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Getting the most from this book

Aiming for an A is designed to help you master the skills you need to achieve the highest grades.

The following features will help you get the most from this book.
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Learning outcomes


•  A summary of the skills that will be covered in the chapter.
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Exam tip

Practical advice about how to apply your skills to the exam.
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Activity

An opportunity to test your skills with practical activities.
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Common pitfall

Problem areas where candidates often miss out on marks.
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The difference between…

Explanations of key differences that make A-grade students stand out.
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Annotated example

Exemplar answers with commentary showing how to achieve top grades.
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Worked example

Step-by-step examples to help you construct effective answers to exam questions and carry out mini-practicals.
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Take it further

Suggestions for further reading or activities that will stretch your thinking.
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You should know


•  A summary of key points to take away from the chapter.
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About this book

The A-grade student

A-level psychology will generally be a new subject for most students. You don’t need a GCSE in psychology to study it at A-level, but you may require certain grades in GCSE English language and mathematics. The skills learned in those subjects will be most valuable when studying psychology, as also will the skills learned studying sciences at GCSE level.

However, experience tells us that gaining good grades at GCSE, though certainly useful, is not the main factor in gaining A grades at A-level. What is essential is a desire and motivation to succeed and a necessary part of that desire and motivation is developing and maintaining high levels of self-worth, confidence and persistence.

Every successful person, in whatever walk of life, be it sport, business or study, fails. Indeed failure is an important part of learning. Through failure we can identify what we need to do to improve our learning, then create ways of achieving these new learning aims and finally put these strategies into practice to achieve such aims. That is persistence — not giving up when things don’t go right, but instead coming back stronger with your motivation, self-worth and confidence intact.

An A-grade student therefore needs to have high levels of self-honesty — being able to perceive your strengths and use them fully, but also to acknowledge your failings, your weak areas, so that you can create and put into practice strategies to improve these weaknesses so that they become strengths.
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Common pitfall

Do not allow your confidence and self-worth to be shattered the first time you get an answer wrong or fail to complete an excellent piece of work. Instead try to see such experiences as opportunities to help you identify ways of becoming a better student.
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To achieve and hone the skills necessary for success, which we are defining here as gaining a grade A, will take time and effort. The aim of this book is to help you develop such skills over the duration of your A-level course. Each chapter focuses on one of the skills necessary to attain a grade A. In each chapter we examine what these skills are, what contributions they make to the studying of psychology and, probably most importantly, how you can develop these skills and use them in your studying of the subject and your successful sitting of the exams.

There is a small variation between different years and different exam boards, but generally about 18% of A-level psychology students will achieve a grade A and about 9% an A*. And, although again there will be small variations between different years and exam boards, you will need to attain about 67% of the available marks for a grade A, and about 75% of the available marks for an A*.

The assessment objectives

In all the four A-level science subjects (physics, chemistry, biology and psychology), the examination marks are divided up by three types of assessment objectives: AO1, AO2 and AO3. Assessment objectives and the proportion of marks awarded for each are not determined by the exam boards, but by a government body: the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual). Gaining a grade A does not require you to achieve a certain amount of marks for each assessment objective; instead you will be graded on your overall mark. However, to gain a grade A, you will probably need a good proportion of the marks in all three assessment objectives. Therefore you will need to know what skills each one represents in order to formulate strategies to increase your abilities in all these assessed areas.

AO1: knowledge and understanding

AO1 involves demonstrating your knowledge and understanding of research studies, scientific ideas, processes, techniques and procedures. AO1 comprises 30–33% of the marks at A-level. AO1 questions are identified by command words such as ‘outline’, ‘describe’ and ‘identify’.
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Annotated example 1
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One explanation of memory is the multi-store model (MSM), which is a cognitive theory that sees memory as comprising a series of stores between which information flows. There are three stores: the sensory register, short-term memory and long-term memory.
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This is an AO1 answer, as it describes how the MSM explains memory. It demonstrates the student’s knowledge and understanding of the model.
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Annotated example 2
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AO2: application of knowledge

