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General comments 

There was evidence that many students had been prepared well for this examination.  It was 
encouraging to see that most students were managing their time effectively, with very few failing to 
complete all three sections.    

In section A, the same difficulties persist as in previous series.  Students continue to struggle with 
questions focused on explanations (questions 1, 3 & 4) and to engage in lengthy methodological 
evaluation of research studies without considering the implications for the explanation.  Schools and 
colleges should encourage students to plan their answers carefully with a focus on selecting and 
shaping material to meet the question requirements.  Many schools and colleges still prepare their 
students to include reference to approaches, issues and debates which is not a requirement on this 
Unit where questions are synoptic by nature.   

It is encouraging to note that students are now scoring higher on application questions in 
Psychology in Action across all three options, indicating that schools and colleges are preparing 
students more effectively for these kinds of questions.   

There were also some impressive answers to Section C, Research Methods with detailed and 
accurate responses to many of the questions.  Some areas of research methods remain problematic 
for many students.  A large number showed little understanding of validity and analysis of qualitative 
data.  Question 20 identified that most students have little understanding of standard deviation.   
There are notable differences between schools and colleges in preparation of students for the 
Research Methods section of this paper.    

Schools and colleges should prepare students to present their answers clearly.  A small number of 
students still do not number questions and many ignore the instructions on the answer booklet to 
leave at least a two line space between answers.   
 
 
Section A  Psychopathology 

General comments  

In Section A, students typically demonstrated better understanding and knowledge (AO1) than 
analysis and evaluation (AO2) of their chosen disorders.  Students continued to struggle with 
effective evaluation of explanations of their chosen disorders.  Too many rely on basic 
methodological evaluation of research studies, without bringing out the relevance for the explanation 
or treatment which is the focus of the question.  Weaker responses included rote learned issues, 
debates and approaches with little regard for relevance to the question.   

In Section A, the questions are synoptic by nature and there is no specific requirement for students 
to use issues, debates and approaches in their answers.  Examiners do not expect twice as much 
AO2/AO3 as AO1, but to reach the higher bands AO2/AO3 material should demonstrate clear 
understanding, a sustained focus on the question requirements and a line of argument.  The most 
effective approach to evaluation was found in answers that focused on the findings of research 
studies, and their relevance for the explanation under discussion.   

 

There was evidence that some schools and colleges were preparing students for the examination 
with generic and formulaic answers.  In many schools and colleges, notably on questions 1 and 2 
the answers were exactly the same and the only real difference was in a student’s ability to write 
coherently.  
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Topic: Schizophrenia 
 
Question 1  

Schizophrenia remains the most popular option in Section A.  

This question required students to cover psychological explanations of schizophrenia.  Some 
schools and colleges had clearly prepared their students well for this question and there were some 
outstanding answers, from some extremely well prepared students.  Most answers focused on 
family communication with popular choices being double bind theory and expressed emotion.  Some 
students made good use of cognitive models (eg Benthall and Frith) shaping these carefully to focus 
on psychological elements of the explanation.  Other schools and colleges seemed ill prepared for 
the question and students presented the diathesis stress model or season of birth as psychological 
explanations.  No AO1 marks were awarded for these.   

Very few students fell into the trap of partial performance and many covered four or five 
explanations with little more than one or two points about each.  Although breadth can be 
impressive, students would be well advised to provide depth and detail of at least one explanation in 
questions of this nature as the detail often provides a basis for effective evaluation and higher marks 
are awarded for evidence of breadth and depth.   

Weaker students often presented Rosenhan’s 1973 study as evidence for labelling theory 
demonstrating a lack of understanding of the implications of the explanation and indeed this piece of 
research.  The best way to provide evaluation of an explanation is to examine evidence for and 
against the explanation.  Whilst better answers took this approach, far too many students lost sight 
of the explanation altogether, engaging in lengthy and largely irrelevant evaluation of research 
studies.  

 

Topic: Depression 
 
Question 2 

This question required students to discuss two psychological therapies for depression.   

Most students were able to identify two relevant therapies and popular answers included cognitive 
behavioural, cognitive and interpersonal therapies.  Many students failed to include sufficient detail 
in their description and were awarded basic AO1 marks.  Answers focusing on cognitive behaviour 
therapy were most successful when reference was made to thought catching and behavioural 
activation.  It was disappointing to read answers which were poorly focused on treating depression.   
This was most notable in relation to psychoanalysis where some students provided little more than 
the level of detail required for the AS papers.  Others presented lengthy descriptions of techniques 
used in psychoanalysis such as free association and dream analysis with no attempt to shape the 
answer to treating depression.  The role of transference was often misunderstood.  Answers that 
described Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT) were better focused on depression.  

