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Unit 2 (PSYA2) 

Biological Psychology, Social Psychology and Individual Differences 

General 

Although the following general advice was given in previous reports, it is being repeated again as 
some schools and colleges do not seem to have received it and some teachers do not seem to 
have passed this on to their students. 
    
As students write their answers in the booklet, they should be guided by the space provided.  
Students (and teachers) should be reassured that it is perfectly possible to gain full marks in the 
space provided, often without the need to use the extra space. So if only three or four lines have 
been given, then this is all that would be expected for the allocated marks; an accurate and 
concise answer can gain just as many marks as one that uses the extra space but is less focused.  
It is possible that many students who are writing too much probably do not read the question 
carefully.  
 
It is clear that some very well informed students are not gaining full marks because they are simply 
not doing what the question asks. It was more apparent this year that an increasing number of 
students were using the wrong material or not making their material relevant to the specific 
question. For example, Question 6 asked about independent behaviour, so detailed descriptions of 
internal and external locus of control without any link to independent behaviour was not an 
effective use of the material. Similarly, in Question 8 the focus should have been on how ethical 
issues are dealt with, not on what they are or why they arise. 
 
The AS papers are marked online and teachers need to explain to their students the process of 
scanning and clipping. Examiners do not see whole scripts, but only the clipped part of the 
question they are marking. Examiners will not see anything that is written outside of the lines or 
margins, and therefore the clipped area. 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. 
   
Handwriting has become a real issue and an increasing number of answers were so difficult to 
read that it was very hard to award marks. Legible handwriting becomes even more of an issue 
when students are referring to a specific letter (eg Type A or Type B; drug A or drug B). If an 
examiner cannot decipher which letter the student is using, then the whole meaning of their answer 
is jeopardised.  
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Section A   Biological Psychology 
 
Question 1 
 
Most students were able to select an appropriate study and accurately outline relevant aspects.  
The more popular studies were Kiecolt-Glaser’s medical students and Cohen’s study on the cold.  
These were usually presented as very accurate and detailed answers. Unfortunately a significant 
number of students combined elements from two or more studies and presented it as if it were one 
study, resulting in very few marks being given. Students must also learn to select carefully; not all 
studies into stress are relevant here, only those that specifically investigate the immune system 
received credit. So studies into workplace stress, or life events were not relevant. 
 
Question 2 
 
This was an applied question, so students need to be able to select the relevant aspects from the 
stem and then use their knowledge of workplace stress to explain these aspects. Two skills were 
being assessed, engaging with the stem and using relevant research. Students could make a case 
for either of the women in the stem being more likely to experience the negative effects, but those 
who wrote about both women, only received credit for one. 
 
It was disappointing to see that Brady’s executive monkeys had made a return this year. This was 
not a study into workplace stress and students, who attempted to use it, received no credit at all. 
 
Question 3 
 
There was a great range of responses to this question, but students who chose to write about 
Friedman & Rosenman’s Western Collaborative study or Kobasa & Maddi’s study of businessmen, 
usually did well. They were able to accurately describe these studies and then show how 
personality type influenced response to stress. Other students were also able to make use of the 
follow-up study by Ragland & Brand and the research by Bartone on Gulf war soldiers. While some 
of the AO2 was at times slightly generic and almost speculative, better answers were able to use 
research to support or challenge findings, or to show the practical application of stress 
management, such as hardiness training. 
 
Teachers should be reassured, that an accurate account of one relevant study, together with 
informed commentary could potentially receive marks in the top bands. 
 
Question 4 
 
It was pleasing to see that students answering this data response question generally did so with 
confidence. They were using the data effectively and reaching appropriate decisions about what 
the data showed. There were a range of points that could have been made, for example: all three 
methods work at reducing stress; stress inoculation therapy (SIT) was the best long-term method; 
there was little difference between the two drugs at the end of the six weeks. The only problem for 
some students was that they went beyond the data and offered conclusions that were not based on 
the data in the question. 
 
 
 
 



REPORT ON THE EXAMINATION – A-LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY SPECIFICATION A – 2180 – JUNE 2014 

 

 5 of 8  

 

 
Section B   Social Psychology 
 
Question 5 
 
A very straightforward question and one in which the majority of students performed well, many 
achieving full marks. In this 2-mark question, examples often added very little to the answer and 
students would be best advised to simply explain what it is. They could refer to both a public and 
private change in behaviour, a more permanent type of change, existing even when the group is 
not present. 
 
Question 6 
 
Many students found this a challenging question and seemed unable to go much beyond stating 
that people with an internal locus of control were more independent than those with an external 
locus of control. They seemed unaware of the mechanisms that underpinned independent 
behaviour. 
 
The main problem for many students was offering lengthy descriptions of the types of locus of 
control, but with no link to independent behaviour. 
 
Question 7 
 
Most students were able to correctly select which answer was true or false. Unfortunately a vast 
number of students were unable to follow the instructions requiring them to tick whether the 
definition is true or false. Students sometimes crossed the false answer and ticked the correct 
answer on each line, or crossed only the false answers but failed to tick anything. Following the 
instructions of a question is also part of exam skills that students should be encouraged to practice. 
 
Question 8 
 
As previously mentioned, this was a good example of where students simply did not read the 
question carefully. They were required to explain how ethical issues are dealt with, but not to write 
about why ethical issues arise, or what are ethical issues. Students wasted time and space by 
describing the issue, or justifying the issue (Milgram had to deceive his participants because…). 
This question explicitly required the focus to be on dealing with ethical issues. 
  
Better answers focused on the importance of providing a thorough debrief and knowing what was 
involved in such a debrief, reminding participants of their right to withdraw (both themselves and 
their data), the use of presumptive consent and of ethical committees. However, students should 
avoid lists, since the question asks for an explanation, which involves some detail. 
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Question 9 
 
Although the question was very clear, many students couldn’t help themselves but go into lengthy 
accounts of Milgram’s procedures. It was as if they missed the key word “evaluate”. However, 
those who appreciated that this question wanted them to evaluate were able to consider factors 
such as the sample (volunteer, androcentric, ethnocentric); validity (internal, external, population) 
as well the strengths of this method such as control and replicability. 
 
Unfortunately, far too many students knew the terminology, but not what it meant nor how it could 
be applied to this question. There was considerable confusion over terms such as ecological 
validity, internal validity and mundane realism. 
 
Question 10 
 
The majority of answers to this question focused on “why obey the head teacher” instead of “ why 
disobey the fellow pupil”. Even though the question asked why someone would be less likely to 
obey, students ignored this and focused on why people would obey. Consequently, very few 
students gained many marks on this question. Although credit could be given to answers where a 
comparison was made between the two people giving the order, the focus needed to be on 
disobeying. Many students managed to write a whole answer on obedience, without any reference 
to disobedience. 
 
When referring to psychological research to support an explanation, the relevant aspects of the 
research must be used. For example, Bickman’s study demonstrated that when the person giving 
the order was not in some form of uniform, there was less obedience. However, if this is linked to 
the stem, then both pupils are in fact wearing a uniform, so the use of Bickman is not effective.  
Better answers made use of legitimate authority (as seen in Milgram’s variations, or by referring to 
the illusion of authority in the Bickman study) and the fact that a fellow pupil would not have this 
type of authority. 
 
 
Section C   Individual Differences 
 
Question 11a 
 
Again, it was so important that students read each question carefully. This applied question had 
two parts, firstly to identify a definition and then to apply it to the stem. Identify should indicate to 
students that all they had to do was indicate or name or otherwise merely identify the definition. It 
did not ask for a lengthy description of the definition. Having selected their definition, they needed 
to then apply it to the appropriate elements of the stem. For example, one of the requirements of 
Failure to Function Adequately (FFA) definition is to be able to hold down a job. Since Liam was 
often late for work, this threatened his ability to keep his job. 
 
Many students could identify a definition, but were unable to apply it to the stem. Others muddled 
two definitions (FFA and Definition of Ideal Mental Health (DIMH)) resulting in a very confused 
answer. There was also a minority, who did not read the question carefully and chose deviation 
from social norms. 
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Question 11b 
 
The most usual limitation offered was that of cultural relativism; but for many students having 
stated that the definition suffers from cultural relativism, they could go no further. Few could say 
that the definition may only apply to one culture and not others and therefore it is not a universal 
definition. 
 
Question 12 
 
While there were some excellent, detailed answers that described the psychodynamic approach to 
psychopathology, for many students the problem was that there was no reference to 
psychopathology. Students wrote at length about this approach, covering psychosexual stages of 
development, the role of the unconscious and the tripartite personality, without any attempt to use 
this to explain psychopathology. Such answers gained very little credit. Students need to be able to 
select appropriate material and to write about it succinctly. Some attempts to link to abnormality 
were dubious; for example, fixation at the oral stage leads to smoking. It is debatable whether or 
not smoking constitutes an abnormality. 
 
Question 13 
 
Many students showed a very good understanding of biological therapies, particularly the mode of 
action of some of the drugs. However, they needed to be selective when referring to those drugs 
that are also used for stress management. While benzodiazepines (BZs) are clearly relevant, due 
to their action on gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) and the reduction of anxiety, beta-blockers 
(BBs) are not used to treat abnormality and are not relevant in this question. There were some very 
detailed and accurate outlines of ECT, which often received full marks. Some students merely 
listed points in answer to this question. This is not an effective way of ‘outlining’ a therapy. 
 
Again, students should be advised, that the amount of space given in the booklet was plenty for a 
4-mark question. Many wrote at great length in the blank space under the lines provided, often 
adding very little to the detail they had already provided in the space given. 
 
Question 14 
 
This was a good example of a question where legible handwriting was essential. Examiners have 
to be able to determine whether the student was referring to Drug A or Drug B, because different 
conclusions were reached for each one. There were some excellent answers, from students who 
clearly understood what the graph was illustrating. However, students must take care not to go 
beyond conclusions that could be drawn from this graph. They need to be careful not to bring in 
knowledge from elsewhere. 
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Question 15 
 
At the top end of the mark range, were some excellent answers from students who clearly 
understood what is involved in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and were able to apply it very 
effectively to Amy’s specific situation. They were able to refer to different types of disputing, or to 
use the ABC model to explain to Amy where her irrational thoughts came from and how to change 
them. At the lower end, were answers that showed no understanding of how CBT could change 
her thoughts. Such answers often merely described the ABC model (rather than use it). Other 
students tried to use stress inoculation therapy (SIT) instead and again, they were unable to 
explain how it would help Amy. Students should be aware that SIT is used to help manage stress, 
while CBT is to help deal with psychopathology. Given that both SIT and CBT are explicitly named 
on the specification, it is expected that students are familiar with both these treatments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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
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