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Summary 
 

Overall performance compared to last year. 

It was pleasing to see that many students were  thoroughly prepared for this examination and 
consequently performed well.  Encouragingly, overall performance on the paper improved by almost 10% 
from 2023.  Performance across Section B: Psychopathology was particularly strong and showed 
significant improvement upon the previous examination series. Section A: Approaches in Psychology was 
the next best section although performance was slightly lower than last year.  Performance on Section C: 
Research Methods was lower in comparison to the other two sections, and this appears to be following an 
historical trend.  However, it was gratifying to note than although performance was not as strong in this 
section compared to the other sections, it has improved since 2023.  It was pleasing to see that the majority 
of students attempted most or all of the questions and most appeared to complete the paper in the 
allocated time.     

 

Topics and skills where students performed well.  

Section A: Approaches in Psychology  
Students generally performed well in Q3, explaining a limitation of Bandura methodology, and in Q5, 
labelling a typical neuron.  This was particularly pleasing to see in Q3 as historically students have tended 
to struggle more with evaluation questions (AO3), and it is encouraging to see this improve with each 
subsequent examination series. 
 
Section B: Psychopathology 
Performance across all the questions in this section was very good and indicates a clear area of strength.  
This was particularly evident in Q7, a multiple-choice question on behaviours characteristically shown by 
people with OCD, and in Q8.1 and Q8.2, two research methods questions asking students to calculate a 
mean and use this to draw a conclusion.  Around three quarters of responses for each of these questions 
were awarded full marks. 
 
Section C: Research Methods 
See section on pages 5-18. 
 
 
Topics and skills where students performed less well. 

Section A: Approaches in Psychology  
Students performed less well in Q1, outlining the emergence of psychology as a science, and in Q4, 
outlining one role of schema.  A detailed discussion of these questions can be found on pages 14-17. 
 
Section B: Psychopathology 
Pleasingly, there were no questions on this section in which students performed less well when compared 
to other questions in other sections on the paper. 
 
Section C: Research Methods 
See section on pages 5-18. 
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Assessment objectives 

 

AO Comment 

AO1: Demonstrate knowledge and understanding 
of scientific ideas, processes, techniques. 
and procedures. 

As in previous series, students performed 
relatively well when demonstrating knowledge 
and understanding, although there was 
significant variation seen throughout the cohort 
of students. 

AO2: Apply knowledge and understanding of 
scientific ideas, processes, techniques and 
procedures: 
• in a theoretical context 
• in a practical context 
• when handling qualitative data 
• when handling quantitative data. 

Performance in AO2 varied considerably 
depending upon the demands of the question.  
Students generally performed relatively well 
applying their knowledge to novel situations such 
as in Q9.  Student performance across other areas 
for this assessment objective, for example in the 
research methods questions, varied significantly 
and appeared to depend upon the subject 
content they were being asked to apply their 
knowledge of. 

AO3: Analyse, interpret and evaluate scientific 
information, ideas, and evidence, including in 
relation to issues, to: 
• make judgements and reach conclusions 
• develop and refine practical design and 
procedures. 

Students appear to be improving their analysis, 
interpretation, and evaluation with each series.  
Although not quite as strong as AO1, this is an 
area where many students were able to perform 
well.  Although varied, there were some 
impressive responses in Q19 where many 
students were able to suggest how they would 
carry out an observation, demonstrating their 
ability to design practical procedures. 
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Research methods questions. 
 
Research methods questions were found largely in Section C: Research Methods, but there were also two 
questions in Section B: Psychopathology.    

 
Questions where students performed well. 

Students performed well across several research methods questions. 
 
Section B: Psychopathology 
Students particularly excelled in Q8.1 and Q8.2 where they were required to calculate the mean and draw 
a conclusion using this calculation.  However, a minority of students did not give their answer to Q18.1 to 
2 significant figures as the question asked.   
 
Section C: Research Methods 
Students performed relatively well in Q11 (identifying and justifying a type of interview), Q13 (writing an 
open question) and Q16 (how to conduct random sampling).   
 
Following on from Q8.1 in Section B: Psychopathology, students were evidently well prepared for 
calculation questions as they again performed well in Q18.1 where they were required to calculate the 
median and mode.   A small minority of students did appear to become confused as the data set was 
bimodal (3 and 8) and some either just gave one of the modes or incorrectly answered 5.5 suggesting they 
did not fully understand how to calculate the mode when there was more than one in a data set.  Students 
were required to give both modes to be awarded the mark. 
 

Questions where students performed less well. 

Section C: Research Methods 
One notable area of for development was students’ ability to formulate hypotheses in Q12 and this seems 
to be a common area of difficulty which has  occurred historically across previous series.  Students also 
appeared to struggle with Q14 and Q15 which asked them to identify the population and sample used in 
the study respectively.    Performance on Q17, where students had to identify an ethical issue, explain why 
it was important to address this issue and how the issue could have been dealt with, was also varied.  
Finally, students struggled to apply their knowledge of a measure of central tendency in Q18.2 and gave 
largely generic responses which were not about the actual data they had calculated.   
 
Q19 was a challenging question as it was the first time this style of question has been asked on an AS 
examination.  Although similar in style to the format of some previous A Level questions, it is important to 
note that the demands of this question are focused on the students’ suggestions of how the psychologist 
could carry out the observation and not justification.  Despite this being a novel style of question for AS 
examinations, encouragingly many students were able to provide some relevant suggestions .  It is clear 
that students are gaining important practical experience of how to design and/or carry out psychological 
research and so understand concepts fully and can apply them in an examination setting.   
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Common misunderstandings 

Question 12 

One of the psychologist’s questions asked the teachers to rate the general level of obedience for their class 
as a whole on a scale of 1–10.  A rating of 1 meant the general level of obedience was low and a rating of 10 
meant the general level of obedience was high. 
 
Write a suitable hypothesis for use with this question. 

[3 marks] 
 
There was significant confusion and inaccuracy in the responses to this question.  Disappointingly, around 
two-thirds of students were not awarded any marks for this question.  Many students wrote an incorrect 
type of hypothesis, with the most common incorrect response being a directional hypothesis, despite it 
clearly saying in the stimulus material that ‘Previous research showed inconsistent findings.”  Of those 
students who did write a non-directional hypothesis, many failed to fully operationalise the IV and/or the 
DV by failing to include ‘teachers’ either in the IV (teachers’ ratings of obedience) or in the DV (teachers of 
year 2 and year 5 children).  It is important that students can write accurate hypotheses, and this appears 
to be an area where many students need much more practice and support. 
 
 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
 
An excellent response which has identified the need for a non-directional hypothesis, and which has fully 
operationalised both the IV (‘ratings…by the teacher’) and the DV (‘teachers of year 2… teachers of year 
5’). 
 

Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
 
A typical 2-mark response.  The student has identified the need for a non-directional hypothesis but has 
failed to fully operationalise either the IV or the DV (or both) which need to contain ‘teachers.’  For example, 
the teachers of year 2 and year 5 for the IV or the teachers’ ratings of obedience for the DV. 
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A typical example of a response which cannot be awarded any marks as the wrong type of hypothesis 
(directional) has been written. 
 

Question 14 

Identify the population the psychologist was interested in studying. 
            [2 marks] 

Students performed significantly less well on this question and most seemed unable to correctly identify 
the population.  Indeed, less than 20% of the cohort of students were able to access any marks on this 
question.  Students appeared to have very little, if any, understanding of what a population was so were 
unable to apply this in their answer.  There was significant confusion between teachers and children, with 
many students incorrectly identifying year 2 and year 5 children as the population rather than the teachers 
of these children.  Of those students who could identify the teachers as the population, few could go on to 
fully identify the population coming from the primary schools in the city.  It appears that this needs to be 
an area of focus for students moving forward. 
 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
 
A clear and correctly identified population which includes both key elements of teachers of year 2 and year 
5 and being from the primary schools in the city.  
 

Exemplification of a less successful response 

 
An incomplete and therefore 1-mark response which, although correctly identifying the teachers (of Year 
2 and Year 5), has failed to include that they come from the primary schools in the city.  
 