In relation to AO2, stronger answers focused on effectiveness of therapies and made reference to a 
range of outcomes studies.  In weaker answers, AO2/3 was generic and could have applied to any 
disorder; the evaluation was of the therapy in general, but not the therapy as used for treating 
depression.    
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Topic: Phobic Disorders 
 
Question 3 
 
Question 3 required students to discuss biological explanations for phobic disorders.   

Most students chose to focus on genetic, biochemical and/or evolutionary explanations for phobic 
disorders.  As with question 1, some students produced four or five explanations, but failed to 
include sufficient detail in their description to achieve reasonable marks.  Although breadth can be 
impressive, students would be well advised to provide depth and detail of at least one explanation in 
questions of this nature.  The detail often provides a basis for effective evaluation and higher marks 
are awarded for evidence of breadth and depth.  Responses were varied and it was disappointing to 
see that even more successful responses lacked an understanding of how biological and 
evolutionary explanations fit together at different levels.  Some students seemed to have plenty of 
information but their answers lacked coherence and organisation.  

With reference to AO2/3 more successful responses provided a range of evidence for their chosen 
explanation and integrated discussion of the effectiveness of therapies based on their chosen 
approach.  Again, many answers engaged in lengthy methodological evaluation of research failing to 
explain the implications for the explanation.  
 
 
Topic: Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 
 
This option was attempted by just fewer than 10% of students. 
 
Question 4  
 
This question required an outline and evaluation of one biological explanation for OCD.  There were 
a range of routes for students here including the orbital frontal cortex, biochemical factors and 
genetics in OCD.  Stronger students provided impressive detail which was often in excess of the 4 
AO1 marks available.  Some students were able to make use of recent research that identified 
specific genes as well as basal ganglia activity demonstrating that some teachers have an 
impressive knowledge of this engaging topic.   

Question 5  
This question asked for an outline and evaluation of one psychological therapy for OCD.  Those 
responses which referenced exposure and response prevention (ERP) generally did well excepting 
the few who failed to explain the importance of response prevention and thus distinguish the 
explanation from systematic desensitization (ie response prevention).  Evaluation was usually 
reasonable, with students achieving better marks when they were able to include relevant outcomes 
data.  
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Section B Psychology in Action  

General comments 
  
Many schools and colleges are now preparing students more effectively for the demands of this 
section and there is clear evidence that students use the mark allocation as a guide to how much to 
write which is encouraging.  Less successful students still need to be reminded to apply their 
knowledge to the demands of the question, rather than merely describe what they know.  This was 
most evident in questions 10, 12 & 13 which asked students to apply their knowledge very 
specifically.  It was apparent that some students failed to read the stem material carefully, with many 
ignoring the details supplied in the question to ‘write all they know’.  The general principles of 
Section B are ‘read the question, select material carefully and apply it to what you have been asked 
to do.’  Schools and colleges should encourage students to plan their answers to application 
questions.   
 
Commentary and evaluation were still weak with many students struggling to get out of the basic 
band in questions 8, 10 and 15.  Much of this comes down to the use of rote methodological 
evaluation of research studies, even when irrelevant to the question.  Few students appeared to 
apply their methodological knowledge in Section B, and many assumed that evaluation involves 
purely negative commentary.  Very few students pointed out strengths of research which is an 
important element of evaluation.  
  
The amount of psychological knowledge included in the better answers is still less detailed or 
impressive for anomalistic psychology than in the other options for Psychology in Action.  
 
 
Topic: Media Psychology  

There was a significant increase in the number of students attempting this topic at this series.    
 
Question 06 

This question required students to apply their knowledge of explanations of media influence to a 
scenario referring to two characters.  Some schools and colleges had clearly prepared students well 
for this type of question.  Stronger students focused their responses clearly on stem information, 
providing relevant explanations such as desensitization, social learning and cognitive priming.  
Those who read the question carefully applied these to both characters and were awarded 
reasonable or sound marks.   

Less successful students still tended to write all they knew regardless of any relevance to the 
question.  Some imported material from outside the stem making speculative suggestions about the 
personalities of the two boys, exposure to pro-social media and parental mediation.  This type of 
question tests application of knowledge and students presenting answers that demonstrated very 
little psychological knowledge and failed to apply knowledge to material in the stem received very 
basic marks indeed.  As ever, the best responses were clearly focused and used relevant 
knowledge precisely and accurately.     
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Question 07 

This question required students to describe the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion.  Many 
answers showed a good knowledge of this model, providing accurate detail of both central and 
peripheral routes and explaining how these differed in persuasive attempts.  Few students achieved 
all four marks.  Weaker answers were often presented as ‘hard and soft sell’ approaches and some 
students became sidetracked into the importance of celebrities in advertising, with minimal reference 
to ELM.  Others presented the Hovland Yale model.    

