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Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) Psychology

This guide gives you an overview of the specification and assessments for 
our new Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) Psychology qualification for first teaching 
from September 2017. We’ll outline how our specification will inspire your 
students and address changes to the qualification. We’ll also cover the 
high-quality support and resources you can expect from us as one of the 
key providers in psychology qualifications.
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NB. All information is correct at the time of printing but is subject to change. *You do not have to buy resources to teach the specification.
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What's happening and when?
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Exploring human behaviour
We've used this curriculum change as an opportunity to redesign our qualification 
to engage students as they explore human behaviour, helping them to develop an 
understanding of themselves and others.

Through the study of a wide range of engaging and contemporary topics, students 
will gain knowledge and understanding of key features in the following core areas of 
psychology.

		Biological – an understanding of biological concepts in psychology, including 
neuroscience and genetics as contributors to behaviour.

		Cognitive – an understanding of thought, information and mental processing as 
contributors to behaviour. 

		Social – an understanding of the social area of psychology, the impact of social 
and environmental factors on behaviour and the influence of groups. 

		Developmental – an understanding of how individuals change throughout their 
lives, with a particular focus on childhood and how both nature and nurture can 
affect individuals.

		Individual differences – an understanding of the complex nature of human 
behaviour and experiences and why and how people are different.

Next steps … 
Once you’ve read through this 
guide, turn to the back cover for 
details of how to:

1.	 Sign up for updates to receive 
information and support 
materials, and book on  
a free Getting Ready to Teach 
event.

2.	 Find out more about our brand 
new published resources and 
order a FREE Evaluation Pack.

Working with you
We’ve worked with the teaching 
community, higher education and 
subject associations to develop 
our new qualification. Our new 
specification includes updated 
subject content as defined by 
the DfE, and as a result you 
will see some new topics in our 
specification. There is also now 
more focus on the assessment 
of research methods and 
mathematics in psychology.



Qualifications at a glance
		Each paper has a mixture of multiple choice, short answer and longer answer 
questions.

		Ramped questions increasingly challenge students as they move through the 
paper and gain confidence.

		A taxonomy of command words has been carefully defined and will be used 
in the assessments.
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Component Overview Assessment

Paper 1 

55% 

All topics:

•	 How did you develop?

•	 How does your memory work?

•	 How would psychological problems affect you?

•	 How does your brain affect you?

•	 How do others affect you?

Written examination. 

	 1hr 45mins 

	 98 marks

Paper 2 

45% 

Two topics from:

•	 Why do people become criminals?

•	 What makes you who you are?

•	 How do you interpret the world around you?

•	 Why do you need to sleep and dream?

•	 How do you communicate with others?

And:

•	 How do you carry out psychological research? 
(Research methods and maths skills.)

Written examination. 

	 1hr 20mins 

	 79 marks

Assessment Objectives

A01
35%

Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of psychological ideas, processes and 
procedures.

A02
35%

Apply knowledge and understanding of psychological ideas, processes and procedures.

A03
30%

Analyse and evaluate psychological information, ideas, processed and procedures to 
make judgements and draw conclusions.

A wide range of optional topics 
Our new specification contains a mixture of compulsory topics and optional 
topics. We are the only exam board offering the full range of five 
optional topics from which you can select two.

We think this is important to make sure you can meet the specific needs 
and interests of your students as they develop their understanding of human 
behaviour.

The compulsory topics are:

		Development

		Memory

		Psychological problems

		The brain and neuropsychology

		Social influence.

The optional topics are:

		Criminal psychology

		The Self

		Perception

		Sleep and dreaming

		Language, thought and communication.

Full details about the subject content in the compulsory and optional topics are in 
our specification, pages 8-20 or at: quals.pearson.com/gcsepsychology2017
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Engaging and contemporary  
selection of studies
We’ve carefully selected contemporary and engaging studies relevant to today’s 
student, with some of the practical experiments suited to a classroom setting.

Studies from our specification include:

	 Bartlett (1932) War of the Ghosts

	 Piliavin et al. (1969) Good Samaritanism: An Underground Phenomenon?

	 Charlton et al. (2000) Children’s Playground Behaviour Across Five Years of 
Broadcast Television: A Naturalistic Study in a Remote Community

	 Yuki et al. (2007) Are the windows to the soul the same in the East and West? 
Cultural differences in using the eyes and mouth as cues to recognize emotions 
in Japan and the United States

Structured around  
key questions 
We’ve listened to your feedback and will retain the structure around the  
key questions approach from our popular legacy specification to enable a 
smooth transition to the new course. 

	 Topics will be structured around key questions, providing an engaging hook 
for teachers and students.

Key Questions from our specification include:

	 How does your memory work?

	 How does your brain affect you?

	 How do others affect you?

