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Introduction  
 
Unit 1: Psychological Approaches and Applications is a compulsory, externally 
examined component for both BTEC Level 3 Certificate in Applied Psychology 
and BTEC Level 3 Extended Certificate in Applied Psychology.  
 
The unit introduces some basic assumptions, concepts and studies from 
different psychological perspectives; social, biological, cognitive and learning 
approaches. Additionally, learners develop an understanding of how these 
approaches can be applied to explain topics of contemporary importance 
and interest, gender, consumer behaviour and aggression.  
 
The external assessment is in the form of a 1.5-hour examination which has 
72 marks. It comprises several question types requiring short, medium, and 
extended open responses. Questions relate to vocational contexts which the 
learner is given. 
 

 
Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 
This was the third external examination for the unit and the second taken in 
a January series. Almost all learners who took the examination were in years 
12 and 13. For some this was a retake, for most it was their first time sitting 
the paper.  
 
Examiners saw work reflecting all learner abilities, there was a wide range of 
accuracy and detail observed in answers of all types across the three sections 
of the paper. Whilst some responses relied on learner’s general knowledge, 
many gave answers grounded in psychological knowledge and 
understanding, and used subject specific terminology accurately. The 
mixture of quality seen both across and within individual scripts led to a wide 
range of marks being awarded.  
 
It was good to see so many learners making good attempts to apply their 
knowledge to the vocational contexts given to them. Although this was much 
more noticeable in the short and medium responses than in the longer 
extended open responses.  
 
In common with previous examination series, learners found the short and 
medium length questions the most accessible (where the command words 
were ‘state’, ‘give’, ‘explain’ and ‘describe’). Answers to these questions were 
often clear and well-structured. However, those questions requiring 
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evaluation, specifically the evaluation of concepts were more challenging for 
learners.  The 9-mark questions requiring extended open responses were 
considerably more challenging for many where the expected level of 
accuracy, precision and detail needed in the responses was often not 
provided.  In extended open responses, credit for assessment objectives 1 
and 2 could often be given (although this was often at levels 1 or 2). AO3 
coverage was often very weak or absent, and so failed to attract marks. 
 
It was good to see evidence of time management across learners with the 
final extended open response being answered with similar success to the 
other two questions appearing earlier in the paper. Previous reports on the 
examination have highlighted a lack of focus throughout the exam with 
examiners noticing less contextualisation in later responses where it had 
been previously used. It is pleasing to see that this was less noticeable in this 
examination.  
 
Learner responses have been included in this report to highlight points that 
might help centres in their delivery of the unit. 
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Individual Questions 
 
Question 1 
 
Learners were required to give one key assumption of the cognitive approach 
(refer to indicative content in mark scheme). There was no expectation for 
the answer to be contextualised, however marks were awarded when a clear 
assumption from the cognitive approach could be found within a 
contextualised response.  
 
Many learners gave clear and accurate responses such as the response below 
which achieved 1 mark. 
 

 
 
Fewer learners continue to state ‘the computer analogy’ or say ‘the brain is 
like a computer’ rather than refer to working / functioning / processing.  Some 
learners still state concepts rather than assumptions. Such responses are 
uncreditworthy. 
 
The following response achieved 0 marks. 
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Question 2 
 
Almost all learners achieved 1 mark for giving an example of confabulation 
by lifting the information from the scenario. A one-word answer that 
identified the addition of ‘chips’ or ‘cream’ was sufficient to achieve credit. 
Some learners tried to explain/paraphrase the scenario which resulted in 
them missing the mark.  
 
Both responses below achieved 1 mark. 
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Question 3 
 
Learners were required to complete the diagram by identifying the 
missing information pertaining to the process of classical conditioning. 
Asking the question in this way was much more accessible, allowing learners 
to organise their thoughts and be clearer in their answer, whilst still 
differentiating.  Stating ‘trolley’ was sufficient to be awarded marks as shown 
in the following response which achieved 3 marks. 
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Question 4 
 
This question required learners to provide a contextualised response using 
Skinner to support their answer on the effect of using stickers as a form of 
positive reinforcement. The question was generally well answered with many 
learners achieving 2 and 3 marks.  
 
The response below achieved 3 marks. 
 