AO2 involves the application of your knowledge and understanding of scientific ideas, processes, techniques and procedures: in a theoretical context, in a practical context and when handling qualitative and quantitative data. AO2 comprises 30–33% of the marks at A-level. AO2 questions are identified by the inclusion of stimulus material in questions that you have to refer to in your answers.
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Annotated example 3
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From the scenario above, it can be seen that Mhaira can ride her surfboard without thinking how to do it, as it involves her procedural long-term memory, a type of LTM for performing specific actions that require little conscious processing. However, she finds it much more difficult to remember the answers to her psychology test, as this involves semantic long-term memory, a type of LTM for meanings, understandings and other concept-based information, which requires cognitive processing during their encoding in order for them to be recalled.
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This is AO2, as it involves applying knowledge and understanding of types of long-term memory to a given scenario about a girl called Mhaira who can ride her surfboard without having to think how to do it, but has to think quite hard in order to answer questions in a psychology test.
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Annotated example 4
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A suitable null hypothesis for the above study would be that there will be no difference in the number of items recalled from a list between participants who are presented with and recall the items in the same room, and participants who are presented with the items in one room, but recall them in another room.
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This is AO2, as it is a null hypothesis constructed from information provided about a specific study, in this instance a study testing whether forgetting is in any part due to retrieving information in a different context to that in which it was coded. The answer applies the independent variable (IV) and dependent variable (DV) identified from the scenario, to create a suitable null hypothesis.
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AO3: analysis, interpretation and evaluation

AO3 involves analysing, interpreting and evaluating scientific information, ideas and evidence, including in relation to issues of making judgements and reaching conclusions, and developing and refining practical design and procedures. AO3 comprises 36–38% of the marks at A-level. AO3 questions are identified by command words such as ‘evaluate’, ‘analyse’ and ‘compare’.
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Annotated example 5
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One strength of the MSM is that it is supported by a wealth of research evidence. For example, Murdock (1962) reported that words at the beginning and end of a list were recalled better than those in the middle, as those at the beginning had been rehearsed and transferred to the long-term memory store (the primacy effect), while those at the end were still in the short-term memory store (the recency effect), which supports the existence of separate short-term and long-term memory stores.

[image: ]



This is AO3, as it provides an evaluation of the MSM, in this instance of the research evidence that supports the model.
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Annotated example 6
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The key skills an A-grade student needs

Quantitative skills

Ofqual has determined that 10% of the available marks for A-level psychology should assess mathematical skills. The mathematical skills that you will require will generally be ones that you have already learned at GCSE (see Chapter 1). Your psychology course should present you with opportunities to practise and hone these skills, especially in relation to specific psychological contexts and examples. Mathematical skills don’t always involve calculations; they can also involve detailing or evaluating mathematical principles that apply to a psychological context.

Chapter 1 focuses on the broad quantitative skills needed for A-level psychology, and includes strategies that you can use to improve your performance in handling mathematical skills, as well as some opportunities to apply these skills.

Reading and note-taking skills

Studying for your A-level psychology course will inevitably involve a lot of reading and note-taking. Usually this occurs in the form of reading and making notes on material from psychology textbooks, generally ones that have been specifically written for the particular exam board specification you are studying. However, reading and note-taking can take in many other sources too, like magazine and newspaper articles, or even reports of specific psychological investigations.

Gaining a grade A won’t be dependent though on reading a certain amount of material or making endless notes. What will be important is your selection of relevant reading material and how you use this material to develop the skills necessary for success. Equally important are the means by which you make notes — generally in ways that improve your knowledge and understanding, but also in ways that organise information so that it relates specifically to the different assessment objectives.

Better students tend to read and make notes from more than one source, as this helps to develop a deeper understanding of the topics and gives more opportunities to use the comparing and contrasting skills needed in assessed answers.

Chapter 2 concentrates on the best ways in which to select and read material, and how to effectively and efficiently organise your material in the form of note-taking.

Writing skills

In your psychology exams, you will be asked different types of questions that will require different types of writing skills to answer them. There is a real art to doing this effectively and many an excellent student, in terms of ability, motivation and hard work, has underachieved solely because their writing skills in the exams were found wanting.

Therefore, Chapters 3 and 4 explore the methods and means of developing such skills. This will involve identifying the different types of question and their requirements and then applying the necessary writing skills in the most effective manner. Chapter 4 will consider in detail the writing skills required for extended response/essay-type questions.

Practical skills

Psychology is a scientific subject built on research and 25% of the marks in the exams will be for questions based on research methods (including the 10% that assess mathematical skills). Other marks will also be awarded for describing and evaluating relevant research studies when answering questions based on psychological topics.