Differentiation from A level
		We’ve considered the progression from GCSE to A level and where topics 
overlap, different studies and/or theories are covered to ensure students stay 
engaged and motivated as they progress to AS and A level.

For a complete list of studies and key questions please see our Edexcel GCSE  
(9 –1) Psychology specification at: quals.pearson.com/gcsepsychology2017
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To find out more about our Edexcel AS and A level 
Psychology qualifications and support please visit:  
quals.pearson.com/alevelpsychology2015



Supporting you every step of the way
We’ve put together a full package of support to help you plan and teach our 
new qualification, track and assess students’ progress, and develop your own 
professional knowledge and skills.
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*Pearson’s paid-for resources, as well as other endorsed resources, are not a prerequisite for the delivery of our Edexcel specification.

Support with new content
To help you plan for 2017 with confidence, we’ll provide lots of free support 
around the new maths and scientific content and research methods, helping 
you to understand the extent and level of teaching required. 

Track & Assess
 	 Marked exemplars of student work with 

examiner commentaries

 	 Extra set of sample assessment 
materials

Free from
 

qualifications.pearson.com
 

Develop
 �	 Advice from the Subject Advisor team

 �	 Getting Ready to Teach events

Fr
ee

 fr
om

 
qu

al
ifi

ca
tio

ns
.p

ea
rs

on
.c

om
 

Plan
 	 Sample assessment material

 	 Getting Started Guide

 	 Course planner

 	 Editable Schemes of Work

Teach
 	 Topic-specific guides for delivering the 

compulsory and optional topics

 	 Support with mathematics and research 
method content
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 	 Free sample pages from Pearson's  
Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) Psychology Student 
Book available online

 	 Pearson's Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) 
Psychology Student Book – see page 10
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evelop          Track &

                           Assess



11

Brand new resources from 
Pearson for 2017 
Our new Student Book* has been developed specifically for Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) 
Psychology. Based on the same ‘key question’ approach, it will help teachers and 
students to feel confident with the new breadth of content and skills required. 

		Providing contemporary and engaging examples, our new Student Book 
explores the everyday application of key psychology studies or theories in a  
real-world context that will stimulate and inspire students.

		Helping students to build practical skills and apply their learning to real-life 
examples, our Student Book features relevant and accessible activities and 
methods. 

		Supporting teaching of the new mathematical skills and research methodologies, 
our Student Book is carefully structured to develop skills and understanding 
through accessible contextualised examples with plenty of hints, tips and advice. 

		Our new Student Book is focussed on preparing students for the new-
style assessments with plenty of practice and guidance on the specific skills 
and knowledge required for the Pearson Edexcel GCSE (9–1) Psychology 
specification.

		Available May 2017 in print and digital ActiveBook or Kindle edition, enabling 
independent student learning and providing a choice of formats for accessing 
the Student Book content.
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*	Our resources for Pearson Edexcel GCSE (9-1) Psychology have been submitted for Edexcel endorsement. 

You do not need to purchase published resources to deliver our qualifications.

Our Psychology Subject Advisor Julius Edwards, is on hand to  
help you with any questions.

You can also sign up to receive updates about training events,  
news and government announcements, deadlines and much more.  

	 020 7010 2190

	 TeachingPsychology@pearson.com

	 @EdexcelScience

quals.pearson.com/gcsepsychology2017

Support whenever you need it

Julius 
Edwards
Psychology  
Subject Advisor

Key changes:  
GCSE (9 –1) Psychology 
These changes will apply to all awarding organisations’ specifications. 

Assessment changes:

		Research methods content must make up 20% of the qualification. 

		Maths skills make up 10% of the qualification (50% of the research  
method content). 

		The course will still be assessed through 100% exam. 

Content changes:

		There are now 5 compulsory topics that all students must learn: Memory, 
Development, Psychological Problems, Social Influence and The Brain and 
Neuropsychology. 

		Centres will have a choice of 2 optional topics from a list of 5. Awarding 
organisations can decide which of these options they offer, our Edexcel 
specification offers all 5 topics. All students will study research methods as 
part of their course.
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Memory and information processing

Processing: the operations we perform on sensory information in the brain.
Input: for human memory, this refers to the sensory information we receive from our environment.Storage: the retention of information in our memory system.

Encoding: turning sensory information into a form that can be used and stored by the brain.
Output: for memory, this refers to what information we can recall; in a broader sense, output can refer to the response we give in terms of our behaviour.Retrieval: the recall of stored memories.

Key terms

Memory and information processing

 • How the human brain receives and processes information
 • How we go about encoding information in our memory
 • How we store and retrieve information in our memory

What you will learn

Stages of memory and information processing
Information input
If you imagine the brain is like a computer, it is easier to understand how the brain processes information. With a computer, information is input via a keyboard, camera or other external device. For humans, information from the environment around us is input via our five senses:  • sight 
 • hearing
 • touch
 • taste 
 • smell. 

