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Unit 3 (PSYA3) 

Topics in Psychology 

General 

Overall there was a slight improvement in performance this year, although many of the traditional 
weaknesses were still apparent. Probably the most striking feature was the increased use of model 
answers downloaded from the web. For less successful students this was almost certainly 
productive, but for others it was clearly restricting. Good marks on this paper are awarded for clear 
demonstration of understanding, reflected in detailed and accurate AO1, relevant, coherent and 
effective AO2/AO3, and for the top band, elaborated and effective reference to relevant 
issues/debates/approaches (IDA). It was evident that some schools/colleges prepared students 
with web-based model answers, which meant that more ambitious students would find it difficult to 
move in to the top band for AO2/AO3, as this required highly effective and coherent AO2/AO3 and 
a clear understanding of IDA. 
 
For the majority of students IDA consisted of lists of the same generic points (usually referring to 
determinism/free will, reductionism, gender and cultural bias) repeated for each question. This 
immediately gave the impression that the reference to IDA was rote learned and that the student 
did not fully understand the IDA they were outlining; relevant IDA varies with each topic. Many 
responses would refer to studies as being deterministic or reductionist, which was clearly wrong, 
and although this has been referenced in every report for the last few years, the vast majority of 
students still used ‘reductionism’ inappropriately. It is possible to provide one or two relevant and 
specific examples of IDA for every topic on PSYA3, but this was rarely apparent in student 
responses this series or in previous series. 
 
Another down-side of question spotting and rote-learnt answers is that the full specification is not 
covered. A significant minority of students failed to even attempt eg questions 01 and 06, clearly 
not expecting these topics to be on the paper and so costing them a number of marks. 
 
However, there were many very good scripts that demonstrated excellent teaching and learning, 
with clear and coherent lines of argument, enhanced by effective and elaborated IDA specific to a 
given question. Such scripts reflected a productive engagement with the material rather than 
dependence on model answers from textbooks or the web. 
 
 
Topic:  Biological Rhythms and Sleep 
 
Question 01 
 
This question was very popular as part of the Biological Rhythms topic, though there were a 
number of blank scripts, as mentioned above. Weaker answers focused too much on the 
symptoms without linking them to REM sleep abnormalities. Better answers referred to hypocretin 
and the immune system, though sometimes the link to sleep mechanisms was not clear. Fewer 
answers than expected referred to possible genetic involvement. Research studies received credit 
insofar as they illustrated the explanation outlined. Psychological explanations (eg social learning, 
stress, psychodynamic) were usually unconvincing. Where more than one explanation was 
presented, the best one was credited. 
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Question 02 
 
This was answered reasonably well, with many students receiving full marks for AO1, some in fact 
writing far too much for the four marks available. Popular explanations were energy conservation, 
predation, ‘waste of time’ and foraging patterns. Studies could usually be quoted, and some better 
answers focused on inconsistencies in results, eg metabolic rate and sleep time. Better responses 
discussed the possible separate functions of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep and slow wave 
sleep (SWS), and focused comparison with restoration explanations. Less successful students 
were sometimes diverted into the classic single case studies of sleep deprivation without making 
them relevant to the question. Effective IDA included the problems of extrapolating from animals to 
humans, given the nature of human social and cultural evolution. Less effective was a discussion 
of free will in relation to rabbit sleep patterns. 
 
Many answers referred to the sloth as being a problem for body weight/metabolic rate hypotheses 
of sleep time, as they are large and yet sleep for 20 hours a day. However, we have known for 
some years that in the wild the sloth sleeps far less than in captivity, about nine hours (Rattenborg 
et al., 2008). 
 
 
Topic:  Perception 
 
Question 03 
 
Not a popular question but answered reasonably well. Students were able to refer to a number of 
relevant studies on the development of perceptual abilities, especially Gibson & Walk, cross-
cultural studies, and Bower’s work on the development of size constancy. As studies were usually 
used as AO1 material, methodological analysis was creditworthy as AO2/AO3. Most students were 
able to outline the findings of studies accurately, and to draw conclusions in terms of the nature-
nurture debate. However, a weakness was a lack of coherence. Experimental lab studies of 
perceptual development were described and evaluated, then cross-cultural work was outlined and 
discussed, but the links between the two in terms of nature-nurture were often lacking. 
 