 
A typical example of a response which cannot be awarded any marks as the population has been mis-
identified as the children not the teachers. 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 8 of 23  

 
 

Question 15 

Identify the sample used by the psychologist in the study. 
            [1 mark] 

Responses to this question were very weak.  This question relied on the students being able to answer Q14 
thus required an understanding of what a population was and then being able to correctly apply this to the 
study.  Unfortunately, around 90% of students were unable to identify the sample.  There was significant 
confusion between the sample (which the question asked for) and the sampling method (which they were 
told in Q15).  It appeared that many students did not understand what was meant by the sample and, once 
they had looked at Q15, went back and wrote ‘random sampling’ as they were told this in Q15.  As with 
Q14, there was significant confusion between teachers and children with many students incorrectly 
identifying year 2 and year 5 children as the sample rather than the teachers of these children.  Of those 
students who could identify the teachers as the sample, few could go on to fully identify the sample being 
the teachers of year 2 and year 5 from the four schools who agreed to take part.  As with population, it 
appears that samples (rather than the sampling method) need to be an area of focus for students moving 
forward. 
 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
 
A clear and correctly identified sample which includes the key elements of teachers of year 2 and year 5 
and being from the four primary schools (who agreed to take part).  

 

 

Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
 

 
 
Typical examples of a responses which cannot be awarded any marks as either the sampling method rather 
than the sample has been identified (as in the first response) or an incomplete sample has been identified 
(as in the second response). 
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Question 17 

Identify one ethical issue that should have been addressed in this study.  Explain why it should have been 
addressed and how it could have been dealt with.       
            [3 marks] 

Disappointingly, students performed less well on this question despite the format of the question being 
very similar to those seen in previous AS examinations.  Similar to previous questions, there was much 
confusion between who was involved in the study.  The ethical issue identified, the explanation of why it 
should be addressed and the method for dealing with it need to be about the parties involved in the study 
which is predominantly the teachers and possibly the schools.  Many students talked about informed 
consent from the children or their parents which was not relevant as they were not part of the study. 
 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
An excellent 3-mark response.  This student has clearly identified a relevant ethical issue (‘Confidentiality’), 
has explained why it should have been addressed (‘…answer honestly…having disobedient classes.’ and 
has explained how it could have been dealt with (‘…using numbers instead of names…’) 
 
 

Exemplification of a less successful response 

 
A typical example of a response which cannot be awarded any marks as the children were not involved in 
the study, so their privacy, confidentiality and informed consent are not relevant. 
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Question 18.2 

Explain why the median may be a more appropriate average to use with the data for the Year 2 teachers 
in Question 18.1 than the mode. 
            [2 marks] 

Despite students appearing comfortable with calculating the median and mode in Q18.1, less than half 
could go on and explain in Q18.2 why the median might be more appropriate for the data calculated in 
Q18.1.  Some students gave very little, if any, explanation and although they appeared to be able to 
calculate them, appeared to not really understand their relative strengths and limitations.  Of those that 
appeared to understand these, many students simply gave generic strengths of the median and/or 
limitations of the mode rather than applying these to the actual calculations from Q18.1 as the question 
asks.  Additionally, the question asks them to explain why the median is better than the mode for this data 
so there should be some comparison in students’ responses. 
 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
A good 2-mark response.  This student has clearly identified that there is a difference in the number of 
average scores (2 modes and 1 median) and has explained that this makes the median more useful (‘since 
it gives a better idea of central tendency’). 
 
 

Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
A typical 1-mark response.  This student has clearly identified that there is a difference in the number of 
average scores (2 modes and 1 median) but has not explained why this makes the median more 
appropriate. 
 
 

 
 
A typical example of a response which cannot be awarded any marks as the explanation is not relevant to 
the data from Q18.1. 
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Question 19 

Psychologists often observe the behaviour of children. 

Suggest how you could carry out an observation of obedient behaviour in Year 5 primary school children. 

In your answer, you will be awarded credit for providing appropriate details about the following: 
• the type of observation you would carry out 
• at least two examples of appropriate operationalised behavioural categories you would observe 
• the behavioural sampling method you would use for your observations.    