 
 
Some responses confused classical and operant conditioning, some referred 
to negative reinforcement which did not support the context of the question. 
Some, like the example below, failed to include Skinner in their answer 
limiting their marks to 1.   
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Question 5 
 
This question required learners to explain one limitation of using 
conditioning to understand gender. Many learners find questions addressing 
AO3 challenging and thus many responses failed to show any understanding 
of evaluating a concept. This is shown in the following response which 
achieved 0 marks. 
 

 
 
 
Learners who achieved full marks tended to identify or describe reductionism 
going on to explain how conditioning is reductionist using alternative 
theories to understand gender. This can be seen in the response below which 
achieved 3 marks.  
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Question 6 
 
This question required learners to show an understanding of the effect of 
testosterone on two points during male development. Many learners showed 
some understanding of the effects of testosterone, but fewer could 
accurately link this to stages in the male’s development.  The mark scheme 
allowed for physical effects of testosterone as well as masculine traits and 
thus many learners were able to achieve partial marks. The response below 
achieved 2 marks (one for each effect of testosterone). 
 

 
 
Those learners achieving full marks, often identified pre-birth and puberty 
as the points in the male’s development linking these to the development of 
the penis and appropriate male traits such as aggression.  
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The following response achieved 3 marks (2 marks for the first response 
and 1 mark for the second as no effect of testosterone was given). 
 

  
 
 

Question 7 
 
Q7 was the first of the extended open response questions on the paper.  
In this unit, such questions are equally weighted across the 3 assessment 
objectives. Learners must demonstrate their knowledge of psychology (AO1), 
their ability to apply this knowledge to the scenario given (AO2), and their 
ability to give appropriate points of evaluation (AO3).  
 
This essay was challenging for many learners and work was frequently in level 
1/ bottom of level 2.  
 
For AO1, learners were expected to give their knowledge of how the social 
approach, (peer influences and conformity to gender roles), contributes to 
the understanding of a male’s gender.  Responses varied with those focusing 
on conformity, identification, internalisation, societal expectation (norms) 
and the effects of spending time within gender defined groups achieving 
higher marks. Many learners continue to confuse social learning with the 
social approach. This is incorrect and can only achieve credit if it is used as 
an alternative explanation (AO3).  
 
For AO2, sustained reference to the male in the scenario was expected (see 
mark scheme). Learners were expected to review all the information and 
select that which could support the points they would go on to make in their 
response. Although many learners drew on some of the information 
provided, it was often used sparingly.  
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For AO3, learners were expected to develop a logical discussion about how 
the social approach contributes to the understanding of gender. Learners 
could have included relevant research studies and alternative approaches in 
their discussion.  The absence of AO3 in many responses was notable, 
although some learners used their key studies as AO3 so answers including 
Asch and Haney et al. (1973) were seen.   
 
The response below was placed in level 2 and achieved 4 marks. This learner 
demonstrated some accurate (isolated) knowledge throughout, with points 
made in context of the question. There is partial development of points, but 
with no AO3 this was judged to be bottom of level 2.  
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The response below was placed in level 1 and awarded 2 marks. AO1 is very 
limited and the learner has made limited links between theory and the 
scenario (AO2). There is also no AO3. 
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Question 8 
 
Learners were required to give one key assumption of the social approach 
(refer to indicative content in mark scheme). There was no expectation for 
the answer to be contextualised to the source, however marks were awarded 
when a clear assumption from the social approach could be found within a 
contextualised response.  
 
Many learners gave concepts from the social approach as opposed to an 
assumption, for example making reference to social categorisation; or they 
gave an assumption from an incorrect approach. Descriptions of social 
learning referring to observation and imitation were common; see example 
response below which was uncreditworthy.  
 

 
 
Many learners gave clear and accurate responses such as the responses 
below which both achieved 1 mark. 
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Question 9 
 
This question required learners to lift two examples of social 
categorisation from the scenario. Almost all learners were able to do this 
successfully achieving 2 marks, for example. 
 

 
 

 
Question 10 
 
This question assessed knowledge of explanations of conformity whilst also 
requiring learners to contextualise their responses to the scenario. Many 
learners were able to identify Normative or Informational social influence 
(the former being the most frequently referred to) and contextualise their 
answer. The following response achieved 2 marks. 
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Some learners merely mentioned conformity or identified types of 
conformity and whilst this itself was not creditworthy, they were able to 
achieve partial marks for contextualisation to the female from the scenario. 
The following response achieved partial marks (1). 
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Question 11(a) 
 
This question asked learners to use the study by Harris, Bargh and Brownell 
(2009) to explain how watching an advert before entering the store could 
affect the behaviour of the shoppers. The full range of marks were awarded 
for this question (0-3). Many learners were able to achieve at least 1 mark for 
recognising that the shoppers would take more notice of the wellies leading 
to an increase in buying behaviour. Responses, such as the example given 
below, failed to use the study by Harris, Bargh and Brownell and so achieved 
1 mark. 
 
 

 
 
 
Some learners confused the adult and child study.  Whilst the question did 
not specify so either could be referred to, where errors were made, this 
impacted on marks awarded.  Learners who were able to use the study 
accurately to support their answers achieved additional marks. Many 
learners utilised one finding from the study which was sufficient for 2 marks. 
See the response below for an example.  
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Full marks were awarded when learners developed their justification using 
Harris, Bargh and Brownell (2009). The following response describes the aim 
of the study as well as the findings and uses this to justify how watching the 
advert before entering the story could affect the behaviour of shoppers. This 
answer was awarded 3 marks.  
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Question 11(b) 
 
This question required learners to evaluate the study by Harris, Bargh and 
Brownell (2009) in understanding the shopper’s behaviour in the scenario 
provided. This is different from stand alone evaluation questions as it 
requires contextualisation to the scenario presented with the question. 
Many learners were able to find points of difference between the study and 
the scenario, although points were not always fully developed.  
 
The following response recognises the artificial nature of the study and the 
limitation of applying this to explain the shopper’s behaviour. The absence 
of using Harris, Bargh and Brownell (2009) to support their answer resulted 
in partial marks being awarded (1).   
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By contrast the following response uses the study to support and justify 
their limitation. This answer was awarded 3 marks. 
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Question 12 
 
This question required learners to show an understanding of Social proof and 
the bandwagon effect and comment on how each concept could influence 
the sales. Whilst some excellent responses were seen, many learners 
confused the two concepts or referenced Informational and Normative social 
influence, rather than explaining the terms. The majority of learners could 
achieve partial marks for recognising that sale of the wellies would increase. 
This can be seen in the following response which achieved 2 marks. 
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The response below achieved 4 marks for accurately explaining the meaning 
of both terms and stating the effect these would have on sales.  
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Question 13 
 
Q13 was the second of the extended open response questions on the paper. 
In this unit, such questions are equally weighted across the 3 assessment 
objectives. Learners must demonstrate their knowledge of psychology (AO1), 
their ability to apply this knowledge to the scenario given (AO2), and their 
ability to give appropriate points of evaluation (AO3).  
 
For AO1, learners were expected to give their knowledge of the learning 
approach, specifically operant conditioning, and the role of celebrities in 
advertising. Some learners gave good descriptions of positive reinforcement 
and the principles of social learning theory. Weaker responses confused 
operant with classical conditioning or referred to concepts such as Social 
proof or the bandwagon effect as part of learning theories. This is incorrect 
(these are covered in the social approach). The use of alternative theories can 
only gain credit if presented as an alternative explanation (AO3).  
 
For AO2, sustained reference to the footwear company making the wellies 
was expected (see mark scheme). Learners were expected to review all the 
information and select that which could support the points they would go on 
to make in their response. Although many learners drew on some of the 
information provided, it was often used sparingly.  
 
For AO3, learners were expected to develop a logical discussion about how 
the learning approach could help psychologists understand buying 
behaviour. Learners could have included relevant research studies or real-
life examples of the role of celebrities in advertising. A minority of learners 
chose studies from alternative approaches to support the learning approach 
and this was not creditworthy. However, clear points of comparison with 
other approaches were creditworthy, for instance discussing alternative 
explanations that could help psychologists understand the behaviour of 
buyers.  
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The response below was placed in level 2 and was awarded 6 marks. AO1 was 
accurate and detailed, specifically the description of social learning theory. 
AO2 is embedded throughout with some good links made. AO3 is present 
although limited and fairly superficial. Altogether this was judged to be top 
of level 2.  
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The following response was placed in level 1 and was awarded 3 marks. The 
learner demonstrated some knowledge of operant conditioning and was able 
to link this to some information provided in the scenario. There is no AO3 
and so this was judged to be a level 1 response.  
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Question 14 
 
This question required learners to use the information provided in the 
scenario to identify the learning approach. Many learners were successful at 
doing so. Where errors were made, learners referred to incorrect approaches 
or paraphrased the scenario.  
 
