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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 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. 

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 2 asked for findings from research into daily hassles, so 
descriptions of methods were not creditworthy. Similarly, Question 6 asked why failing to gain 
informed consent was an ethical issue, not what it is or why it occurs. 

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. Far too many students 
just stop in mid sentence when they get to the end of the space, without any indication that they 
have continued on an additional page. Students also need to number each question on the 
additional page in order to ensure that examiners can determine where an answer begins and 
ends. 

Handwriting has become a real issue and an increasing number of answers were so difficult to 
read that marking the responses was very challenging. Legible handwriting becomes even more of 
an issue when students are referring to a specific letter (eg Type A or Type B). If an examiner 
cannot decipher which letter the student is using, then the whole meaning of their answer is 
jeopardised. 

Students need to be reminded that they must read each question carefully and do exactly what it 
asks. Many students wasted time by writing irrelevant material before getting to the point. For 
example, Question 7 did not ask for a description of ethical issues, or why deception might be 
necessary. What it required was an explanation of ways of dealing with ethical issues. 
 
 
Section A   Biological Psychology 

Questions 1(a), 1(b), 1(c) and 1(d) 
 
This question examined students’ knowledge and understanding of correlations. Most were able to 
identify the correct scattergram and they were also able to outline a weakness of using 
correlations. However, many did not seem to understand that the ‘type of relationship’ refers to 
whether the relationship is positive or negative. As in previous years, students find outlining a 
strength much more difficult than outlining a weakness. Better answers referred to the fact that 
since no variables were manipulated, such research was ethical, particularly when looking at stress 
and health. Others commented on the fact that if a correlation was found, it could be the starting 
point for further experimental research.  



REPORT ON THE EXAMINATION – A-LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY SPECIFICATION A – PSYA2 – JUNE 2015 

 

 4 of 7  

 

Question 2 
 
The main difficulty students seemed to have with this question was focusing on the findings. 
Instead they wrote lengthy descriptions of procedures. They also found it difficult to focus on daily 
hassles, instead they wrote only about uplifts or life changes, instead of findings about their 
relationship with hassles. Better answers used research such as De Longis et al, Bouteyre et al 
and Gervais, demonstrating a good understanding of the findings of such research. 
 
 
Questions 3(a) and 3(b) 
 
Question 3(a) was correctly answered by the majority of students, with the personality type of each 
student being correctly identified. 
 
The difficulty in Question 3(b) was engaging with the stem. It was not sufficient to merely repeat 
that Caro was type A. Students had to demonstrate that they had used relevant aspects of the 
stem to reach this conclusion. This was an applied question and while many students could 
describe in detail a relevant study (usually Friedman and Rosenman’s Western Collaborative 
Study) they were unable to use it to justify their decision. Students have to select the appropriate 
research and then apply it to the stem, skills that students find difficult. 
 
 
Question 4 
 
This was another applied question, again looking for two skills. Students needed to be able to 
select appropriate elements from the stem (actively engage) and then use relevant research in 
their explanation. Simply stating that Janet has no control at work was not engaging. However, 
explaining that she has little control because the success of the project depends on other people 
demonstrates her lack of control and is explicitly engaged. Once again students needed to select 
appropriate research and refer to the relevant aspects of the research. Relatively few students 
realised that they could use research into life changes in their answers and not merely refer to 
work place stress. Two key events on the social readjustment rating scale are marriage and 
holidays, both were mentioned in the stem. 
 
It was surprising to see reference to Brady’s monkeys once again, given the comments made in 
last year’s report on the exam relating to Question 2. 
 
 
Question 5 
 
This was a very straightforward question and many students gained full marks, demonstrating very 
good, detailed knowledge of SIT. Such answers demonstrated an understanding of the three main 
stages involved and made good use of relevant terminology. Some students outlined hardiness 
training, which while being creditworthy, seldom gained many marks simply due to lack of accurate 
detail. Students who outlined CBT, rather than SIT, usually did not do well, as they were unable to 
make it explicitly relevant to stress management. 
 
As the question only asked for an outline, students who evaluated their method gained no 
additional marks for this. 
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Section B   Social Psychology 
 
Questions 6a and 6b 
 
Many students gained full marks on this question. However, far too many students felt that they 
had to first explain what informed consent was, how it might occur that psychologists fail to obtain 
it, and the relationship of informed consent and deception, before finally answering the question. 
Such students wasted valuable time writing lengthy answers that were not relevant to the question. 
Being able to focus explicitly on the requirements of each question and to write a concise answer 
are very important skills. Better answers referred to a participant’s ability to protect themselves, 
and that they might not have wanted to take part if they had known the full details. 
 
 
Question 7 
 
Another ethics question that demonstrated very good understanding from the majority of students. 
They were able to go beyond simply using a debrief and explain the use of ethical committees, 
presumptive consent, retrospective consent and the right to withdraw (both during the experiment 
itself and afterwards, by removing their data). Some students wasted time by explaining what the 
issue was rather than how to deal with it. Another problem was the confusion between a brief and 
a debrief. 
 