             [6 marks] 
 
Students’ performance varied greatly on this question but encouragingly, most students were able to gain 
at least some marks and nearly two thirds of the responses were awarded 3 marks or more.  It is important 
that students address the demands of this question and address all three bullet points.  Additionally, 
students need to provide some details of how they would carry out the type of observation they have 
identified (the first bullet point) and how they would use the type of behavioural sampling method they 
have identified (the third bullet point).  Students should avoid wasting time on justification of their 
suggestions as this is not what the question demands.  Unfortunately, too many students simply named a 
type of interview and/or behavioural sampling method and failed to outline how they would use them but 
instead included irrelevant justification of why they had chosen them.  For the second bullet point it is 
important that the examples of behavioural categories to be observed are operationalised (as the question 
asks), to actually measure obedient (or disobedient) behaviour and align with the behavioural sampling 
method chosen.  There was also some significant misunderstanding of behavioural sampling methods; 
many students wrote about the participant sampling method and thus did not get any credit for this bullet 
point. 
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Exemplification of a successful response  

 
 
Despite some irrelevant justification of the type of observation towards the beginning, this response 
contains all of the elements needed for a level 3 response.  The student has identified a type of observation 
(lines 2 and 3) and given some detail of how this would be carried out (lines 9 and 10).  They have then 
given some examples of operationalised behaviour categories.  Although the first and second categories 
suggested are implicit measurements of obedience, the third suggestion is explicitly measuring 
(dis)obedience.  The student then goes on to identify an appropriate behavioural sampling method which 
would work with their suggested behavioural categories and also gives some detail as to how they would 
use this to record observations. 
  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 13 of 23  

 
 

 
 
 

Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
 
A fairly typical example of a response where the student has at least attempted to engage with each of the 
bullet points.  The final point is confused and is about the sampling of the participants, not the behavioural 
categories which is not required and so cannot gain credit.  However, there is some very implicit knowledge 
of event sampling, even though it is not named, in the attempt at behaviour categories (‘the amount of 
times all children…’).  The student has attempted to give two examples of behavioural categories at the 
start and although these are about obedience, these are not operationalised as it is unclear how ‘listening’ 
and ‘not listening’ could be observed.  In the middle paragraph, the student has identified a type of 
observation but has not explained how this (covert) observation could be carried out.   
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Short answer questions 
 

Questions where students performed well. 

Students performed well in several short answer questions across Section A: Approaches in Psychology 
and Section B: Psychopathology.    
 
Section A: Approaches in Psychology  
Students performed relatively well on Q2 and Q3 where they were asked to demonstrate their knowledge 
of how Bandura investigated social learning and then to asked to explain one limitation with this.  It is 
important to note that students must ensure that their answers are focused upon how Bandura 
investigated social learning, i.e. his methodology, and not his findings or conclusions.  This was particularly 
evident in Q3 where some students explained a limitation of social learning theory or of Bandura’s findings 
and not of his methodology as the question demanded.   
 
Students also performed relatively well on Q5 where they were asked to label a typical neuron.  Over two 
thirds of students achieved 2 marks or more.  The most common mistake students made here was labelling 
component D as a ‘receptor’ or ‘receptor site’ but these would be found on the post synaptic neuron. 
 
Section B: Psychopathology 
Students performed relatively well on all the short answers questions.     
 
In Q7, the multiple-choice question, students were asked to identify two behavioural characteristic of OCD 
which over two thirds of them were able to do correctly.     
 
For Q9 students were required to apply their knowledge of the two-process model to a phobia of the 
dentist.  Encouragingly, students performed relatively well on this question and there appeared to be a 
notable improvement in this area (application of knowledge) from previous series. However, it is important 
that students apply their knowledge to the scenario and do not waste valuable time writing generic 
knowledge which does not address the demands of the question. It was also important for students to use 
some accurate specialist terminology from classical and operant conditioning if they are to access the 
higher levels/marks. 
 

Questions where students performed less well. 

Q1 appeared to be a challenging question for many students, most likely due to this being the first time 
this has been directly asked about in an AS examination.   This question had one of the highest proportion 
of responses not attempted (over 2%) on the paper.  Students also appeared to struggle with the demands 
of Q4, which asked them to outline one role of schema.   
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Common misunderstandings 

Question 1 

Outline the emergence of psychology as a science.       
             [4 marks] 

Many students focused their answers to this question on the work of Wundt but failed to gain many marks 
as it was not focused upon his contribution to the emergence of psychology as a science but was merely a 
description of his research.  A few students did produce some excellent responses which used their 
knowledge of the timeline of approaches in psychology to explain how they contributed to the emergence 
of psychology as a science. 
 

