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General Comments 

 
In this sitting of the PSYA3 examination there was the usual range of answers. Many students 
showed clear evidence of effective teaching leading to full understanding of relevant material. 
However in this series it was more common for students to be over-prepared, and students from 
the same centre to present identical material in the same sequence and structured in the same 
way. This approach to preparing students frequently means the student fails to address the specific 
question requirements and is unable to demonstrate full understanding.  
 
An associated issue is that some centres are now placing more emphasis on systematic use of 
issues/debates/approaches (IDA) as the main route to AO2/3 credit, and less emphasis on using 
research findings in evaluation. As most approaches/theories in psychology can be placed 
somewhere on the nature/nurture dimension or on the free will/determinism dimension some 
centres encourage students to use this as a standard IDA. Eg  ‘This theory is on the nurture side of 
the nature/nurture debate. It can be contrasted with the biological approach which is on the nature 
side’. When this argument is used in each question in each script it becomes repetitive and reflects 
only a narrow range of material. Of course examiners will credit such material to the extent that it 
reflects sound understanding of relevant material, but often there would be more appropriate IDA 
commentary for a given question. Competent students should be able to cope with a wider range 
of IDA and be confident to select IDA that are explicitly relevant and to use them appropriately. 
 
It was reassuring that the use of practical applications as IDA showed some increase this year. 
Awareness of evolutionary influences on eating behaviour in relation to diet programmes, 
environmental influences on gender schema in relation to sex role stereotyping, or the application 
of Selman’s perspective taking stages to develop children’s awareness of others in clinical settings, 
were all examples of where students demonstrated real understanding of the material. 
 
Students also had problems identifying appropriate AO2/3 material outside of IDA. Where a 
question focused on theories/explanations, research findings were the most appropriate route to 
evaluation, but these were often given only limited attention. In questions on theories/explanations 
students often prefer to give methodological evaluation of the studies however such evaluation can 
only receive credit if the implications for the theory/explanation are made clear and explicit, and 
this was rare. To do it effectively students need to understand issues of reliability and validity which 
are themselves difficult concepts. A more effective route, and one that is actually easier for 
students, is to discuss findings of a wider range of studies. Of course, in questions focusing on 
research studies, methodological evaluation is fully creditable. 
 
To close on a positive note, there is a great deal of effective teaching on this unit leading to 
excellent performance from some students. The emphasis on over-preparation probably benefits 
weaker students, but in some cases it may prevent good students from demonstrating their full 
understanding of the material. 
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Topic:  Biological Rhythms and Sleep 

Question 01 

This was answered well on the whole, with many students able to detail the characteristics of key 
stages in the lifespan development of sleep. These included the first months and years, the 
adolescent period, and middle/old age. There was often reference to specific changes in REM, 
light slow wave sleep (SWS) and deep SWS. Weaker answers ignored the ‘changes’ element and 
focused on one stage only. 
 
Question 02 

There were a range of answers to this question. At the top end students were clear on the separate 
roles of SWS and REM, and could outline the differences between Oswald and Horne’s theories. 
Research evidence was used effectively. Studies included marathon runners, REM rebound after 
sleep deprivation, the long term consequences of total sleep deprivation in animals, and human 
case studies of prolonged sleep deprivation. Findings were linked back to theory, with even the 
case studies of Tripp and Gardner discussed in the context of Horne’s ideas on the cognitive 
functions of sleep. Weaker answers focused on methodological evaluation of studies with no 
reference to theory or to the possible separate functions of REM and SWS.  
 
Ecological/evolutionary ideas were occasionally used as effective evaluation of restoration 
approaches, but more often the different approaches were muddled. Effective IDA was rare, with 
‘reductionism’ and ‘determinism’ thrown in with little evidence of understanding. ‘Reductionism’ in 
particular should be very relevant in this area. 
 

Topic:  Perceptions 

Question 03 

As usual this topic was not popular but answers were of a generally high standard, with reference 
to Gibson’s emphasis on bottom up processes, optic flow, texture gradients and affordances. The 
accuracy of detail varied, but many students achieved full marks on this question. Confusion 
between Gibson and Gregory was rare. 
 
 
Question 4 

Outlines of Gregory’s theory were less impressive, although at the top end students did refer to top 
down processes with clear examples (hypothesis testing, learning and memory, motivation, 
perceptual set, etc). However, unlike some other topics, most answers referred to a range of 
research evidence. This varied from more historical work on motivation and perceptual set to 
Gregory’s own studies on visual illusions. Cross-cultural work was also popular and students could 
usually use findings effectively and relevantly. Perhaps as Gibson’s views had been outlined in 
Question 03 they not often used to evaluate Gregory’s theory, though this would have been a 
creditworthy approach.  
 