Encoding the information
The brain processes the information we receive from our senses; it pays attention to the important information and makes decisions based on it. 
We unconsciously or deliberately choose to store some sensory information. This process requires the encoding of sensory information. Encoding turns the sensory input into an electrochemical memory trace that can be stored in the brain, similar to the coding of a computer.

Once encoded, the memory system can store the memory trace for a few seconds or an entire lifetime. Unlike a computer, we often have no conscious control over how long a memory is stored, but it seems clear that some memories stay with us longer than others. For example, personal experiences that are meaningful to our lives or skills we have learned, such as riding a bike, stay with us for a long time. 
Sometimes we have to put a lot of effort into remembering information, such as when we revise for 

an exam. Other memories are just stored for as long as they are useful, such as remembering what we need to buy from a shop that day.
There are three ways of encoding information to be used by our memory system:
 • acoustic encoding – holding sound information
 • visual encoding – holding images
 • semantic encoding – holding the meaning of information.

Output
Just like a computer, the brain produces an output. An output for a computer might be the product of a computer program, such as a printout of a document. For humans, an output is a behaviour that is produced. Specifically for memory, the output is the stored information we retrieve (known as retrieval).

Define what is meant by the following terms:
 • encoding
 • storage.

 (4 marks)

Exam-style question

When asked to ‘define’ a concept, you should give a clear and concise answer. It is worth developing a glossary of key terms and flashcards for testing yourself.

Exam tip

DRAFT
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Topic 2: Memory - How does your memory work?Short-term and long-term memory
 • The concepts of duration and capacity • The features of short-term memory • The features of long-term memory

What you will learn

Duration and capacityMemory is critical to being human. We can store a large 
amount and a range of types of information that help us 

understand and interact with the world around us. It is 
widely understood that we have two main memory stores: 

a short-term memory store and a long-term memory 

store. These are characterised by key differences in the 
length of time that information is stored (duration) and 

how much information can be stored (capacity).Short-term memory storeSensory information (input) first enters the short-term 
memory store. This is a temporary store that lasts for 
around 20 seconds and holds about seven items of 
information. Short-term memory encodes information 
acoustically by repeating it to ourselves. If we rehearse 
this information (say it over and over to ourselves), we can 

store it in our short-term memory for many minutes and it 

can then be transferred to the long-term memory store.Long-term memory storeLong-term memory can last for minutes up to an entire 

lifetime, and it can hold a potentially unlimited amount 

of information. Encoding in long-term memory is largely 

semantic, but can be visual and acoustic.

Incoming
information Attention

Encoding

Retrieval

Rehearsal

Unrehearsed
information

is lost
Some

information
may be lost
over time

Unattended
information

is lost

Sensory
memory Short-term

memory Long-term
memory

Figure 2.1 The Multi-store Model of Memory 
shows three separate memory stores and 
how memories are transferred between 
each store

You can test the capacity of your own short-term 
memory by trying to recall increasingly longer lists  
of digits.
For each line of digits below, read it once and then 
cover it up. Now try to recall the digits in the correct 
order. Repeat for the next line.692

7341
95832
865712
1745398
52973184
315275948
Compare your recalled lists of digits to the correct 
list above. Your short-term memory capacity is the 
number of correctly recalled digits in a line.

Try it

Why do we forget things?Information in our short-term memory can be 
forgotten through a process known as displacement. 

This is when new incoming information pushes out 
older information as we exceed the limited capacity 
of short-term memory. Forgetting in long-term 
memory is thought to be due to a variety of reasons; 
some memories simply decay as the memory trace 
is not used, while others may be overwritten by new 
information (interference). Or it may simply be the 
case that we cannot find the memory because we have 

lost the link, like a broken URL when we are searching 

for a web page on the internet.

DRAFT
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Download a free sample chapter and reserve your FREE Evaluation 
Pack at: www.pearsonschools.co.uk/gcsepsychology2017ep
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Edexcel GCSE (9 –1) Psychology  
If you’re interested in teaching our qualifications, let us know 
so you receive important specification updates and support.

Sign up for updates at: 

quals.pearson.com/gcsepsychology2017

Book onto a free Getting Ready to Teach event
Book your space on a free online or face-to-face Getting Ready to 
Teach event now to find out more about the qualification:

quals.pearson.com/gcsepsychologyGRTT

Sign up for updates

Next steps...

Find out more about our new published resources  
and reserve your FREE Evaluation Pack at:

www.pearsonschools.co.uk/gcsepsychology2017ep

Reserve your FREE Evaluation Pack
Edexcel GCSE (9–1)
Psychology
Christine Brain   Anna Cave   Karren Smith


