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The criteria 
Introduction 
GCSE subject criteria set out the knowledge, understanding, skills and 
assessment objectives common to all GCSE specifications in a given subject. 

They provide the framework within which the awarding organisation creates 
the detail of the specification. 

Aims and learning outcomes 
1. GCSE specifications in Psychology must encourage learners to be 

inspired, moved and changed by following a broad, coherent, satisfying 
and worthwhile course of study and to gain an insight into related 
sectors, such as science. They should encourage learners to develop a 
personal interest and enthusiasm for psychology and prepare them to 
make informed decisions about further learning opportunities and career 
choices. 

2. GCSE specifications in Psychology must enable learners to: 

 engage in the process of psychological enquiry to develop as 
effective and independent learners, and as critical and reflective 
thinkers with enquiring minds; 

 develop an awareness of why psychology matters; 

 acquire knowledge and understanding of how psychology works 
and its essential role in society; 

 develop an understanding of the relationship between psychology 
and social, cultural, scientific and contemporary issues and its 
impact on everyday life; 

 develop an understanding of ethical issues in psychology; 

 develop an understanding of the contribution of psychology to 
individual, social and cultural diversity; 

 develop a critical approach to scientific evidence and methods. 

Subject content 
3. The content of GCSE specifications in Psychology must reflect the 

learning outcomes. 
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4. All specifications should include a rationale that clearly reflects the 
approach taken within the specification. This approach should include an 
emphasis on one or more of the following: 

 the implications of psychology for society; 

 explaining, theorising and modelling in psychology; 

 procedural knowledge of ethical practice in psychology. 

5. GCSE specifications in Psychology must require learners to develop 
knowledge, understanding and skills in the following contexts: 

 core areas of psychology: biological, social, cognitive, 
developmental and individual differences; 

 applications of psychology: the use of psychology to explain and 
influence everyday behaviour and experience within appropriate, 
relevant, contemporary contexts. 

6. Specifications must require learners to demonstrate knowledge, 
understanding and skills in the following areas: 

Data, theories and explanations: 

 collection of data from secondary sources including considering 
validity and reliability of evidence; 

 analysis and evaluation of qualitative and quantitative data; 

 interpretation of data to provide evidence for testing ideas and 
developing theories; 

 explanation of behaviour by developing and using scientific 
theories and models. 

Investigation and enquiry: 

 planning to conduct a psychological investigation and structuring a 
hypothesis; 

 evaluation of design and ethical implications of psychological 
enquiry. 
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Evaluative and interpretative skills: 

 recalling, analysing, interpreting, applying and questioning 
information or ideas; 

 presenting information, developing arguments and drawing 
conclusions using psychological concepts, terminology and 
conventions. 

Applications and implications of psychology: 

 the use of contemporary psychological developments and their 
benefits and drawbacks; 

 how psychological knowledge and ideas change over time; 

 appreciation of the implications of culture in psychological enquiry; 

 relationship of psychological study to other areas of scientific 
enquiry and to society as a whole. 

Assessment objectives 
7. All specifications in psychology must require learners to demonstrate 

their ability to: 

 Assessment objectives Weighting 
 

AO1 Recall, select and communicate their knowledge and 
understanding of psychology and how psychology 
works. 
 

25–35% 

AO2 Apply skills, knowledge and understanding of 
psychology and how psychology works. 
 

30–40% 

AO3 Interpret, evaluate and analyse psychological data 
and practice. 
 

30–40% 

 

Scheme of assessment 
8. GCSE specifications in Psychology must allocate 100 per cent of the 

weighting to external assessment in the overall scheme of assessment. 

9. Question papers must be targeted at the full range of GCSE grades. 
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Grade descriptions 
10. Grade descriptions are provided to give a general indication of the 

standards of achievement likely to have been shown by candidates 
awarded particular grades. The descriptions must be interpreted in 
relation to the content in the specification; they are not designed to 
define that content. 

The grade awarded will depend in practice upon the extent to which the 
candidate has met the assessment objectives overall. Shortcomings in 
some aspects of candidates’ performance in the assessment may be 
balanced by better performances in others. 

Grade Description 

A Candidates recall, select and communicate relevant 
knowledge to produce substantiated analyses and 
explanations of a variety of structures, models or processes 
of psychology, including contemporary contexts. 

They show precise understanding of, and apply accurately, 
appropriate concepts, terms and theories. They analyse links 
between structures, processes and issues. They recognise 
and explain appropriate issues or debates, and substantiate 
these with evidence and reach valid conclusions. 

They identify and use appropriate methods, sources, 
information and data for a particular purpose and justify their 
selection. They interpret information and data presented in a 
variety of forms, critically evaluate its relevance in relation to 
the arguments and reach substantiated conclusions. They 
use concepts, terminology and conventions accurately and 
appropriately. 

C Candidates recall, select and communicate knowledge to 
describe and give a partial analysis of a variety of structures, 
models or processes of psychology, including contemporary 
contexts. 

They show understanding of, and apply a variety of, 
concepts, terms and theories. They recognise and describe 
relevant issues or debates and select appropriate arguments 
in relation to the issues, theories and evidence. They make 
straightforward links between structures, processes and 
issues. 
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They use a range of methods, sources, information and data 
to find out about issues or topics and can indicate why they 
were chosen. They handle and evaluate information and data 
to make reasonable judgements, and present plausible 
conclusions that are supported by relevant evidence. They 
use concepts, terminology and conventions appropriately. 

F Candidates recall and recognise some structures, models or 
processes outlined in the specification and give a partial 
description of them. 

They show a basic understanding of, and apply in a 
superficial way, a few concepts, terms and theories. They 
recognise and describe relevant issues or debates. 

They use a limited range of methods, sources, information 
and data uncritically and in a simple manner to find out about 
issues or topics. They demonstrate a limited ability to interpret 
information, make judgements and reach conclusions. 

 

 

 



 

We wish to make our publications widely accessible. Please contact us if you have 
any specific accessibility requirements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First published by the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation in 2011 

 

© Crown copyright 2011 

You may re-use this publication (not including logos) free of charge in any format or 
medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence. To view this licence, 
visit The National Archives; or write to the Information Policy Team, The National 
Archives, Kew, Richmond, Surrey, TW9 4DU; or email: 
psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk 

This publication is also available on our website at www.ofqual.gov.uk  

Any enquiries regarding this publication should be sent to us at: 

Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation 
Spring Place 2nd Floor 
Coventry Business Park Glendinning House 
Herald Avenue 6 Murray Street 
Coventry CV5 6UB Belfast BT1 6DN 

Telephone 0300 303 3344  
Textphone 0300 303 3345 
Helpline 0300 303 3346  
  

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/open-government-licence.htm
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/visit/default.htm
mailto:psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk

