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Getting the most from this book

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.

Learning outcomes
› A summary of the skills that will be covered in the 

chapter.

Exam tip
Practical advice about how to apply 
your skills to the exam.

Common pitfall

Problem areas where 
candidates often miss out 
on marks.

Activity
An opportunity to test your skills with practical activities.

The difference between...
Explanations of key differences that make 
A-grade students stand out.

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

Worked example
Step-by-step examples to help you construct effective answers to exam questions and carry out  
mini-practicals. 

Take it further  
Suggestions for further reading or activities that will stretch your thinking.

You should know
› A summary of key points to take away from the chapter.
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Good writing practices to develop

Demonstrating depth in your answers
The material you use in your essays should be shaped or written 
in such a way that it fully addresses the question being asked. The 
following techniques will help to give your answer greater depth:
➜ Use relevant psychological terminology to demonstrate a high 

level of understanding.
➜ Include real-life examples as a form of explanatory detail, to 

illustrate your understanding of a point being made. However, 
never use examples as a form of ‘evidence’ on their own, as 
generally this won’t be creditworthy.

➜ Show evidence of multiple sources in your answer and not just 
material from one textbook. 

➜ Only use methodological content, such as criticisms of how a 
study was conducted, if it helps answer the question (i.e. is 
relevant). 

➜ Don’t be afraid to be a ‘maverick’ by including unusual material, 
such as material learned in other subjects (as long as it is 
relevant), as this will impress the examiner.

Summary of good practices
A summary of good practices for answering essay questions is given 
in Table 4.4.

Activity
Create lists of specialist 
terms that go with each 
topic area you have studied, 
and practise using them 
when answering questions.

Table 4.4 Summary of good writing practices for extended response/essay-type questions

Element of good practice Action

Demonstrate an understanding of the 
question

Identify the command words before answering the question

Write to the mark allocation Use the number of marks as an indicator of how much to write

Demonstrate organisation in your answer Divide your essay into discrete paragraphs

Structure your answer Have a common theme throughout your essay

Use of elaboration Build different types of evaluative points into an elaborated commentary to 
access the higher-level marks

Use of contextualised issues, debates and 
approaches (IDA)

Include relevant points concerning issues, debates and approaches into 
elaborated commentaries

Use of signposting Use phrases that signpost which assessment objectives you are 
addressing, i.e. AO1, AO2 or AO3

Use of topping and tailing Use phrases that show where evaluative points begin and end

Use of comparison and contrast Use comparisons and contrasts with other theories and studies to highlight 
the strengths and weaknesses of the theory or study being addressed

Use of psychological terminology Include relevant psychological terminology to illustrate your understanding

Use of relevant examples Include real-life examples to elaborate your points — but do not use them 
as evidence by themselves

Use of multiple sources Use more than one textbook as your source of knowledge

Use of methodological content Only use methodological content if it answers the question

The maverick quality Do not be afraid to include unusual content from other sources, e.g. 
relevant material from another subject
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 4 WRITING SkILLS FOR ExTENDED RESPONSE/ESSAY-TYPE QUESTIONS

Annotated example 4.1
Discuss biological explanations for schizophrenia. (16) 

Use the number of marks 
available to calculate how 
much to write/how long 
to write for.One biological explanation is the genetic 

theory, which sees 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 
studies to assess concordance rates for 
developing schizophrenia between people 
with different levels of genetic relatedness. 
More recently, gene-mapping studies 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) who performed a twin 
study to find concordance rates of 75% for 
MZ twins, but only 24% for DZ twins. As MZ 
twins share 100% of genes, and DZ twins only 
50%, this supports 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 
schizophrenics. As biological relatives of adoptive 
children share genes, but not environment with 
them, and adoptive parents 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 

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

Signpost where  
your evaluative (AO3) 
content is.

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

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

Signpost where your 
descriptive (AO1) 
content is.

