
Welcome to A level Psychology! 

 

 

The purpose of this pack is to give you a flavour of what A level psychology is about. Enjoy! 

  



Psychology is the scientific study of mind and behaviour.  

We study the AQA specification. There are several units covered in the A’level Psychology course. These are: 

 1 Social influence 

 2 Memory 

 3 Attachment 

 4 Psychopathology 

 5 Approaches in Psychology 

 6 Biopsychology 

 7 Research methods 

 8 Issues and debates in Psychology 

 9 Gender 

 10 Stress 

 11  Forensic Psychology 

 

We will have a look at some of those topics now. 

 

 

  

https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-as/introductory-topics-in-psychology#Social_Influence_1_1_1
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-as/introductory-topics-in-psychology#Memory_1_1_2
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-as/introductory-topics-in-psychology#Attachment_1_1_3
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-as/psychology-in-context#Psychopathology_1_1_4
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/psychology-in-context#Approaches_in_Psychology_1_2_1
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/psychology-in-context#Biopsychology__1_2_2
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/psychology-in-context#Research_Methods_1_2_3
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/issues-and-options-in-psychology#Issues_and_Debates_in_Psychology_1_3_1
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/issues-and-options-in-psychology#Gender_1_3_3
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/issues-and-options-in-psychology#Stress_1_3_7
https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/psychology/as-and-a-level/psychology-7181-7182/subject-content-a-level/issues-and-options-in-psychology#Forensic_Psychology_1_3_9


Biopsychology  

Biopsychology looks at the effect of our biology on our behaviour.  

Part of what we look at is the role of evolution in developing our behaviour. One area that is interesting is whether 

there is an evolutionary basis to our gender roles today. Traditionally males were the hunter gatherers and females 

were the nurturers of the offspring. Some researchers are interested into whether these evolutionary behaviours 

manifest themselves into how men and women select partners. 

An article about this:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/science/humanbody/mind/articles/emotions/lonelyhearts.shtml  

Here is a summary of one piece of research   

 Waynforth & Dunbar 1995: Content analysis on 900 lonely hearts adverts. Women were more likely to emphasise 

their physical attractiveness, men their economic status. 

Content analysis is technique used in research which basically tallies up what type of content there is indifferent 

types of media.  

How would they have designed this piece of research? 

Can you write their aim and methodology used?  

What would their results table (tally chart) have looked like? 

 

(example of more detail research in this area 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/80c3/824dfab224acbf98135982a89afc1b08caf3.pdf ) 

This may also be interesting for you: 

Halo effect 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuometYfMTk 

 

Memory  

Our memories are fascinating. We take them for granted but we cannot always rely on them, for example if we are 

witness to a crime. Our ability to picture our future is based on what we know from the past. The ways our 

memories can have an impact on areas such as advertising, did you know that it costs more to have an advert at the 

beginning or end of a sequence of adverts, why might that be? 

Watch this video to find out about the primacy and recency effect https://youtu.be/2E8sCgukQx4  

 Your task is to design and carry out a little memory test on a willing volunteer. Produce a list of 15 words….. think 

about what type of words to use (they should not be too long or too short, they should be relatively common 

words). 

Ask the volunteer to read through the list of words and then recall them in any order (this is called a free recall task).  

How many of the first 5 words did they remember? The middle 5? The last 5? Did you have any evidence for primacy 

and recency effect?  

Which do you think is more important; primacy or recency effect? Watch this video….. https://youtu.be/xhCRzYBIzLA  

So perhaps when we are told by old and wise people (like parents and teachers) that first impressions count, 

perhaps they might be onto something!)  

In the video identical twins are used, they have identical DNA so are often studied because of this…. We will do more 

of this next term. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/science/humanbody/mind/articles/emotions/lonelyhearts.shtml
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/80c3/824dfab224acbf98135982a89afc1b08caf3.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZuometYfMTk
https://youtu.be/2E8sCgukQx4
https://youtu.be/xhCRzYBIzLA


 

 

Social psychology  

Social psychology studies how other people influence our behaviour.  

 

This is Kitty Genovese. On March 13, 1964 she was murdered outside of her apartment in Queens, New York. Over 

the course of a brutal attack lasting over 30 minutes, Genovese was stabbed at least 14 times. It was widely reported 

that despite Genovese’s screams for help, not a single one of the 38 bystanders at the apartment that night came to 

her aid. The case caught the attention of the public, as well as psychological scientists, leading to research on the 

“bystander effect.” 

Watch the video (if you are able to access the link) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z4S1LLrSzVE  

One such researcher was Piliavin et al. (1969). This is a summary of what they did. (don’t worry if you find some of 

the terminology hard. It is useful to see how research is reported and terminology used. We will cover a lot of this 

when we do research method) Read the summary and then answer the questions 

Answer these questions using the information in the study below: 

What is a field experiment? 

Why are studies like this best done in the ‘field’ than in a laboratory?  

Overall who is more likely to receive help? 

Who is more likely to help a male victim? Was there a link between the number of bystanders and the speed of 

help? 

What do you think ethical issues are? 

Good Samaritanism: An Underground Phenomenon? 

Background and Aim: After Kitty Genovese’s murder in New York, Darley and Latané (1968) and Latané and Rodin 

(1969) conducted a series of experiments that introduced the theory of “bystander apathy” because of the 

“diffusion of responsibility”. In other words, a negative event, such as a public attack on a person or a person falling 

ill on the street and collapsing and needing help, was less likely to result in such help being given if there 

were many witnesses than if there were few. In fact the fewer the witnesses, the more help was given. If many 

people saw an attack, for example, each one was likely to believe that others had already called for help, were 

assisting, or had decided it was not an emergency situation. Anyway, the result was the same: inaction. 

Many of these studies were conducted in the laboratory. Piliavin et al.’s study moved the research into the field. 

The aim of this study was to conduct a field experiment to investigate the effect of several different variables on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z4S1LLrSzVE


who responded to help, the speed of responding and the likelihood of responding. The main focus of the research 

was to investigate the effect of the type of victim (drunk or ill) and the ethnicity of victim (black or white) on 

the speed and frequency of the response and the ethnicity of the responder. 

Method: The emergencies were staged in the short 7.5 min journey between two stations on the New York 

subway (underground). These were trains that did not stop at the stations in between. On each trial four researchers 

(two males and two females) entered the train. Four different research teams gathered data from 103 trials. 

The procedure was always the same: The female confederates took seats and kept notes as unobtrusively as 

possible, while the male “victim” and male model (potential “helper”) stood near a pole in the centre of the train. 

The four victims were male, three white and one black, aged between 26 and 35 years, all identically casually 

dressed. In 38 trials the victim smelled of alcohol and carried alcohol in a brown bag; in 65 trials he appeared sober 

and carried a cane. All victims participated in both conditions. The models were all white and aged between 24 and 

29. 

After passing the first station (approximately 70 secs) the victim collapsed. In the “no help” condition, the model did 

nothing until the train slowed to stop, and then helped the victim to his feet. In the “helping” condition, the helper 

came to the victim’s assistance. 

There were four different helping conditions used in both “drunk” and “cane” situations: 

1. Critical area – early. The model stood in the critical area and waited until after the train passed the fourth station, 

and then helped the victim. (Approx. 70 secs after collapse.) 

2. Critical area – late. The model stood in the critical area and waited until after the train passed the sixth station 

before helping the victim. (Approx. 150 secs after collapse.) 

3. Adjacent area – early. The model stood a little further way, adjacent to the critical area and waited until after the 

train passed the fourth station, and then helped the victim 

4. Adjacent area – late. The model stood in the adjacent area and waited until after the sixth station before helping. 

“cane” = ill 

Results: In all but three of the “cane” situation model trials, the victim received help before the model was due to 

help (62 out of the 65 trials). In the “drunk” situation, the victim received help in 19 out of the 38 trials. Spontaneous 

help before 70 secs had lapsed in the model trials was therefore more likely in the “cane” situation. Men were more 

likely to help than women. 

There was no difference between the help given to the white and black victims in this situation. The “drunk” black 

victim was the only one who was more likely to receive help from someone of his own ethnicity. The victims 

received help in 81/103 trials, and in 60% of these cases the help was received from more than one person. In fact, 

once the first person had moved to help, two or three others often followed quite quickly. The longer the victim 

went without help, the more likely were travellers to move away from the area or to verbally justify their non-

intervention. 



 

Conclusions: More assistance was given, and more quickly than would have been suggested by Darley and Latané’s 

“diffusion of responsibility” hypothesis. However, this was a public face-to-face situation, which was different from 

the lab studies previously run. Looking at the patterns of helping, Piliavin et al. suggest a negative-state relief 

model that explains why people help and, alternatively, why people move away or justify their behaviour. This would 

also explain why fewer women help: in all cases the victim was a man and sometimes “drunk”. It would 

be difficult for a woman to lift and assist a man who has collapsed, and potentially risky to assist a drunk man. Not 

assisting would earn little if any blame. However, more field studies would be needed under different circumstances 

to confirm this model. 

In summary, an individual who appears ill is more likely to receive help than someone who seems drunk. With mixed 

groups of men and women, men are more likely than women to help a male victim. People are more likely to help 

people of the same race especially if they are drunk. There is no strong link between the number of bystanders and 

speed of helping in a visible incident. When escape from a situation is not possible and bystanders are face-to-face 

with a victim, help is likely. People carry out a cost-reward analysis before deciding whether or not to help a victim. 

Evaluation 

Research Method: The field experiments were not subject to demand characteristics, as the travellers on the 

underground train did not know they were part of an experiment. Several different experimental conditions that 

added to the validity of the findings. 

Reliability: Because of methodological problems, there were more cane trials than drunk trials and more white 

victims than black victims. Therefore the results from each group’s trials cannot always be reliably compared with 

each other. The victims and helpers were all male and the results cannot be generalised to females or a mixed 

group. Further research could investigate if women are more likely to help if the victim and the helper are both 

female. 

Ethical Considerations: There a number of ethical issues associated with Piliavin et al.’s study. Participants were 

unaware that they were taking part in an experiment, therefore they could not consent to take part and it was also 

not possible to withdraw from the study or be debriefed. Furthermore, seeing a victim collapse may have been 

stressful for the participants, they also may have felt guilty if they didn’t help, therefore leading to psychological 

harm. 

 

Psychopathology  

The scientific study of mental disorders is referred to as psychopathology. It is sometimes refereed to the study of 

abnormal behaviour. What do we mean by abnormal? (it is worth considering if there is such a thing as ‘normal’…. 

We could probably discuss this for a long time) 



Look at these behaviours, underneath write whether you think it is normal or abnormal behaviour… and why you 

think so: 

CHOOSING TO LIVE ALONE WITH 8 
ALSATIANS 

HAVING CONVERSATIONS WITH A 
VOICE IN YOUR HEAD 

TALKING OUT LOUD TO YOURSELF PICKING ITEMS OUT OF SKIPS 

ONLY WEARING SECOND-HAND 
CLOTHES 

ONLY EATING FOOD YOU’VE GROWN 
YOURSELF 

EATING A MACROBIOTIC VEGAN DIET REFUSING TO DRINK COFFEE OR TEA 

HAVING A DIAGNOSIS OF CLINICAL 
DEPRESSION 

BEING UNHAPPY UNLESS YOU’VE SPENT 
AN HOUR EXERCISING EACH DAY 

BEING FRIGHTENED OF FEATHERS NOT GOING TO SPORTS DAY IN CASE 
YOU SEE WORMS 

BEING AFRAID OF PUBLIC SPEAKING BEING FRIGHTENED OF BEING IN A 
CROWD 

HAVING A CONVERSATION WITH JESUS TELLING STORIES TO A TENNIS BALL 

 

It is quite hard to decide. There is no agreed way of defining abnormality and in the course we will consider 4 

possible definitions. These are: 

 Deviation from social norms 

 Deviation from ideal mental health 



 Statistical infrequency 

 Failure to function adequately  

 

For each of the things you identified as abnormal in the table above can you try and work out which definition 

you would apply to it (don’t worry if you find it hard…. It is!) 

Approaches 

 Different psychologists explain behaviour in different ways. 

Watch this link to get an idea of what we mean by different approaches in psychology 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M&t=186s  

These are extracts from the digital textbook we use in psychology. Can you write 2 sentences on what each proper is 

about.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vo4pMVb0R6M&t=186s


 

Hopefully as you read them you realise that Psychologists can work in very different ways. We will now look at one 

aspect of behaviour and how different psychologists would explain it.  



 

We spend part of the first half term understanding the different approaches and strengths and weaknesses of them.  

Stress 

We all experience stress from time to time. But 
what is stress and when do we get stressed? 

 
 

 

 



Consider the 
statements. 
 
Use this to write a 
definition of stress. 
 
Is a little bit of stress 
good for you?  
 
When does stress 
become an issue?  

