maths) 

6. Interpreting data (science) 

7. Discussion of results (PSHE) 
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