Occasional references to theories of perceptual organisation were only creditworthy when the 
implications for perceptual development were explicit; this was rare. 
 
 
Topic:  Relationships 
 
Question 04 
 
This question was very popular and reasonably well answered. Most students used Bowlby’s work 
as the basis for their response, but there was significant variation in the detail and understanding of 
the internal working model (IWM), concept of continuity, and the role of attachment type. Similarly, 
answers that covered attachment, caregiving and sexuality systems, were sometimes unclear as to 
how these related to the IWM and early experience. 
 
Studies of early attachment style and adult relationships, such as Hazan & Shaver, Simpson et al., 
etc, were usually used effectively and better answers commented on the inconsistencies in the 
data. At the top end, the implications of research into childhood experience and adult relationships 
were explored. This was also an area where understanding of IDA could be demonstrated, through 
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the determinism debate and the research findings that attachment styles can actually change 
and/or insecure attachment does not necessarily lead to unstable relationships. 
 
A significant minority of students referred to case studies of early deprivation and abuse. In some 
answers the implications were unclear, but in better answers such findings/observations were 
embedded into the debate on childhood experience and adult relationships. 
 
 
Topic:  Aggression 
 
Question 05 
 
This was a popular question but one that demonstrated most clearly the influence of web-based 
model answers. Most answers covered importation and deprivation models. Detail of the 
importation model was often limited, though gang membership was often mentioned. Ethnic 
differences in aggression versus drug taking in prison were outlined. The deprivation model was 
usually given in more detail, and research support included changes in institutional aggression 
associated with changes in situational stressors, followed by some contradictory evidence. 
 
There was then often a reference to genocide, but usually with no justification for considering 
genocide as institutional aggression. Possible factors in genocide were usually covered well, but at 
this point answers diverted to Milgram’s work on obedience, often without making it explicitly 
relevant to the question. Systematic psychological research into genocide is limited, and anecdotal 
observations only received limited credit. Combining systematic research into aggression in 
prisons with observations on genocide also detracted from the coherence of the answer. 
 
In other answers Zimbardo’s prison study was quoted but the link to institutional aggression was 
often unconvincing. Better answers referred to the effects of situational demands on 
warder/prisoner behaviour in this study. Such answers often pointed out that a combination of 
approaches was the best explanation for institutional aggression. 
 
 
Topic:  Eating Behaviour 
 
Question 06 
 
Anorexia nervosa was the most popular topic for this question, and the most frequent explanation 
involved the media. Unfortunately, many students simply outlined the role of media in projecting 
the image of the slim female, with no reference as to why this affects a small number of individuals 
so severely. Weaker answers also made no reference to modelling, vicarious reinforcement or 
other features of SLT. In fact the smaller number of answers based on psychodynamic/family 
systems approaches were on the whole better, with a focus on the behaviour/symptoms of 
anorexia. 
 
Explanations for bulimia nervosa focused on body dissatisfaction, mood and self-esteem. They 
were usually more convincing than those for anorexia nervosa. There were very few answers on 
obesity, and these tended to focus on the availability of fatty foods and mood regulation. 
 
There were a significant number of students who did not attempt this question and a number that 
simply described the symptoms of eg anorexia, indicating a complete lack of preparation for this 
topic. 
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Question 07 
 
This was a very popular question answered reasonably well. Popular explanations were restraint 
theory, the boundary model, denial and ironic processes, and the role of ‘detail’. Many students 
spent far too long on outlining explanations for the success/failure of dieting, forgetting that there 
were only four AO1 marks available. It was also possible that having rote learnt an answer they 
were unable to tailor the material to the specific requirements of the question posed. It was clear 
that many students did not understand the boundary model, partly because descriptions in some of 
the more popular online model answers are themselves limited. 
 
Research studies (Herman & Polivy, Wardle, Redden etc) were often used effectively, though there 
was sometimes confusion over findings and conclusions. A significant number of students failed to 
realise that the Redden jellybean study implied that with increased detail food is more interesting 
so that you stick to a diet, but instead stated that detail makes you eat more, so contradicting the 
point they were trying to make. Similarly, and presumably because it features in an online model 
answer, there were repeated references to anorexia as contradicting the restraint model; if people 
with anorexia nervosa can restrict their intake, why can’t we all? It is invalid to compare food intake 
between people trying to lose some weight and those with a severe psychopathology. 
 