Only use 
methodological content 
that is relevant to 
the question.
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Good writing practices to develop

of related disorders, especially as patients 
without NRG-signalling gene variants had gene 
variants 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 also weakened because some studies 
find concordance rates between MZ twins as low 
as 11%. Additionally, Sorri (2004) performed 
a longitudinal adoption study that found that 
adoptees with a high genetic risk of developing 
schizophrenia were more likely to do so if they 
encountered negative parenting styles from 
their adoptive parents, again suggesting a role 
for environmental factors. This is backed up by 
the non-biological family dysfunction theory, 
which sees maladaptive family relationships and 
patterns of communication as causative factors. 
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 
a better 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 associated with negative symptoms, like 
psychomotor disturbances. 

The neurotransmitter glutamate may play a role 
too, as there is reduced function of the NMDA 
glutamate receptor in people with schizophrenia, 

Compare and  
contrast with other 
explanations to 
highlight the strengths 
and weaknesses of the 
theory being addressed 
(genetic theory).

Organise your answer by 
dividing it into discrete 
paragraphs.

Use psychological 
terminology 
(concordance rates, 
environmental factors) 
in your answer to 
highlight your level of 
understanding.
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 4 WRITING SkILLS FOR ExTENDED RESPONSE/ESSAY-TYPE QUESTIONS

with dopamine involved, as dopamine receptors 
limit the release of glutamate. It is possible that 
genetic factors have a controlling influence over 
faulty dopaminergic systems (and thus over the 
influence of glutamate) in schizophrenics, linking 
together these physiological factors into a more 
general biological explanation. 

Research support comes from Iversen (1979) 
who reported that post-mortems of dead 
schizophrenics found excess dopamine in their 
limbic systems, supporting the dopamine 
hypothesis, though maybe excess dopamine was 
an effect rather than a cause of schizophrenia. 
However, Kessler’s more sophisticated 2003 
study, using PET and MRI scans, found elevated 
dopamine receptor levels in specific brain areas, 
which suggests dopamine is involved in the onset 
of schizophrenia. The glutamate theory links 
to this as the street drug ketamine induces 
schizophrenic-like symptoms in non-sufferers 
by blocking neurotransmission at NMDA-
type glutamate receptors, creating abnormal 
dopamine functioning. This suggests  
the actions of dopamine and glutamate are linked 
in the onset of schizophrenia.

A practical application of this is the use of 
anti-schizophrenic drugs that work by slowing 
dopamine production to suppress symptoms. 
However, Healy (2000) thinks drug companies 
are keen to see the dopamine theory promoted, 
as it leads to sales that boost their profits. 
Also, dopamine theory can’t explain why 
sufferers recover slowly when given drugs, as the 
medication has an instant effect on dopamine 
levels. Another problem is that dopamine is 
more associated with positive symptoms. 
This suggests there are several types of 
schizophrenia, with dopamine only linking to some 
of them.

Show where your 
evaluative points start 
and finish by ‘topping 
and tailing’ them.

Use relevant real-life 
examples to elaborate 
points (street drug 
ketamine).

Don’t be afraid to 
use relevant material 
from other sources to 
accentuate the breadth 
of your understanding.

Shape material so  
that it answers the 
question. 

Only select  
explanations and 
studies that answer the 
question.

Build contextualised 
evaluative points 
concerning issues, 
debates and approaches 
into your elaborated 
commentaries. 
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Bad writing practices to avoid

The example essay on the preceding pages shows many elements 
of good practice. It is organised and structured, sticks to the 
question throughout and is coherently expressed in an informative 
manner. Two explanations are fully described (three if the 
glutamate explanation is seen as a separate theory to the dopamine 
hypothesis), and the evaluative points are built into an elaborated 
commentary that includes IDA material showing sophistication in 
the student’s understanding.

