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36 Aiming for an A in A-level Psychology

 3 Exam writing skills 

Learning outcomes
› Develop your exam writing skills so you are able to write 

in a clear and concise fashion
› Understand that answers to different types of exam 

questions have different writing requirements
› Be able to identify the command words so that you know 

exactly what type of answer is required
› Understand how to write answers that address the three 

assessment objectives, AO1, AO2 and AO3

Developing your exam writing skills 
In Chapter 2 we looked at an important writing skill, that of note-
taking. However, writing your exam answers in a certain time 
period and without recourse to notes or books is probably the most 
important writing you will do. The examiners will know nothing of 
your levels of effort and motivation; all they have to assess your 
worth is the written answers you provide to the exam questions. 
Therefore, over the 2 years of your course you will need to learn 
what good writing practice is (and develop it in your own writing), 
and what poor writing practice is (and eradicate it from your own 
writing). 

Generally, you will need to learn to write in a clear, concise, 
structured and sufficiently detailed fashion. However, it is important 
to remember that different types of written answers are required 
for different types of exam questions. What works for one type of 
question won’t necessarily work for another. So you will also need to 
learn how to ascertain exactly what sort of answer is required and 
how long you should spend on it.

In addition, different exam boards have different ways of presenting 
questions, so ensure that you are familiar with the style of 
questions your exam board uses. You can download specimen papers 
and past papers from your exam board’s website.

Nobody is born with perfect writing skills, but these can be 
developed if you focus closely on the feedback your teachers give 
you when marking your written work. Try and identify what is 
seen as effective about your written work and continue to do it, 
but more importantly try and identify what is not effective or is 
missing from your written work and work on these areas. Don’t try 
and correct all your shortcomings in one go; instead try and work 
at improving one aspect of your written work at a time. When this 
has been sufficiently mastered, then move on to the next one. 
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37Aiming for an A in A-level Psychology

Selection questions

Remember, you will have sufficient time to develop the required 
skills in a relaxed and considered fashion.

Answering different types of exam 
questions
This chapter examines the different types of exam questions and the 
writing skills required for each. There is some variation between the 
exam boards, but essentially there are six types of exam questions, 
each requiring different sorts of answers: 

1 Selection questions that provide a number of options from 
which you select the appropriate answer.

2 Short-answer questions that require brief answers, generally 
based on a specific topic area.

3 Application questions that require relevant psychological 
knowledge to be applied to elements of a given scenario.

4 Research methods questions that are based on aspects of 
research methodology.

5 Research studies questions that are based on aspects of 
psychological research studies.

6 Extended response/essay questions that require more lengthy 
responses. (These are considered separately in Chapter 4.)

Activity
Download the specimen exam papers for psychology and their corresponding mark 
schemes from your exam board’s website. Read through the exam papers first to 
familiarise yourself with the language. Then read through the corresponding mark 
schemes in order to develop an understanding of what answers should be written 
(and not written) in response to the different types of questions.

The difference between...
A-grade students demonstrate their awareness of the requirements of different types of exam 
questions by tailoring their answers to fit. In contrast, other students will often generate a similar 
type of answer to whatever exam question they are confronted with, which will not give them access 
to all the available marks.

Selection questions
Selection questions give you information in a list of options from 
which you have to select the correct or most appropriate answer. 
Spare options can be left over, so a choice often has to be made 
between the options. They are considered the easiest type of 
question to answer, but are often answered poorly, as generally 
students just haven’t attempted enough of them during their course. 
They come in a variety of forms and can occur on any topic so make 
sure you practise this type of question regularly for all the topics 
you study.

Begin by reading the question carefully and identifying the 
command words. For example, make sure you know exactly how many 
selections you need to make. Generally the marks available will 
be an indication — if 2 marks are available, it usually means two 

Common pitfall

Students often fail to read 
the question carefully 
enough, and make only 
one selection when the 
question asked for two.
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38 Aiming for an A in A-level Psychology

 3 ExAM WRITING SKILLS 

choices have to be made. However, you may have to place options 
in a table, so make sure you fully understand how to do this, for 
example, by writing the identifying letter in the table.