Free will/determinism was used quite effectively on this question, though few made the point that 
the persistent failure of diets supports determinism rather than free will. Other students gained IDA 
credit for application of findings to devising effective diets, which was sometimes quite impressive. 
 
 
Topic:  Gender 
 
Question 08 
 
This popular question was approached in two different ways. Better answers began with an 
overview of underlying processes in social influences on gender; these included social learning 
theory, direct and indirect reinforcement, and tuition. At the top end this structure was carried 
through the various influences, parents, peers, schools, media, with support from a range of 
relevant research studies. Weaker answers began by outlining influences, with a variable amount 
of detail; at the bottom end descriptions of eg parental influences, were essentially anecdotal. 
Probably the key weakness in this area is that some students do not consider the processes by 
which eg media, influence gender development; so answers that began with the processes tended 
to do better. 
 
In some answers effective use was made of evidence for alternative approaches eg biological 
influences on gender. However, some students were diverted into extended description and 
discussion of case studies such as David Reimer, losing focus on the central question of social 
influences. A particularly effective but rare approach used by some students was to use evidence 
from cross-cultural studies to support social influences on gender development. 
 
Nature-nurture was the most popular IDA, and a few students used this very effectively in 
combination with evidence for biological factors in gender development. 
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Topic:  Intelligence and Learning 
 
Question 09 
 
Although there were not many answers to this question, some outlines of operant conditioning 
were very impressive. At the top end, students referred to reinforcement (positive and negative), 
punishment, extinction and schedules of reinforcement. Less impressive answers covered fewer 
features and tended to confuse negative reinforcement and punishment. There was also 
occasional confusion with classical conditioning. 
 
Evaluation of the role of operant conditioning was more variable. In some answers it was limited to 
a brief outline of Skinner’s original work. Better answers included the effectiveness of operant 
conditioning in training animals, while at the top end students contrasted conditioning with other 
forms of animal learning such as imitation, insight learning, spatial memory and problem solving. A 
few answers included comment on the gradual replacement of basic conditioning with more 
complex behaviours as animals themselves became more complex through the course of 
evolution. 
 
 
Question 10 
 
As with question 09 there was some impressive AO1 material in answers to this question, but the 
AO2/AO3 was less successful. Most students focused on Spearman and his model of a general 
component underlying intelligence combined with specific abilities. There was also reference to 
Thurstone and Cattell. Detail and accuracy varied across answers but on the whole was quite 
good. 
 
Some effective evaluation involved discussion of applications of psychometric/IQ testing in 
personnel selection and in some areas of education. At the top end there was occasional 
comparison with more dynamic and flexible approaches, such as information processing. 
References to controversies such as race and IQ (nature/nurture) were popular but often not linked 
into an evaluation of the psychometric approach. However, this was an area where cultural bias 
could be used as effective and relevant IDA, given the history and development of IQ testing, and 
some students were able to benefit from this. 
 
 
Topic:  Cognition and Development 
 
Question 11 
 
Although not a very popular question, there were some excellent answers on Kohlberg’s theory of 
moral understanding. Many students were able to provide descriptions not just of the three basic 
stages, but also of the sub-stages. Particularly impressive were answers where the relationship 
between Kohlberg’s ideas and Piaget’s model of cognitive development was also outlined, giving a 
sound indication of process as well as of the individual stages. 
 
Evaluation generally focused on three areas – research findings supporting or contradicting the 
widespread and cross-cultural existence of the Kohlberg’s stages, methodological issues such as 
the artificial nature of the dilemmas (looking for moral judgements rather than moral behaviour) and 
gender bias in his original work, and alternative approaches such as Gilligan’s morality of care and 
Eisenberg’s prosocial reasoning. A discriminator was the coherence of answers, with those at the 
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top end demonstrating sound organisation and a line of argument. Less impressive answers 
tended to jump from one point to the next without any obvious connection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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 
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