This response achieved 1 mark. 
 

 
 
Question 15 
 
This question required learners to lift two examples from the scenario that 
could be part the female’s schema. Almost all learners were able to do this 
successfully; demonstrating an understanding of what a schema is. These 
responses achieved 2 marks. 
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Question 16 
 
This question produced a good range of responses including those pertaining 
to the self-fulfilling prophecy, stereotype threat and stereotype lift. Many 
learners were able to suggest an effect of the stereotype on the individual’s 
feelings and explain how this may affect his decision to do/not to do the 
speech.  
 
The following responses both achieved 2 marks: 
 

 
 

 
 
  



   
 
  BTEC LE Report 2101 

Owner: VQ Assessment Page 31 of 46 Version 1.0  
                                                                                                                         Issue 1    
                                                                                                                         DCL1     

Question 17(a) 
 
Learners were required to use their knowledge of Buss et al. to explain the 
man’s upset at seeing a photo of his partner with another male. Most learners 
could achieve at least partial marks as they cited the man’s jealously of a 
presumed sexual/intimate relationship with no justification using Buss et al.  
Responses such as this were awarded 1 mark – see example response below. 
 

 
 
Those learners who were able to justify the man’s presumed sexual jealousy 
with Buss et al.’s findings and conclusions were awarded 2 and 3 marks 
accordingly. The responses below are examples of this. 
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2-mark response. 
 

 
 
 
3-mark response. 
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Question 17(b) 
 
The full range of marks (0-3) were awarded for this question. Learners were 
asked to identify and justify an appropriate strength of Buss et al.’s study. 
Learners appear to find these stand-alone evaluation (AO3) questions 
challenging with some learners describing results or conclusions of the study 
which were uncreditworthy. Some learners cited generic evaluative points 
with no real understanding of how or why it is a strength of the study. The 
following response is an example of this and achieved 1 mark. 
 

 
 
Those learners referring to the use of physiological measures to collect 
objective data and real-life application often achieved higher marks. 
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The following response achieved 2 marks. The learner identified an 
appropriate strength (high validity) and offered some justification by 
referring to the use of physiological measures in addition to self-reports. 
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The following response achieved 3 marks. The learner has identified an 
appropriate strength (reliability) and given good justification which goes beyond 
citing the use of physiological measures (pulse rate).  
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Question 18 
 
This was a well answered question.  Where learners could not identify the 
appropriate cognitive explanations for aggression, they could describe them 
in context of the male in the scenario and achieve partial marks. The following 
response achieved 2 marks for doing this. 
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The following response achieved 4 marks for identifying both cognitive 
priming for aggression and hostile attribution bias and for the description of 
each in context of the male in the scenario. 
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Question 19 
 
The final question on the paper was also the last of the 9-mark extended 
open response questions. In this unit, such questions are equally weighted 
across the 3 assessment objectives. Learners must demonstrate their 
knowledge of psychology (AO1), their ability to apply this knowledge to the 
scenario given (AO2), and their ability to give appropriate points of evaluation 
(AO3). 
 