 
Question 8 
 
This was a challenging question, and most students simply stated what each was, but not what the 
difference was. Better answers focused on choice as the difference: with conformity there is choice 
about whether to follow the group but with obedience there is usually very little choice. Others 
referred to the hierarchy or status: with conformity it occurs among peers or equals while with 
obedience it is with an authority figure, someone with higher status. 
 
 
Questions 9(a) and 9(b) 
 
There was a very wide range of answers for both 9(a) and 9(b), from the excellent, accurate and 
detailed explanations, to those where the student clearly did not know what each term meant. 
Where examples were used they seldom added much unless they referred to studies and how the 
findings explicitly illustrated the terms. 
 
When explaining what is meant by normative social influence, students could have referred to the 
need to be liked, that it was a public but not private change of behaviour and that it was a more 
temporary form of social influence, existing only as long as the group was present. 
 
When explaining what is meant by informational social influence, students could have referred to it 
occurring through a desire to be right, it was both a public and private change of behaviour and 
was a more permanent change, lasting even without the presence of the group. 
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Questions 10(a), 10(b) and 10(c) 
 
Students found it easier to identify Kieran as having an internal locus of control than they did Zach 
having an external locus of control. Most were able to correctly identify that the boy with the 
internal locus of control would be the one most likely to resist the pressure to conform. However, 
few were then able to explain why this might be. Few students could explain that those with an 
internal locus of control were able to make decisions for themselves, were less likely to seek 
approval from others or look to them for guidance, consequently were less likely to conform. 
Students who used research often used studies linked to resisting obedience rather than 
conformity, or reference to other behaviours such as altruism. 
 
A significant minority misread the question and explained which boy would be more likely to 
conform. 
 
Question 11 
 
This question had been asked before, but there were still some serious misconceptions about the 
meaning of social change. Better answers were able to explain that social change usually starts 
with a minority who possess certain characteristics (consistent, flexible, non-dogmatic, etc). If the 
minority can be seen to have suffered in some way for their beliefs they will be even more 
persuasive. Through the snowball effect the minority becomes the majority and finally through 
social crypto-amnesia, the original source of the change is forgotten. Lengthy descriptions of 
Moscovici’s experiments did not gain many marks, although reference to his conclusions could be 
used effectively. Real world examples were usually not very well used; they were not used to 
demonstrate how social change occurred, merely to indicate that it had happened. 
 
 
Section C Individual Differences 
 
Question 12 
 
Cultural relativism was the limitation most often used, but few students could go beyond stating 
that it was a limitation. Some students made reference to this being a very Western definition and 
that certain criteria, such as autonomy, are not valued in non-Western cultures. Other answers 
considered how demanding the criteria are and how difficult they are for most people to meet, 
resulting in the majority being defined as abnormal. 
 
Question 13 
 
Apart from the small minority of students who outlined the wrong approach, the main problem with 
this question was the lengthy descriptions of classical conditioning, including detailed accounts of 
Watson and Rayner’s Little Albert study. Such answers failed to address the requirement to 
provide an explanation of psychopathology and sometimes these answers failed to even mention 
Little Albert’s phobia. There was also real confusion with the mechanisms of social learning theory 
as a way of acquiring a phobia. Students described how a child will see their mother scream when 
she sees a spider, so the child will associate fear with a spider. This is not how social learning 
theory would explain the acquisition of a phobia. The child has to see the role model being 
rewarded for the behaviour, which then motivates the child to copy it. 
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Better answers included the overarching principles of the behavioural approach and explained 
clearly how types of learning can explain the acquisition of different forms of psychopathology. 
Answers in the top bands also used relevant therapy appropriately, having first explained their 
underlying rationale. 
 
 
Question 14 
 
Students produced some excellent answers in response to this question. They could evaluate 
psychoanalysis in terms of length of time, cost, motivation of patient, type of patient and/or 
disorder, as well as a comparison with other therapies. There was some confusion with ethical 
issues. While bringing back repressed memories might indeed be distressing to a patient, it is not 
unethical, but an integral part of the treatment. Possibly a more unethical aspect would be the 
issue of false memories. 
 
Some students felt they had to describe what was involved in the treatment, rather than evaluate it. 
Once again illustrating the importance of reading the question carefully. 
 
 
Question 15 
 
This was a very accessible question, with the majority of students offering two therapies, drugs and 
ECT. While there was sometimes slight confusion over the action of drugs, those who linked them 
to specific disorders such as schizophrenia or depression could do so accurately. ECT was on the 
whole outlined well, which increased the AO1 marks beyond basic. 
 
The commentary was mostly generic, referring to biological therapies being quick, their side 
effects, addiction, tolerance, treating symptoms not cause, etc. However, presenting a range of 
points resulted in many students accessing marks above the basic band. Some students also 
offered psychosurgery as one of their biological therapies. It was apparent that there were some 
extremely ill informed students, with no knowledge or understanding of modern techniques. These 
students only appeared to know about the very early and crude operations carried out over forty 
years ago. Psychosurgery (or neurosurgery) nowadays can include operations such as the bilateral 
cingulotomy, for disorders such as OCD. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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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