Relevant comments on the limitations of Gregory’s theory – such as the robustness of visual 
illusions and the general stability of perception in the real world – were quite common. The 
evaluation for this question was often impressive. 
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Topic:  Relationships 

Question 05 

This was an extremely popular question with a range of answers. At the top end students could 
provide the evolutionary imperatives for males and females with reference to anisogamy and the 
female commitment to prenatal and postnatal care. Many answers were able to refer to the 
immaturity of the human baby at birth and the increased demands this placed on the mother. There 
were many sensible discussions of the issues of parental certainty, cuckoldry and infidelity. The 
best answers placed these in the context of sex differences in parental investment, but weaker 
answers tended to lose focus on the question. 
 
Research evidence is plentiful in this area, but students needed to maintain the focus on parental 
investment. Studies on mate choice or gender differences in attitudes to casual sex are relevant to 
sex differences in parental investment but many answers failed to make this clear , and so did not 
access all marks available. Similarly with gender differences in attitudes to sexual and emotional 
infidelity; some students were too keen to provide methodological evaluation of such studies 
without discussing their relevance to the question. However, many answers used studies on eg 
male readiness for parenthood, contradictory findings on attitudes of step-parents to step-children, 
and adoption, extremely effectively. 
 
General commentary on contemporary developments in relationships and parenting were often 
effective, especially when set in the context of the free will/determinism debate. Weaker answers 
asserted that Buss’s study of mate choice across 37cultures was culturally biased…. 
 
 
Topic:  Aggression 

Question 06 

This question required an outline of neural and/or hormonal mechanisms in aggression. Given the 
wide choice there were few instances of partial performance (covering only one mechanism). 
However, the majority of answers did refer to research evidence on the roles of eg serotonin, 
dopamine and testosterone in aggression. As the question was on ‘mechanisms’, such material 
was only creditworthy where it illustrated or expanded upon a particular mechanism eg the link 
between amygdala and prefrontal cortex. Incidentally, people with schizophrenia are not usually 
very aggressive and provide little support for a role for dopamine in aggression.  
 
There were some excellent outlines of the roles of serotonin, testosterone, cortisol, and 
amygdala/prefrontal systems in aggression. Where confusion occurred, it was usually in relation to 
brain structures and aggression, especially the role of the amygdala. 
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Question 07 

The popular choice for a social psychological theory of aggression was Bandura’s social learning 
theory (SLT). There was a clear centre effect in how well this was outlined. At the top end there 
was reference in many answers to observation, imitation, underlying cognitive and motivational 
process, vicarious and direct reward/punishment, role models, etc. Weaker answers were usually 
limited to observation and vicarious reward/reinforcement. However, this general improvement in 
AO1 material was often not followed through into the evaluation. For SLT this was too often limited 
to one or at the most two of Bandura’s own studies, followed by extensive methodological 
evaluation of these studies. Such evaluation was rarely linked back to implications for the theory 
and so earned few marks. 
 
Better answers had a wider range of research evidence and had a consistent focus on the theory. 
Alternative approaches/theories (deindividuation, biology/genetics) were sometimes used 
effectively, though students were prone to providing too much detail and evidence relating to the 
alternative theory, losing focus on the question. The free will/determinism debate was sometimes 
used effectively, with reference to responsibility for aggressive behaviour. 
 
Deindividuation was used by a significant number of students as their chosen theory. Although 
AO1 material is less accessible in this area there was a noticeable increase in the number of 
answers giving reasonable to sound detail of the processes underlying deindividuation. There is a 
wider range of relevant studies available; these include Zimbardo’s research, lynchings and crowd 
size, and meta-analyses of crowd behaviour. At the top end there was some very impressive 
discussion of the problem of disentangling deindividuation from role conformity. 
 
A significant minority of answers focused on institutional aggression. Theories such as importation 
and deprivation are not in themselves social psychological theories and such answers were only 
credited to the extent that there was some clear reference to social psychological factors. 
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Topic:  Eating Behaviour 

Question 08 

Although there was great variation in the quality of answers to this question on the whole this part 
of the Specification seems now to be taught more effectively. Better answers reviewed the 
evolutionary background to food preference ie the need in the environment of evolutionary 
adaptation (EEA) for calories (fats and carbohydrates such as sugar), protein (especially meat), 
salt, etc. They also covered the need to avoid toxic foods using bitter and sour receptors, and the 
adaptive significance of taste aversion learning. There was reference to a range of research 
studies, including food preferences in children and non-human primates, cross-cultural 
consistencies in food choice, and taste aversion learning in humans and non-human animals. 
Weaker students could often outline studies and their findings, but were sometimes confused over 
the implications of findings and their relevance to the evolutionary background. 
 
General commentary usually referred to the availability of food in current times and the loss of the 
evolutionary imperative for survival. There were frequent references to the obesity ‘epidemic’ but 
most answers did not link this effectively with evolutionary influences, although they may well have 
outlined the relevant research evidence earlier. Similarly some students referred to the ‘free will’ 
we apparently exercise today, contradicting the evidence they had presented earlier on the 
persistence of evolutionary influences on modern food preferences. This is an example of the 
‘either/or’ approach to IDA that reflects weak understanding of the issue/debate; the answer is 
often a mix of the two. A more effective route to IDA was the application of taste aversion learning, 
an evolutionary hangover, in minimising the disruptive effects of chemotherapy on the diet of 
cancer patients. 
 