 
Question 08 

This area of the specification continues to be a challenge for many students and schools and 
colleges.  Most students had rudimentary knowledge of psychological research into celebrity 
stalking.  Some provided little more than anecdotal examples of stalking.  Better prepared students 
organised their answers around the measurement of stalking (eg third level of the Celebrity Attitude 
Scale) explanations of celebrity stalking (eg attachment theory and  links to poor mental health) and 
specific research studies of celebrity stalking (eg the Fixated Threat assessment Centre study)  
 
 
Topic: The Psychology of Addictive Behaviour  

There were fewer students attempting this option in this series compared with last year.  
 
Question 09 

This question required students to outline the biological approach to explaining relapse in addiction.   
The question was answered poorly, with most students able to say little beyond the existence of 
withdrawal symptoms which achieved basic or rudimentary marks depending on the detail supplied.  
Better answers addressed the origin of withdrawal symptoms providing relevant detail about the 
biological processes of tolerance and neuro-adapatation.  Answers focusing on genetics gained 
basic marks as there was minimal description of a mechanism.  Some students chose to cover 
boredom avoidance but were unable to provide relevant biological detail of how this leads to 
relapse.  

Question 10 

Question 10 required students to outline and evaluate two risk factors which make people more 
vulnerable to addiction.  This question was answered well with many students achieving a mark in 
the reasonable band.  The named factors on the specification ie age, peers, personality and stress, 
were the most popular answers with students referring to a range of relevant research.  Credit was 
also awarded for the influence of family/role models and genetics.  Answers were generally well 
informed, indicating that students had been well prepared for this question.  Those who were able to 
consider the interaction of different factors such as age and susceptibility to peer influence found a 
rich route to AO2 marks.  
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Question 11 

This question required students to apply their knowledge of the prevention of addiction to explain 
why three strategies, smoking bans, graphic images and education campaigns, should dissuade 
people from smoking.  Students were required to use theory of planned behaviour (TPB) in their 
responses and those who did not were awarded rudimentary marks.  Approximately one quarter of 
all students achieved two marks or less indicating a serious lack of understanding of (TPB).  

There were some excellent answers.  Where students had thought about the question and selected 
and shaped material appropriately, clearly linking the elements of TPB accurately to the strategies in 
the scenario.  Many showed an impressive understanding of the model presenting additional 
material about the effectiveness of altering attitudes, subjective norms and behavioural intentions.    

Less successful students tended to write all they knew regardless of any relevance to the question.  
Some presented pre-prepared answers on public health interventions and the smoking ban.  Less 
successful responses identified the cues in the stem but included very little psychological 
knowledge, with weak references to the role of fear and peer influence.  These questions test 
application of knowledge and students presenting such answers received very basic marks indeed.  
As ever the best responses were clearly focused and used relevant knowledge precisely and 
accurately.  
 
 
Topic: Anomalistic psychology  

There were few students attempting this topic in this series.  
 
Question 12  

Question 12 required students to apply their knowledge of scientific method to identify 
methodological flaws within a ‘Ganzfeld’ type scenario.   

There was strong evidence that many students did not read the question carefully.  The scenario 
referred explicitly to two flaws: sensory leakage and ineffective randomisation.  Many students  
identified the first problem but few spotted the second.  Some students achieved basic marks only 
with others achieving no marks at all.  Many students failed to identify the application requirement 
and wrote prepared answers about the differences between science and pseudoscience.  Others 
failed to read the question and provided lengthy explanations of how the study could be improved, 
wasting time as they then repeated the same information for question 13.    

 

Question 13  
This question required students to explain how the experiment could be made more scientific with 
reference to the flaws they had identified in question 12.  Most were able to refer to the need to 
separate the sender and receiver in Ganzfeld studies and some showed impressive knowledge of 
the methods used in Auto Ganzfeld studies.  Others became sidetracked once again into the 
differences between science and pseudo science and wrote about the need for hypotheses and 
falsifiablity  

  



REPORT ON THE EXAMINATION – A-LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY A – PSYA4 – JUNE 2014 

 

 9 of 11  

 

 
Question 14 

This question required students to outline one explanation for superstitious behaviour.  The most 
popular responses were behavioural (Skinner’s pigeons) and the need for control.  Answers lacked 
detail and this appears to be one area where many students struggled to achieve more than a very 
basic understanding of explanations.  Less successful answers resorted to examples of 
superstitious behaviour with occasional references to accidental pairings of events and outcomes.   
Few students appeared to understand the evolutionary explanation based on the distinction between 
Type 1 and Type 2 errors.  
 
