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A-Level Psychology represents one of the most intellectually demanding yet rewarding transitions from secondary 

to higher education. For students navigating the AQA (7182) or CAIE (9990)specifications, the volume of content—

ranging from neurobiology to social dynamics—requires a sophisticated approach to revision. This guide provides a

technical breakdown of the core pillars of psychological study, offering a structured framework for achieving top-tier

marks through rigorous scientific analysis and evaluative excellence.

The Theoretical Landscape: Understanding the Assessment Objectives

Success in A-Level Psychology is predicated on a tripartite mastery of Assessment Objectives (AOs). Unlike lower-

level qualifications, A-Level examiners prioritize the application of knowledge over rote memorization. The following

table delineates the expectations for candidates:



Objective Focus Area Weighting (Approx.) Key Requirements

AO1 Demonstrate Knowledge 30-35% Accurate description of 
theories, studies, and 
psychological concepts. 
Use of technical 
terminology.

AO2 Apply Knowledge 30-35% Applying theories to novel 
scenarios or practical 
research contexts.

AO3 Analyze and Evaluate 30-40% Critical analysis of 
research, including 
strengths, limitations, and 
methodological validity.

The Significance of AO3 in High-Level Scoring

To secure an A* grade, a student must move beyond simple description. AO3 evaluation requires the use of the 

PEEL method(Point, Evidence, Explanation, Link). For instance, when evaluating the Multi-Store Model of

memory, one must not merely state it is simplistic; one must provide evidence (e.g., the case of KF who showed

multiple short-term stores), explain how this contradicts the original model, and link it back to the theoretical

implications for cognitive psychology.

Core Content Analysis: AQA Paper 1 – Introductory Topics

Paper 1 for the AQA specification focuses on the foundational blocks of human behavior. These topics are

characterized by a blend of laboratory experiments and longitudinal observations.

1. Social Influence

Social influence explores the mechanics of conformity and obedience. Technical revision must focus on the

distinction between informational social influence (the desire to be right) and normative social influence (the desire

to be liked). Key research focuses include:

•  Asch’s Line Studies: Investigating the variables affecting conformity, such as group size, unanimity, and task 

difficulty.

•  Milgram’s Obedience Experiments: Analyzing the situational variables (proximity, location, uniform) and the 

Agentic State vs. Autonomous State.

•  Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment: Evaluating the impact of social roles and deindividuation.

2. Memory Systems

The cognitive approach to memory involves understanding structural models and the factors affecting accuracy. 

Revision notes should prioritize the Multi-Store Model (Atkinson & Shiffrin) and the Working Memory Model 

(Baddeley & Hitch). Detailed technical knowledge of the Central Executive, Phonological Loop, and Visuo-

spatial Sketchpad is essential for answering complex 16-mark questions.

3. Attachment Dynamics

Revision for attachment requires a deep dive into evolutionary theories (Bowlby’s Monotropic Theory) versus 

learning theory (cupboard love). Students must be able to contrast Ainsworth’s Strange Situation classifications 

(Secure, Insecure-Avoidant, Insecure-Resistant) with cultural variationsin attachment types, citing research by



Ijzendoorn and Kroonenberg.

AQA Paper 2: Psychology in Context

Paper 2 shifts the focus toward the "scientific" nature of the discipline, emphasizing biological mechanisms and

rigorous research methodology.

Approaches in Psychology

Candidates must compare and contrast five primary approaches:

1.  The Biological Approach: Focuses on genetic inheritance, neurochemistry, and brain structure.

2.  The Cognitive Approach: Utilizes computer analogies and internal mental processes.

3.  The Behavioral Approach: Emphasizes classical and operant conditioning (Pavlov and Skinner).

4.  The Psychodynamic Approach: Explores the unconscious mind and psychosexual stages (Freud).

5.  The Humanistic Approach: Focuses on free will and self-actualization (Maslow and Rogers).

Biopsychology: The Biological Hardware

This section demands a high level of technical proficiency regarding the Endocrine System, Fight or Flight 

response, and Localization of Brain Function. Revision should include diagrams of the brain specifically 

highlighting the motor, somatosensory, visual, auditory, and language areas (Broca and Wernicke). Furthermore, 

understanding Synaptic Transmission—including the role of neurotransmitters and inhibitory/excitatory potentials

—is a common area for high-tariff questions.

The Statistical and Methodological Core: Research Methods

Research Methods often carries the highest total marks across all papers. Mastery of this section is non-negotiable.

It involves both theoretical knowledge and mathematical calculation.

Experimental Design and Validity

Revision notes must categorize experimental designs into Independent Groups, Repeated Measures, and 

Matched Pairs. Each must be evaluated for participant variables and order effects. Furthermore, students must 

distinguish between Internal Validity (are we measuring what we intend to?) and External Validity(can we

generalize to other settings?).

Mathematical Models and Statistical Testing

A-Level Psychology requires a level of numeracy. Students must be able to calculate and interpret:

•  Measures of Central Tendency: Mean, Median, and Mode.

•  Measures of Dispersion: Range and Standard Deviation.

•  Probability and Significance: Understanding the p  threshold for rejecting the null hypothesis.

•  Statistical Tests: Choosing the correct test (e.g., Spearman’s Rho, Pearson’s r, Mann-Whitney U, Wilcoxon, or 

Chi-Square) based on the level of measurement (Nominal, Ordinal, Interval) and the research design.

CAIE 9990 Specification: A Comparative Overview

While AQA is common in the UK, the CAIE 9990 specification is the international benchmark. It places a heavier 

emphasis on specific Core Studiesrather than broad thematic topics. For CAIE students, revision notes must be

meticulously organized around the 12 core studies, such as Baron-Cohen (Autism), Milgram (Obedience), and

Bandura (Aggression).



Feature AQA (7182) CAIE (9990)

Structure Thematic (Social, Memory, etc.) Case-Study Centric

Research Methods Integrated across papers Dedicated Paper (Paper 2)

Options Choice of 3 (e.g., Forensic, Gender) Choice of 2 (e.g., Abnormality, Health)

Maths 10% of total marks Heavy focus in Paper 2

Technical Workflow for Effective Revision

To translate these technical notes into exam success, students should implement a systematic revision workflow. 

This process ensures that knowledge is encoded into long-term memory and can be retrieved under exam

pressure.

Step 1: Specification Mapping

Before writing a single note, download the official specification. Use it as a checklist to ensure there are no gaps in

your knowledge. Every bullet point in the specification is a potential exam question.

Step 2: Dual Coding with Visual Organizers

Psychology involves complex processes (e.g., the action potential or the stages of the Strange Situation). Create

visual flowcharts alongside text. This dual coding helps in the retrieval of abstract concepts during the exam.

Step 3: The AO3 Bank

Create a dedicated document for evaluation points. For every theory, aim for 2 strengths and 2 limitations. Use the 

GRAVE acronym for evaluating studies: Generalizability, Reliability, Application, Validity, Ethics.

Case Study Analysis: Schizophrenia and Clinical Psychology

As an example of high-level revision content, consider the topic of Schizophrenia (Paper 3 Option). An in-depth

technical note should cover:

Diagnostic Criteria

Distinguishing between Positive Symptoms (Hallucinations, Delusions) and Negative Symptoms (Avolition, 

Speech Poverty). Revision must mention the DSM-5 and ICD-11diagnostic manuals and the issues surrounding

inter-rater reliability in diagnosis.

Biological Explanations

The Dopamine Hypothesis remains a core focus. Notes should detail the difference between Hyperdopaminergia

 in the subcortex (Broca’s area) and Hypodopaminergiain the prefrontal cortex. This provides the technical depth

required for the top mark bands.

Psychological Treatments

Compare Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Psychosis (CBTp)  with Family Therapy . Focus on the mechanism 

of reality testing in CBT and the reduction of Expressed Emotion (EE) in family therapy. Use comparative data to 

show that a combination of biological and psychological therapies (the Interactionist Approach) yields the lowest

relapse rates.



Field Guide: Navigating Common Revision Pitfalls

Even high-achieving students often stumble on specific technicalities. Understanding these operational challenges

is key to maintaining a high UMS score.

•  Confusing the Models: Do not confuse the Multi-Store Model (MSM) with the Working Memory Model (WMM). 

MSM is the overall structure; WMM is a detailed look at Short Term Memory only.

•  Misapplying Ethical Guidelines: When discussing ethics, go beyond saying a study was "unethical." Specify 

which BPS guideline was breached (e.g., Deception, Right to Withdraw, Protection from Harm) and justify why it 

was a breach in that specific context.

•  Over-reliance on Descriptions: A common failure mode is writing too much for AO1 and not enough for AO3. 

In a 16-mark question, aim for a 6:10 ratio of description to evaluation.

Strategic Implementation: The 12-Week Countdown

Organize your revision notes into a structured timeline. Psychology cannot be "crammed" due to the specific

terminology and study names required.

Weeks 1-4: Foundation Building

Focus on Paper 1 (Introductory Topics) and Research Methods. Since Research Methods supports all other topics,

mastering it early provides a recursive benefit.

Weeks 5-8: Technical Depth

Focus on Biopsychology and Approaches. This is where the biological and scientific terminology is heaviest.

Practice drawing the nervous system and labeling the brain without assistance.

Weeks 9-12: Synthesis and Application

Move to Paper 3 (Issues and Options). Start doing timed past papers. This phase is about exam technique—

learning how to manage your time so you don't leave a 16-marker unfinished at the end of the paper.

Advanced Theoretical Integration

As the field of psychology evolves, the A-Level curriculum has increasingly focused on Issues and Debates. These

act as the "connective tissue" between topics. An advanced revision strategy involves weaving these debates into

every essay:

•  Idiographic vs. Nomothetic: Does the theory focus on the individual or general laws?

•  Determinism vs. Free Will: Is behavior dictated by biology (Biological Determinism) or can we choose?

•  Nature vs. Nurture: The classic debate between innate characteristics and environmental influences (the 

Epigenetics perspective is currently highly regarded by examiners).

By framing your revision notes within these broader academic contexts, you demonstrate the executive-level

synthesis expected at the university undergraduate level. A-Level Psychology is not just a test of what you know,

but how you think about the human condition through a scientific lens. Utilizing these structured notes, focusing on

AO3 evaluation, and adhering to a rigorous methodological review will ensure academic excellence across both

AQA and CAIE platforms.
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