Exemplification of a successful response 

 
 
A clear and accurate outline with a clear focus on how psychology has emerged (and developed) as a 
scientific discipline. 
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Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
 
A typical example of a level 1 response which has outlined the work of Wundt but has not effectively linked 
this to the emergence of psychology as a science.   
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Question 4 

Outline one role of schema according to the cognitive approach.     
             [2 marks] 

Performance on this question was relatively weak as many students appeared to misunderstand the 
demand of the question and simply gave an outline of what schema are rather than outline one role of 
schema.  Over a third of students were not awarded any marks on the question suggesting they either 
failed to understand the demands of the question or lacked the knowledge to be able to answer it correctly.    
 

Exemplification of a successful response       

        
 
An excellent answer which has gone well beyond the requirements of the question.  This response has 
cleverly combined several roles of schema into one coherent outline.  
 

 
 
Despite the irrelevance of the first sentence, which simply outlines what schema are, this response 
develops, in the second sentence, into a clear and coherent outline of one role of schema.  
 
 

Exemplification of a less successful response  

 
 
This response is a typical example of one which attempts to outline what schema are rather than outline 
one role of schema and thus cannot be awarded any credit. 
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Extended writing questions  
 
There were two extended writing questions on the paper, one in Section A: Approaches in Psychology and 
one in Section B: Psychopathology.  Students generally performed better in Section B. 
   

Questions where students performed well. 

Section B: Psychopathology 
Q10 asked students to describe and evaluate the behavioural approach to the treatment of phobias for 12 
marks.  Students could focus their answer on one treatment in depth or on two in less detail and it was 
encouraging to see both breadth and depth of knowledge across many responses.  Many students also 
demonstrated some excellent  evaluation and reassuringly their performance in this assessment objective 
(AO3) is improving year on year.  As in Q9, it is important that students include relevant specialist 
terminology from behavioural treatments (likely from flooding and/or systematic desensitisation)  to 
enable them to  access the higher levels/marks.  
 

Questions where students performed less well. 

Section A: Approaches in Psychology  
Q6 asked students to describe and evaluate the biological approach in psychology (8 marks).   There was 
more variation seen in responses here compared to Q10 (the other extended writing question).  Some 
students wrote detailed and effective responses which were clearly focused upon the question, enabling  
them to achieve high marks.  However, there were many other responses which failed to fully address the 
demands of the question for example: some were muddled and confused, some were largely descriptive 
and contained very little evaluation, some responses were focused on OCD rather than the biological 
approach in in general and others were not focused on the use of the approach in psychology. 
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Common misunderstandings 

Question 6 

Describe and evaluate the biological approach in psychology. 
[8 marks] 

 

Exemplification of a successful response  

 
 
This section of a response demonstrates accurate and detailed knowledge and understanding of the 
biological approach and is clearly linked to how we can use the approach to explain behaviour (i.e. how 
the approach is used in psychology).  
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A clear and effective paragraph which explains one strength of the biological approach in psychology.  This 
strength is not only clearly linked to psychology, but it is also developed as it goes on to explain why this 
is a strength.  
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Exemplification of a less successful response 

 
 

 
 
These paragraphs illustrate a common problem with many students’ responses to this question.  In the 
first paragraph, the student has attempted to explain genotype and phenotype and clearly says how the 
phenotype ‘can be affected by the environment.’  They then go onto to contradict themselves by saying 
how the biological approach ‘doesn’t take into account…the environment.’   Additionally, even if the 
second paragraph had been accurate, it is not effective as it does not fully explain why the biological 
approach being reductionist is a limitation for the approach.  
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Support and guidance.  
Our reports on the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your understanding of our 
assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics page of 
our website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 
students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question. 
• identify topics, skills, and types of question where students may need further support. 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in other 

AQA schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our feedback courses where you can review example responses from students and 
commentaries from our examiners.  
 
 
 
 
  

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development
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Contact us 
 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel:   01483 477 822 
Email: psychology@aqa.org.uk  
 
 

mailto:psychology@aqa.org.uk
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