 
Question 15  

In question 15, credit was awarded for discussion of research into out of body experiences (OBE).   
A small number of students were very well informed indeed and were able to make appropriate 
reference to a range of explanations and studies focused on OBE’s.  This provided breath for AO1 
along with a good opportunity for critical comparison of methods/ explanations which was an 
excellent route for AO2/3.     

Less successful students were limited to one or two research studies (eg Blanke and Ehrsson) and 
struggled to find sufficient commentary, often achieving basic marks for rather repetitive points about 
small sample sizes and difficulties with generalising.  The best approach was to present 
explanations of OBE as A01 and then to provide supporting research as AO2/3.  No marks were 
awarded for discussion of near death experiences – although many tried to sneak them in!  

 
 
Section C: Psychological Research and Scientific Method  

The first instruction for Section C was ‘Read this information carefully as you will need to refer to it in 
later questions’.  There was strong evidence that many students did not heed this and indeed did not 
read questions carefully.  There was clear evidence of pre-prepared answers especially on 
questions 17 and 19 where important material from the stem was overlooked.      
 

Question 16 

Most students achieved at least one mark referring to stem material about assessing the 
effectiveness of CBT.  
 
Question 17  

The stem of the question identified a clear uncontrolled variable: the length of time before the 
second assessment of symptoms differed in the three conditions.  Very few students spotted this, 
but there were varied and thoughtful answers which received credit if they were feasible and 
followed through.  Common responses included the use of anti-anxiety medication or a different type 
of therapy which could lead to improvements.  Some brought their knowledge of CBT to the question 
referring to possible differences in engagement based on age and gender which was commendable.  
Less successful students responded to the independent measures design and identified ‘individual 
differences’, receiving one mark.  Many were unable to explain how these differences might have 
influenced the outcome of the trial/ therapy.  
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Question 18  
 

Validity is a topic which still poses difficulty for many students and the confusion between reliability 
and validity continues to be evident.  Some students achieved no marks at all despite attempting the 
question and only a few gained all four marks.  Some students named several different methods of 
testing validity but were unable to use these to effect in the question.  Others referred to the use of a 
pilot study to improve rather than assess validity.  Successful students chose concurrent validity and 
explained the need to obtain another measure of symptoms, and then referred to comparison of the 
two sets of scores.      
 
 
Question 19  

This question required students to explain how the psychologists should have obtained informed 
consent from the 60 patients in the clinical trial.  Most failed to pick up the key information from the 
stem (eg type of therapy, waiting list and duration) most presented a pre-prepared ethics answer 
which was tailored to an experimental study.  Many answers were generic focusing on freedom to 
withdraw and confidentiality and over half of all students were awarded two or less marks.  
Worryingly, some made reference to the need for deception which was clearly inappropriate.  
 
 
Question 20  

There was a broad range of answers to question 20.  Most students were able to compare the mean 
scores with some success but the understanding of standard deviation was weaker.  Most students  
picked up 3 or 4 marks but very few achieved all 6 marks.  Many students referred to two data 
sources only, often ignoring the results of the statistical test.  Some contradicted themselves, 
claiming that mean scores showed significant differences between conditions then becoming 
confused at the ‘non-significant’ results.  Even more unfortunate were those who reached the 
conclusion that the higher the score, the better the outcome, so wrote about how condition 3 did the 
best.  
 
 
Question 21  

Most students knew what an abstract contained but not many stated explicitly its purpose.  There 
were confusions with appendices and introductions.  
 
 
Question 22 

This question required students to think carefully about the results of the study.  Some were 
distracted by reference to the discussion section of the report and wrote about the purpose of a 
discussion.  Others confused applications and implications with limitations, which did not receive 
credit.  However, there were some very good answers which made excellent use of the data to 
reach sensible conclusions about the potential benefits of a five week CBT course, saving the NHS 
money and clients’ time.  Others referred to an increased demand for more therapists and some 
even spotted the benefits of a waiting list in minor levels of symptom reduction.  
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Question 23  

This question was challenging for students and many had not thought about how qualitative data 
would be recorded in an interview where open ended questions are used.  Those who read the 
question carefully referred to the use of video / audio recording or their I Phone which would allow 
play back and transcription.  Others attempted to justify written notes and checklists in which much 
of the data would have been lost.  
 
 
Question 24 

This question required students to explain how they would analyse the data from the interviews.  
Most chose content analysis and it is reassuring to see that many now understand how to work 
through the stages of devising categories and counting occurrences.  Some became sidetracked 
into the display of the data with reference to difference kinds of graphs and there were even some 
helpful illustrations.  However, these did not receive credit.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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
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