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Unit 1 (PSYA1) 

Cognitive Psychology, Developmental Psychology and Research 
Methods 

General 

Despite the lack of a January module this year, students seemed well prepared for this 
examination and there was an overall improvement in performance. Perhaps although students 
had more to learn, the fact that they had studied psychology for longer meant that they had a better 
understanding of the subject and the standard required. 
 
At this level students are not required to have extensive knowledge of a wide range of research, 
but they do need to be able to provide answers which are accurate and reasonably detailed. When 
referring to research studies, although it is not essential to provide the researcher’s name, this 
does help the examiner identify the study. This was particularly relevant in question 10 where it 
was sometimes difficult to identify the study of day care being described. 
 
As reported previously, the AS papers are marked online and it is very important that students 
write clearly and follow the instructions on the front of the paper. The instruction is to answer the 
question in the space provided. This means answers should be written on the lines, including extra 
space, for each question. There should be enough space for the length of answer required. The 
best advice for students who need to write more than the space given allows, is to use the 
additional pages, but make sure that they inform the examiner that they have done so. A simple 
“continued” or “see extra page” will suffice and the continuation answer should have a question 
number associated with it. Failure to follow this instruction makes accurate marking more difficult. 
A real concern was the minority of students whose writing was so poor that it was difficult or 
impossible to decipher the content of some answers. In some cases handwriting was very small or 
answers seem to have been written in very faint pen.  
 
 
Section A   Cognitive Psychology and Research Methods 
 
Question 1 
 
‘Capacity’ and ‘duration’ were correctly identified by virtually all students.  
 
Question 2a 
 
Some students scored only one mark due to repetition of the point rather than elaboration eg “you 
can control the variables so that everything is controlled”. 
 
Question 2b 
 
The majority of students were able to produce a non-directional hypothesis. There was a small 
minority of directional, null and correlational hypotheses. Operationalisation of the IV was generally 
better than operationalisation of the DV, where just referring to memory recall was not sufficiently 
accurate.   
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Question 2c 
 
The majority of students identified repeated measures design and were able to evaluate the design 
with some elaboration. Some made two brief points about repeated measures designs, but failed to 
elaborate either, thus failing to gain the fourth mark for this question. Some failed to take into 
account the nature of this experiment – eg suggesting that participants would be bored when 
recalling two lists of letters. A few did not name the design correctly, but were credited for showing 
understanding of this experiment. Some students failed to recognise the term “experimental 
design” and justified the choice of a laboratory experiment. 
 
Question 2d 
 
Some students struggled to express their ideas clearly, resulting in some muddled explanations. 
Answers such as random sampling contains ‘a mixture of people’, or ‘all ages and genders’, were 
not creditworthy. These points are merely descriptive and do not explain the benefits of random 
sampling. Credit was given where reference to the drawbacks of opportunity sampling was 
addressed. Some answers misrepresented opportunity sampling as volunteer sampling which was 
not creditworthy. 
 
Question 2e 
 
A number of students did not read the question carefully. Students were being asked to interpret 
the scores with reference to encoding. In some answers the mean scores in the table were 
summarised or interpreted without reference to what the scores ‘suggest about encoding in STM’. 
Some students did respond to the question well, noting the impact of acoustic encoding on the 
acoustically similar and acoustically dissimilar sounding lists of letters.  
 
Question 2f 
 
A substantial minority of students did not attempt this question. However, there were some good 
answers which referred to the consistency or reliability of scores in the lower standard deviation 
condition. In general students either knew what was meant by standard deviation and gained both 
marks, or they had no idea what SD meant, merely stating the deviation differed between the 
conditions.  
 
Question 3 
 
This question was fairly well answered, although some students could have done more to outline 
the visuo-spatial sketchpad than simply say that it encoded visual and spatial material.  For a few 
students, being directed to specific features of the working memory model was challenging if their 
knowledge was largely limited to naming parts of the model. The question did seem to  prompt 
students to write about the relevant theory so  there was much less confusion with the multi-store 
model than has been the case in the past. 
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Question 4 
 
This question required students to apply their knowledge to a novel situation. The key to success 
was to think about how strategies of memory improvement would work with the example given. It is 
worth noting that visual strategies, such as Method of Loci are based on creating a visual linkage 
to cue recall, so just suggesting that the word, eg evolution, should be placed in the kitchen is not 
going to act as a cue to recall unless there is a visual link.  Students made good use of acronyms 
and acrostics and most did make some attempt to relate strategies to the features of Bowlby’s 
theory.   
 
Question 5 
 
Many students were able to give at least a generally accurate outline of research studies into the 
accuracy of eye witness testimony and provide at least a basic evaluation, although some knew so 
much AO1 that they forgot to put in AO2. Evaluation was more effective if it engaged with specific 
elements of the studies outlined rather than being a, generic statement about the reliability and 
validity of any laboratory based study.  Many students made good use of the contrasting findings of 
research in their evaluation and some also considered the implications of the research they cited. 
In some essays, however, evaluation was confined to generalisations about laboratory research 
lacking ecological validity or samples being unrepresentative with little attempt at elaboration. 
 