The role of hypothalamic mechanisms was sometimes contrasted with the evolutionary approach 
to eating behaviour. However, evolutionary influences must operate through this system and so 
they are clearly interdependent rather than separate. 
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Topic:  Gender 

Question 09 

Gender schema theory (GST) is clearly a difficult area for some students. Descriptions of the 
theory ranged from the detailed to the rudimentary. Many answers failed to define ‘schema’, while 
others were unable to outline their origins or function. However, better answers showed good 
understanding of what schema were and their significance. They referred to environmental 
influences (parents, peers, media etc), the development of in-groups and out-groups, their 
resilience in the face of conflicting information, and their relation to learning and remembering 
gender-related information. 
 
Most students could refer to a range of research studies. However, the key to AO2/3 marks was 
the extent to which findings were related back to gender schema theory. Most effective were 
findings on in-groups and out-groups and memory for gender-related information. Less effective 
were discussions of stereotyping and ‘blue for boys and pink for girls’ approach; this can be directly 
linked to gender schema theory, but the link was not usually made and the discussion became too 
general. There were some good points made on the influence of parental schema and the rigidity 
(or not) of the child’s schema. 
 
A small minority of answers confused gender schema theory with Kohlberg’s model of gender 
development. However, comparison with Kohlberg was a route to AO2/3 marks, although extended 
comparison was rare; it was usually limited to the age at which gender identity develops. At the top 
end there was occasional but impressive discussion of gender schema theory, Kohlberg and the 
relative roles of cognition and motivation in the two theories. The most popular IDA was evidence 
for biological factors in gender development, as opposed to the social/cognitive approach of GST. 
This was usually reasonably effective, but sometimes students were carried away and provided 
overlong descriptions of some of the extreme case studies in this area, losing focus on GST. 
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Topic:  Intelligence and Learning 

Question 10 

Although not a popular topic, this area again provided an impressive range of relevant studies. 
Most students could outline six or more examples of research into intelligence in non-human 
animals. Popular were self-recognition in primates, elephants and dolphins, imitation and social 
learning, and Machiavellian intelligence (deception, forming alliances etc).  
 
Although AO1 was often impressive, AO2/3 was less so. Most answers focused on methodological 
evaluation of studies, which, while directly relevant as the question was on ‘studies’, is by its nature 
hard to sustain for 16 marks. More effective were discussions of how well concepts such as ‘theory 
of mind’ are operationalised in animal studies, and whether results could be explained using more 
basic processes such as conditioning. 
 
Although regularly emphasised in this report over the years, it is still extremely rare to find any 
broader debate of the whole nature of animal intelligence. Looking for theory of mind in animals is 
using a particularly human concept of ‘intelligence’. Might it be fairer to look at the problem solving 
abilities of eg primates, dolphins and birds, and relate them to the ecological niches they occupy? It 
is frustrating to read so many excellent accounts of research with non-human animals followed by 
narrow methodological evaluation that ignores the full significance of findings. 
 
 
Topic:  Cognition and Development 

Question 11 

There were some excellent answers to this question. Usually these focused on Selman’s stage 
theory of perspective taking, with accurate detail of all five stages, an understanding of the 
methods he used and the findings of relevant studies. Less impressive answers lacked accurate 
detail of the stages and did not fully understand how perspective taking developed. Some students 
discussed the application of Selman’s ideas in a clinical context, for instance helping the child with 
autism to develop some understanding of others, and received good AO2/3 marks. 
 
Also popular was Theory of Mind (ToM). One critical factor in awarding AO1 and AO2/3 marks to 
such answers was whether the emphasis was on understanding the self or understanding others. 
Development of ToM is thought to be an essential precursor to understanding others, but this link 
had to be explicit for marks to be awarded. Once the link had been made, then the answer could 
be developed using eg the Sally-Ann task, and how development of the understanding of others 
can go wrong eg in autism. There were some impressive answers comparing performance of 
neurotypical children and children with autism on Piaget’s three mountain task and the Sally-Ann 
task. 
 
The mirror neuron system in the brain is thought to be essential for the understanding of others, 
and so before it develops or if its development is impaired the child will show deficits in 
understanding others. Depending on how it was used this explanation for the development of 
children’s understanding of others was for a few students an effective route to either AO1  or 
AO2/3  credit. 
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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  www.aqa.org.uk/umsconversion 

http://web.aqa.org.uk/over/stat.php?id=01&amp;prev=01
http://web.aqa.org.uk/over/stat.php?id=01&amp;prev=01
http://www.aqa.org.uk/umsconversion

	A-LEVEL