 
 

Did you know that the majority of world records are set at big events like the Olympics rather than the same athletes 

performing at small events like club championships? Research the Yerks Dodson curve… can you link this to why top 

athletes do better at big events? What about for yourself, have you any experience of feeling that stress impairs 

performance?   

 

Often when we consider stress, we think of it something negative. The majority of the unit deals with it as something 

negative but it worth remembering that a small amount of stress can be of benefit.  

We will look at various causes of stress. For a lot of people work place stress is an issue. Can you find out how many 

days work were lost due to stress in a year? (you may find data for 2019, if not look for an earlier year) 

Attachment 

The earliest relationship that a child forms is something called an attachment. It tends to be with the mother but it is 

better to use the term primary caregiver. Many psychologists believe that this relationship is important for the child 

to develop socially and emotionally in the future. Fortunately, most children have secure attachments and this may 

help them have happy adult relationships however some do not. We look at some case studies about this. These can 

be quite upsetting as neglected children can sometimes struggle to make up for the early issues they have 

experienced.  

This is one example https://youtu.be/P_IBGS1FQw4  

Other area we will look are children that have been raised in institutions for example children orphaned due to war 

or because of issues in their country. 

There are several studies we will look at. This is a link to some examples. 

https://theemotionallearner.com/2018/06/08/privation-development-in-the-absence-of-attachment/  

Make summary of the findings of each study. Does early attachment issues always lead to negative outcomes?  

Forensic psychology 

How do police catch criminals? One thing they look at is something called geographical profiling. In this they look for 

patterns in the location of crimes. Can you plot the crimes on the map and try and workout any information about 

https://youtu.be/P_IBGS1FQw4
https://theemotionallearner.com/2018/06/08/privation-development-in-the-absence-of-attachment/


the criminal. Where might they have lived? Was there a pattern to where they committed the crimes? When might 

they have committed them?  

 

 

 

Some videos: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P_n3m5wKQzc 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBz61lCg9z4  

We will do more about profiling in the forensic unit. There are other types, for example looking at features of the 

crime scene. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P_n3m5wKQzc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBz61lCg9z4


Gender 

In this unit we consider what we mean by gender, is it as simple as male and female?  

Consider this article…. 

 
Mr Blackwell: Hermaphrodite (Goldwyn, 1979) 
 
Goldwyn cites the case of Mr Blackwell, only the 303rd true hermaphrodite in all of medical history (where person’s cells 
are both female XX and male XY).  He’s described as a handsome and rather shy 18 yr old boy.  Although he had a 
small vaginal opening as well as a penis, he was taken to be a boy and brought up as such.  But when he was 14yrs he 
developed breasts and was sent to hospital to discover why this had happened.  It was found that he had an active 
ovary on one side of his body and an active testicle on the other. 
 
Gross (1987) suggested that in fact he could well be said to have a ‘female brain’ for his hormone system was enough 
to take him through the whole female cycle and ovulate every month.  Nevertheless, he expressed his wish to remain 
male and so his female parts were removed.   
 
His upbringing as a male seems to have been a major influence on gender development.  This case then underlines the 
strength of nurture, since his upbringing as a boy influenced his gender identity as a male, overriding his female bio 
chemistry.  Also the surgeon who had carried out the operation on Mr Blackwell, and on 25 other similar cases – all 
these people had no doubt about their gender, which was always in line to how they were raised – male or female.  It 
therefore seems that biology alone can not determine gender development. 

 

One of the debates we consider in Psychology is whether our behaviours are due to nature or nurture. In relation to 

the gender of the person in the article what determines their gender?  

Do you think this is always the case?  

Could anybody be nurtured to be either gender? 

 Did the person in the article have typical sex chromosomes, could this be an issue? 

 

Is your gender due to your sex chromosomes or your sex hormones or the effect of these hormones on your body? 

If you research androgen insensitivity syndrome…. Consider your answers to the questions above… is it 

straightforward? 

Some people have intersex conditions where their gender is not clear cut. One quite famous example is the athlete 

Caster Semenya (if you have not heard of them, google them)  

Should they be allowed to compete in athletics as a female? Remember they are not cheating in any way.  Have a 

look at this article  

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/may/01/caster-semenya-loses-landmark-legal-case-iaaf-athletics  

 

As I hope you can appreciate gender is quite a complex issue…. More of this in the gender unit in y13. 

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2019/may/01/caster-semenya-loses-landmark-legal-case-iaaf-athletics