Exam tip
When you have finished studying a topic, have a go at creating your own 
selection questions for that topic. Swop your questions with a classmate and 
answer each other’s. As well as giving you practice in answering these types 
of questions, writing such questions is a useful form of revision in itself.

Activity
Make a list of all the topics you are studying for your A-level psychology course and 
collect examples of selection questions for all these topics. You can find examples 
in the specimen papers and past papers from your exam board’s website, or in your 
textbooks, or alternatively use your own examples.

Annotated example 3.1
Select from the following descriptions to complete the table below concerning types of 
attachment. One statement will be left over. (2)

A Children are willing to explore, have high stranger anxiety, and are enthusiastic at the 
return of their caregiver. Caregiver is sensitive to the child’s needs.

B Children are willing to explore, have low stranger anxiety, are indifferent to separation 
and avoid contact with their caregiver on their return. Caregivers often ignore a child’s 
needs.

C Children are unwilling to explore, have high stranger anxiety, and seek and reject contact 
with their caregiver on their return. Caregivers often show simultaneous opposite 
feelings and behaviour towards a child.

Types of attachment Description

Type A – insecure-avoidant B

Type B – securely attached A

This is an AO1 question, as it requires you to express your knowledge about attachment types. 

The command word here is ‘select’, which identifies the question as a selection question where 
choices must be made from the information given to you. There are 2 marks available which 
indicates that two choices need to be made. The question requires knowledge of Ainsworth’s 
attachment types, which should be shown by correctly working out which of the given 
descriptions matches Type A and which Type B, and placing these selections in the correct places 
in the table. The correct choices have been made (description B for Type A and description A 
for Type B). Description C describes insecure-resistant attachment (Type C) and so is surplus to 
requirements.
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39Aiming for an A in A-level Psychology

Selection questions

Annotated example 3.2
Place a ‘C’ next to the two descriptions below that relate to classical conditioning, and an 
‘O’ next to the two descriptions that relate to operant conditioning. One description will be 
left over. (4)
➜ Involves observation and imitation of a model
➜ Involves a stimulus becoming associated with a response
➜ Involves learning through the consequences of a behaviour 
➜ Involves the use of reinforcements
➜ Can explain the acquisition of phobias

This is an AO1 question, as it requires you to express your knowledge about classical and operant 
conditioning. 

The command word here is ‘place’, which again identifies the question as a selection question 
where choices are made from information provided. There are 4 marks available which illustrates 
that four choices are to be made. The question requires knowledge of learning theory, specifically 
classical and operant conditioning, which should be shown by placing two letter ‘C’s and two 
letter ‘O’s in the correct boxes, and this has been successfully achieved. The first bullet-pointed 
description concerns social learning theory and so is surplus to requirements.

c
o
o
c

Activity
Try these exam-style, selection questions.
1 Match the following descriptions to the types of long-term memory listed in 

the table below. One description will be left over. (3)
A Knowing that e-mails are a form of communication between people
B Knowing how to surf properly
C Being able to recall someone’s address you have just been given by 

repeating it sub-vocally
D Knowing that your brother is younger than you

Type of long-term memory Description

Episodic

Procedural

Semantic

2 From the statements A, B, C and D below concerning definitions of abnormality, 
place an ‘X’ next to the two statements that are false. (2)
A The deviation from social norms definition sees abnormality as a failure 

to function adequately.  

B The deviation from ideal mental health definition sees abnormality 
identified by the characteristics and abilities needed to be considered 
normal.  

C Definitions of abnormality suffer from issues of cultural relativism.  

D The statistical infrequency definition sees behaviours and conditions 
that are numerically common as being abnormal.  
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