To gain an A grade, you will need to not only know about psychology, but also to be a psychologist from a practical perspective. Therefore you will need to develop your practical research skills in order to gain a deeper knowledge and understanding of the subject in a way that will benefit you when answering exam questions that relate to research.

There will be opportunities in Chapter 5 to develop your practical skills, through the planning, conducting and writing up of regular mini-practicals based on the topics you are studying, and

Study skills
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•  The qualities that distinguish an A-grade student.

•  What assessment objectives are, and the differences between the different types of assessment objectives.

•  What key skills an A-grade student should possess: quantitative, reading, note-taking, writing, practical and study skills.
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the study through
["criticising what the results
don't explain.

~This is A3, as it analyses
the results to suggest an
alternative explanation,

that of NST as well as ISI.
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Jenness (1932) performed an experiment into This is A01, as it describes

informational social influence (151) that aimed <« the aim of Jenness’s study

to investigate whether individual judgements of into conformity.

Jelly beans in a jar were influenced by discussion
This is A01, as it describes

in groups. Male and female participants made
| the procedure of the

individual, private estimates of how many

experiment.
Jelly beans were in a jar, then discussed their
estimates in groups in order to arrive at group This is A1, as it outlines
estimates, and then finally made individual, |_the results of Jenness’s
private estimates again. It was found that study.

individuale’ eecond private estimates moved
closer to their group estimates than their first
private estimates. Thie was greater among
females than males.
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Figure 5.2 Sampling methods template
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Figure 5.1 Research methods template
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lable 4.2 Example level/band descriptions for essay-type questions

Level/  Quality of AO1 AO02 A03

band response

4 Good Response shows Response shows good Response shows good analysis,
good relevant application of psychological interpretation and/or evaluation that
knowledge and knowledge and understanding. | is mainly relevant to the demands
understanding. Application is mainly evident, of the question. Valid conclusions
Accurate and accurate and relevant. that effectively highlight issues and
detailed description. debates are highly skilled and show

good understanding.

3 Reasonable Response shows Response shows reasonable Response shows reasonable
reasonable relevant application of psychological analysis, interpretation and/or
knowledge and knowledge and understanding. | evaluation that is partially relevant to
understanding. Application is partially evident, | the demands of the question. Valid
Generally accurate accurate and relevant. conclusions that effectively highlight
description lacking issues and debates are competent
some detail. with reasonable understanding.

2 Limited Response shows Response shows limited Response shows limited analysis,
limited relevant application of psychological interpretation and/or evaluation that
knowledge and knowledge and understanding. | is related to the topic area. Some
understanding. Application is related to the valid conclusions that highlight
Limited description general topic area rather than | issues and debates are included.
lacking in detail. the specific question.

1 Basic Response shows Response shows basic Response shows basic analysis,

basic knowledge
and understanding
that is only partially
relevant. Basic
description with no
detail.

application of psychological

knowledge and understanding.

Responses are generalised
lacking focus on the question.

interpretation and/or evaluation that
is not related to the question. Basic
or no valid conclusions that attempt
to highlight issues. No evidence of
debates is apparent.
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fable 5.1 Example data sheet (adapt for the number of participants and groups used)

Participant  First Group Distance Second Distance Movement of second
from group  indi estima loser/ further

estimate away/same

w Nl lalslwln
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lable 6.1 txample of a weekly revision timetable
Day Morning

Monday Psychology: social influence —
majority and minority influence

Afternoon

Take Fi-Fi to the poodle
parlour

Evening

Psychology: social influence —
obedience

Tuesday PE: contemporary issues — gender

and racism in sport

PE: contemporary isstes —
drugs in sport

Biology: grey matter and
immunity, infections and
forensics

Wednesday Biology: human musculoskeletal

anatomy

Biology: genes and health

Aunty Gladys's 100th birthday
party

Thursday Psychology: models of memory

Psychology: types of LTM
and forgetting

Psychology: EWT and
improving accuracy of memory

Friday PE: sports psychology —

achievement motivation

PE: sports psychology —
goal setting

PE: sports psychology — social
facilitation

Saturday Pigeon racing club meeting

Biology: energy for life

Biology: continuity of life and
requirements for life

Sunday

Psychology: definitions of
abnormality

Psychology: characteristics
of disorders and phobias

Psychology: depression and
0ocD
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Figure 5.3 Results template
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Discuss biological explanations for schizophrenia. (16) —

Use the number of marks
available to calculate how
much to write/how long

Show your
understanding of the
question by identifying
the command words
before starting your
answer.