Psychological terminology is used accurately, and the 
methodological content included addresses the question. The 
content is signposted well as either being descriptive or evaluative, 
with the evaluative points also being topped and tailed to show 
where they begin and finish. The material used is well-selected 
and shaped to fit the question. A relevant real-life example is 
included, and the non-biological family dysfunction theory is used 
as a contrast to highlight that environmental factors play a role 
that biological theories neglect. Additionally, the student is not 
afraid to make a relevant and unusual point about drug companies 
maximising their profits.

An essay of this quality is quite commendably drawn from several 
sources and easily earns full marks.

Bad writing practices to avoid
Just as important as developing good practices in your essay writing 
is knowing what bad practices to avoid. And failing to develop good 
practices is the first one!

Activity
Every time you get a marked essay back from your teacher, read the feedback 
closely and identify one thing that you are doing well and one thing where there 
is room for improvement — you could use the summaries of good and bad practice 
to help you do this, or discuss it with your teacher. Then in your next essay, 
ensure that you repeat the good practice, while also making sure that you address 
the bad practice. In this way you will consolidate the positive aspects of your 
written work, while simultaneously improving the quality of your essay writing in 
incremental stages.

Writing non-creditworthy material
Writing material that won’t earn you marks, such as vague 
introductions and conclusions, wastes valuable time that could have 
been spent creating creditworthy material. It is the same with writing 
irrelevant material that doesn’t answer the question, such as outlining 
a psychological therapy when a biological one is called for. Credit will 
also not be given for including personal opinions that are not justified 
in psychological terms (such as by the use of research evidence), or 
for non-research evidence, for example, referring to stories in the 
media as ‘case studies’ when they are not. Use the command words 
to focus your writing, so that you only include relevant material that 
addresses the question.
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 4 WRITING SkILLS FOR ExTENDED RESPONSE/ESSAY-TYPE QUESTIONS

Writing generic material
Writing generic answers will not give you access to the higher-
level marks — for example, describing and evaluating evolutionary 
theory in general, when the question calls for a specific aspect 
of evolutionary theory, such as evolutionary explanations of 
aggression. Writing pre-prepared, formulaic answers may be an 
effective strategy for students just looking for a pass mark, but is 
not worthy of an A-grade student.

As discussed above, writing points concerning issue, debates and 
approaches is a good way of forming an elaborated commentary, 
but only if done in a relevant fashion. Writing such material in 
a generic way that does not directly answer the question will 
gain little in the way of marks. The same can be said about 
including irrelevant methodological material. For example, in 
an essay question about the validity of an explanation, the 
findings of research studies can legitimately be used to evaluate 
the explanation. However, commenting on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the methodology of these studies would not be 
a relevant means of assessing the validity of the explanation in 
any deeply meaningful way. It is usually better to spend the time 
focusing on more relevant material.

Common pitfall

Students often include largely irrelevant methodological 
content, often of a generic nature. For example, every time an 
experiment is mentioned some students feel the need to say 
‘this lacks ecological validity’ or ‘this shows causality’. Many 
essay questions concern explanations and theories and your 
evaluation will be best-served by assessing the validity of 
such explanations or theories, and not by making low-level 
methodological comments that give little insight into them.

Writing unbalanced answers
A common bad practice with top-level students is including 
too much description in your essays. You do not have to write 
everything you know, but instead you should write enough, and 
no more, to gain all the available marks. If you over-write your 
descriptions, you won’t have enough time to write your evaluation 
material and this could easily prevent you from gaining a much-
deserved grade A. And remember, if an essay question has AO2 
marks for application, you will also have to make reference to a 
given scenario to gain access to those marks. Make sure you know 
in advance what the relevant mark allocations are for the different 
assessment objectives when writing essays for your exam board, as 
they generally won’t be stated on the exam papers.