For AO1, learners were expected to give their knowledge of the biological 
approach as an explanation for aggression including the role of genes and 
neurochemistry. Some learners showed excellent knowledge of the MAOA-L 
variant; the CDH13 gene and the relationship between neurochemistry and 
aggression, although testosterone was most commonly discussed. Some 
learners wrote about neuroanatomy which was not directly asked for.   
For AO2, sustained reference to the man’s circumstances as given 
throughout the section was required (see mark scheme). Learners were 
expected to review all the information given about the man and select that 
which could support the points they would go on to make in their essay-
writing. Some learners did this well for example, by discussing the role of 
observation and imitation in families, and the male’s reactions to the guest 
who pushed in front of him. The extent to which this commentary was 
sustained without being repetitive separated out answers of different levels. 
For AO3, learners were required to develop a logical discussion about the 
extent to which the biological approach could be used to explain the man’s 
aggression. This could be achieved through clear points of comparison with 
other approaches (nature/nurture), the inclusion of relevant research studies 
or methodological issues such as the correlational nature of the relationship 
between genes and aggression in which causation cannot be established.  
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The response below achieved 5 marks and was considered a good level 2 
answer. A range of AO1 points were made which are mostly accurate and 
with some detail.  AO2 points made were interrelated throughout the 
response but there was no AO3. Each assessment objective was judged as an 
example of work in mid-level 2. 
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The response below was considered a level 3 answer and achieved 7 marks.  
A range of AO1 points were made which were accurate and detailed.  AO2 
points were interrelated throughout the response and there is some AO3, 
although this could be further developed. Each assessment objective was 
judged as an example of work in bottom level 3. 
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Summary 
 
Based on the performances observed on this paper, learners should 
consider the following when preparing for the examination. Adherence to 
these points will help them to be awarded more marks. You are advised to 
share these points with learners: 

• Make sure you have learned which material (key assumptions, 
concepts, key studies and evaluation points) belong to each 
psychological approach. In the examination, read questions carefully to 
establish which approach the question is referring to. Using the wrong 
approach will prevent you from achieving marks. Similarly, learn the 
difference between key assumptions and concepts within approaches and 
use them appropriately. 
 

• Practice how to use a study to explain a behaviour from a scenario. You 
will need to explicitly explain the behaviour in the scenario, not simply 
describe the study. You will also need to select the most appropriate 
material from the study to use in your answer, this is likely to include the 
findings. Q4 in this paper is a good example. Learners often described 
negative reinforcement when the question expected positive 
reinforcement.  

 
• Lifting information from the scenario. If the question asks for an example 

to be given from the scenario, do not give a pre-learned example, or 
paraphrase. Instead, lift directly from the information provided.  

 
• In this course, social learning theory is considered a concept from the 

learning approach. You should not be writing about social learning theory 
if the question is asking you about a concept from the social approach.  

 
• Evaluating a study. When giving a strength or limitation of a study avoid 

using generic evaluative points as this is too vague. Examiners are looking 
to see that you can justify your point to show knowledge of the study itself. 
Additionally, if you just describe a study, or for example, write about the 
findings or conclusions, you will not receive credit.  

 
• Stand-alone evaluation questions. In this paper, learners found question 

5 challenging. Practice evaluating concepts as well as studies. As with 
studies, avoid generic evaluative points. Demonstrate your knowledge by 
giving accurate and pertinent responses.   
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• Key terms. Avoid just identifying key terms (unless you are explicitly asked 

to do so). Rather, give the meaning to show you understand what they are.  
 

• Answering 9-mark questions. There are several points to consider here. 
Also look at the detailed feedback given for each of the 9-mark questions on 
this paper: 
 
- Pay attention to the information provided in the question. The question 

will always ask you to consider specific material. Make sure you refer to 
these in your answer. Whilst you may include additional material, failure 
to include all the bullet points will result in lost marks. 
 

- Using information provided to you. You are expected to make sustained 
links between the theory (AO1) and the information provided (AO2). 
Read all of the information available and select that which best illustrates 
the points you wish to make. Practice referring back to the information 
throughout your response to ensure you make good use of it.  

 
- Plan your answers so that you give equal coverage of all 3 assessment 

objectives. There are three marks available for each. If one assessment 
objective is weak or absent in your answer, this will result in fewer marks. 
This is particularly prevalent for AO3 in this paper. AO3 can contain both 
strengths and limitations of the theories you have described and studies 
to support and challenge them. When you use alternative theory from 
other approaches, make sure you make it clear why you are using it. 
Merely identifying an alternative does not demonstrate knowledge.  

 
- Time management. It was good to see evidence of time management in 

this paper with almost all learners answering the final question in similar 
detail to the other two extended open responses. Practice your time 
management by answering longer questions under timed conditions. 
Planning your answer before you begin writing will also help you to stay 
focused. 

 
 

Centres are reminded that there are two sets of sample assessment 
materials (SAMs) available for this unit available online, along with papers 
and mark schemes from previous series. These can and should be used in 
the preparation of learners for the examination. 
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