For many students this more open question allowed them to introduce any of the factors affecting 
eyewitness testimony (EWT) that they had studied, and so gave them the opportunity to do very 
well. 
 
 
Section B   Developmental Psychology and Research Methods 
 
Question 6a 
 
There were some good answers outlining the role of classical conditioning with unconditioned and 
conditioned stimuli and responses correctly linked to the explanation of attachments in infants. 
Some students showed good understanding of operant conditioning and were able to explain the 
role of drive reduction and/or negative reinforcement.  A few responses just referred to Pavlov’s or 
Skinner’s work thus failing to apply the principles of learning theory to the attachment of infants as 
required by the question.  
 
Question 6b 
 
This question required reference to one or more studies, so Bowlby’s theory of attachment was not 
creditworthy. When findings of a relevant study were presented they were not always used to 
explain why they presented a challenge to the learning theory of attachment. However, many 
students used Harlow’s study well, both the findings of the study and why they posed a challenge 
for the learning theory. Shaffer and Emerson was also used well. Reference to Lorenz was less 
effective - often a description of imprinting with little or no reference to why it challenged learning 
theory.  
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Question 7 
 
This question was usually well answered. Only a few students responded incorrectly by writing 
about insecure-avoidant attachment instead of insecure-resistant attachment. It was not necessary 
to explain the nature of secure attachment as this was given in the stem. Answers that were very 
brief, eg “the child would cry when left alone”, needed some elaboration in order to gain full credit.  
 
Question 8a 
 
This was a straightforward question for many students. Some, however, focused on the similarity in 
secure attachment. Where interpretation was based on the results in the table, marks were 
awarded. Where interpretation was based on students’ knowledge of qualitative differences in 
attachment between countries, eg in Germany insecure-avoidant attachment is more common, 
marks were not given, as this was not what the question asked about. Given that the table 
contained several numbers illustrating cultural variation and given that it was a two mark question, 
students needed to give two illustrations of cultural variation, using or interpreting the figures from 
the table. 
 
Question 8b 
 
A significant number of students failed to read the question carefully and displayed data for secure 
as well as insecure attachment, thus limiting the maximum available mark to two. Some students 
did not  label the bar chart sufficiently by failing to identify A, B and C as countries or by using 
abbreviations for insecure-resistant and insecure avoidant, then failing to give a key explaining the 
abbreviations 
 
Question 9a 
 
Answered well. 
 
Question 9b 
 
Answers usually focused on the limitation of not being able to identify cause and effect from 
correlation studies but some elaboration was needed in order to gain two marks. Better answers 
linked this, for example, to the lack of manipulation of an independent variable (IV). Just saying 
correlation measures a relationship does not explain a limitation, it merely describes correlation so 
was not creditworthy.  
 
Question 9c 
 
Many students found it easier to explain an ethical issue than a methodological issue. One ethical 
issue sometimes chosen ie protection from harm, needed to be justified in order to be creditworthy. 
Sometimes it was mistakenly stated that debriefing needed to take place with parents before the 
study in order to gain informed consent.  
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Question 9d 
 
There were some very good responses to this question with students making effective use of 
research by Hodges and Tizard, Rutter or the Robertsons. 
 
Some students, however, failed to give the level of detail required for full marks.  A minority were 
able to suggest effects of institutional care but failed to refer to relevant research in their answer. 
Some students wrote about day care rather than institutional care, or included cases which were 
not appropriate for institutional care, eg Genie. 
 
Question 10 
 
Where students were able to focus on one identifiable study, giving reasonable detail of how the 
study was carried out and what was found, they gained full marks. The question specifically asked 
about ‘how the study was carried out’, as well as findings, and some students failed to address 
both parts, without which they could not gain full marks.  
 
Question 11 
 
Some answers were very well thought out and focused on changes to hospital visiting, adoption 
and day care practice linked to relevant attachment research.  Again, this was a question which 
needed careful reading. A number of responses simply focused on outlining what is good practice 
in child care settings but failed to gain full credit as their answers lacked focus on attachment, eg 
suggesting stimulating activities and the necessity of OFSTED inspection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mark Ranges and Award of Grades 
 
Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the Results Statistics 
page of the AQA Website. 

 

Converting Marks into UMS marks 
 
Convert raw marks into Uniform Mark Scale (UMS) marks by using the link below. 

 
UMS conversion calculator   

 

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/uniform-mark-scale/convert-marks-to-ums

	A-LEVEL
	Unit 1 (PSYA1)
	Cognitive Psychology, Developmental Psychology and Research Methods
	General