Common pitfall

Students can spend too 
long on the descriptive 
parts of their essay, 
indeed some students 
feel the need to describe 
everything they know 
about a given topic. More 
marks are available for 
evaluation in these types of 
questions, so it is important 
to allow sufficient time to 
write enough evaluative 
points to get the higher-
level marks.
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Bad writing practices to avoid

Activity
Find an example of an essay question from your exam board’s past and specimen 
papers and work out what the mark allocations are for the different assessment 
objectives (AO1, AO2, AO3). Calculate how long you have in the exam to answer 
the question — your teacher should be able to help you with this. Then work out 
how long you would need to spend on each element of the answer: description 
(AO1), evaluation (AO3) and possibly application too (AO2). Have a go at writing 
the answer, but only spend the requisite amount of time on each element. If you 
do this on a regular basis, it should become an almost automatic process and 
will help stop you over-writing the descriptive elements and under-writing the 
evaluative elements.

Losing focus on the question
A final example of bad practice is wandering away from the focus 
of the question while writing your essay. This often happens when 
trying to contrast one specific theory/therapy/study with another. 
Comparing and contrasting is an effective strategy if it is used 
to highlight the weaknesses and strengths of the theory/therapy/
study being addressed in the question, but it is all too easy to find 
yourself outlining and evaluating your contrasting theory, and in 
essence answering a totally different question.

Summary of bad practices
A summary of bad practices for answering essay questions is given 
in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5 Summary of bad writing practices for extended response/essay-type questions

Element of bad practice Description

Absence of good practice Failing to develop good practices in your essay writing

Use of non-creditworthy material Writing content that does not earn marks, such as non-
creditworthy introductions and conclusions

Irrelevant material Including material that does not answer the question

Use of personal opinions Including opinions that are not justified in psychological terms

Use of non-research evidence Including non-psychological ‘evidence’, such as media stories

Generic content Providing general descriptions and evaluations, for example, of a 
theory or an approach

Use of pre-prepared material Writing pre-prepared, formulaic answers

Irrelevant use of issues, debates and approaches (IDA) Including points concerning issues, debates and approaches 
that fail to address the question

Irrelevant use of methodological content Including methodological points that fail to address the question

Unbalanced answers Writing too much or too little AO1, AO2 or AO3 material

Losing focus on the question Failing to address the question throughout the answer
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In this essay I will discuss the working memory 
model (WMM) of memory by describing its 
components and explaining how it works. After 
that I will evaluate it by having a look at some 
research studies to see if it is correct or not. 

The WMM is part of the cognitive approach, 
which focuses on the mental processes that 
underpin behaviour, like memory and decision-
making. The approach came to the fore in the 
1950s and sees the mind as functioning like a 
computer by converting sensory information into 
electrical impulses that flow along nerve fibres 
to the brain, which processes the information to 
initiate a behavioural response. The approach has 
a lot of empirical support, and is seen as better 
than the behavioural approach, as it explains 
the mental processes that occur between a 
stimulius and a response and has generated 
practical applications, such as the development 
of artificial intelligence (AI).

The WMM came out of the multi-store model 
(MSM), which sees memory as a system of 
stores that information flows between, with 
differences between the stores being those of 
capacity (how much information can be stored in 
memory), duration (how long information can be 
stored in memory) and coding (how information 
is represented in memory) .The WMM sees 
memory as controlled by a central executive (CE)
which decides which sensory information to pay 
attention to and then sends information to the 
appropriate slave systems: the phonological 
loop (PL) for auditory information and the 
visuospatial sketchpad (VSS) for visual and 
spatial information. The PL sub-divides into two 

This paragraph  
wanders from the 
question. The answer 
should be focused on 
the WMM, not the MSM 
(unless it is used to 
highlight the strengths 
and weaknesses of  
the WMM).

Annotated example 4.2
Discuss the working memory model of memory.   (16)

Introductions like this 
are non-creditworthy. 
It neither describes nor 
evaluates the model in 
any way. 

Generic content 
(description and 
evaluation) of the 
cognitive approach 
will earn little credit. 
The WMM is part of the 
cognitive approach, 
but the question 
requires a specific focus 
on memory, not the 
approach it is part of. 
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