Structure your answer
by having a common
theme and sticking to it.

Only use —
methodological content
that is relevant to

One biological explanation is the genetic
theory, which eees schizophrenia as inherited
through genes passed on to individuals by their
families. No single ‘schizophrenic gene’is thought
to exist, instead several genes may be involved.
The more of these an individual has, the more
vulnerable they are to developing the disorder.

Research traditionally used twin and adoption
studieg to assess concordance rates for
developing schizophrenia between people

with different levels of genetic relatedness.

the question.

More recently, gene-mapping studiés have
attempted to identify genetic material shared
by sufferers. Several genes have been found that
seem to increase vulnerability.

Research support comes from Gottesman
and Shields (1966) woperformed a tuin |
study to find concordance rates of 75% for

MZ twins, but only 24% for DZ twins. As MZ

twing share 100% of genes, and DZ twins only
50%, this supporte the genetic explanation.

This was backed up by Kety and Ingraham’s

(1992) adoption study that found prevalence
rates of schizophrenia were ten times higher
among biological than adoptive relatives of
schizophrenice. As biological relatives of adoptive
children share genes, but not environment with
them, and adoptive parente share environment,
but not genes, this again suggests a genetic link. |
Additional support came from Benzel (2007)

who used gene-mapping to find variants of the
NRG3,NRG1 and ERBB4 genes common among
schizophrenics (but not non-sufferers), indicating
multiple genes are involved in susceptibility to
schizophrenia. However, Avramopoulos (2013)
found some high-level schizophrenia families

had multiple neuregulin (NRG) signalling gene
variants, while others had none. This suggests
schizophrenia is not a single disorder, but a group

to write for.
——Signpost where your
descriptive (A01)
content is.

| Signpost where
your evaluative (A03)
content is.

Link your evaluative
points (in this case
about genetic theory)
to form an elaborated
commentary to show a
sophisticated depth to
your answer.






OEBPS/images/59-1.gif
Use psychological
terminology —t
(concordance rates,
environmental factors) |
in your answer to
highlight your level of
understanding.

of related disorders, especially as patiente
without NRG-signalling gene variants had gene
variante in a different pathway and experienced
different symptoms.

Also, if genes caused schizophrenia on their
own, concordance rates would be 100%
between MZ twins, which they are not, indicating
environmental factors also play a part. Twin
studies are aleo weakened because some studies
find concordance rates between MZ twins as low
as 11%. Additionally, Sorri (2004) performed
alongitudinal adoption study that found that
adoptees with a high genetic riek of developing
schizophrenia were more likely to do o if they
encountered negative parenting styles from
their adoptive parents, again suggesting a role
for environmental factors. This is backed up by

Compare and

the non-biological family dysfunction theory,«<—| __contrast with other

which sees maladaptive family relationships and
patterns of communication as causative factore.
Therefore perhaps the diathesis-stress model,
which sees individuals as having varying genetic
potential for schizophrenia that combines with
the degree of environmental stressors in their
lives to form their actual level of vulnerability, is
abetter explanation.

The dopamine hypothesis sees the development
of schizophrenia as linked to abnormal levels of
the neurotransmitter. Snyder (1976) believed
that an excess of dopamine released during
synaptic transmission leads to schizophrenia.
Davis (1991) updated the theory, arguing
that high levels of dopamine in the mesolimbic
dopamine system are associated with positive
symptoms, like hallucinations, while high

levels in the mesocortical dopamine system
are aseociated with negative symptoms, like

poychomotor disturbances. «— |
The neurotransmitter glutamate may play a role
too, as there is reduced function of the NMDA

glutamate receptor in people with schizophrenia,

explanations to
highlight the strengths
and weaknesses of the
theory being addressed
(genetic theory).

| Organise your answer by
dividing it into discrete
paragraphs.
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The second sentence

The first sentence —> It means that a researcher can conclude that provides'relevant'
makes a valid the results are beyond the boundaries of chance. ?labqratlon (detai),
point about what With a 0.05 significance level there is a 95% <7_1n th1§ cse
significant findings T o explaining specifically
are and earns a mark, | certainty that this is so. what a 0.05

significance level is.
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