Writing Psychology Essays at Level 4: A Practical Guide
Introduction

Writing academic essays is a key skill in psychology. At Level 4, we are not expecting you
to be an expert psychologist. However, we do expect you to demonstrate that you
understand psychological concepts, can use academic evidence appropriately, and can
construct a clear, logical argument. Strong essays are not simply descriptions of
theories and studies. They explain, analyse, compare, and evaluate psychological ideas
in response to the question being asked.

1. Understanding the Essay Question

Before you begin writing, make sure you understand exactly what the question is asking.
Many students lose marks because they write everything they know about a topic rather
than answering the specific question.

Look carefully at the command words:
o Describe = explain key features or characteristics.
o Discuss = present different viewpoints and examine them.
e Compare = identify similarities and differences.
e Evaluate = assess strengths and limitations.
¢ Analyse = break down ideas and explain relationships between them.

A successful essay answers the question throughout, not just in the introduction or
conclusion.

Tip: Keep the essay title visible while you write and regularly ask yourself: How does this
paragraph help answer the question?

2. Recommended Essay Structure
Introduction (approximately 10% of the essay)
The introduction should:

¢ Introduce the topic.

¢ Define any key concepts.

e Explainthe focus of the essay.

e Briefly indicate the main arguments that will be discussed.



Avoid lengthy background information or detailed descriptions of studies.

Example

"This essay examines the influence of social media on adolescent wellbeing. It will
consider evidence linking social media use to both positive and negative psychological
outcomes before evaluating the strength of current research evidence."

Main Body (approximately 80% of the essay)

The main body should be organised into clear paragraphs. Each paragraph should focus
on one key point.

A useful structure is:

Point

State the main argument or idea.

Evidence

Support the point using psychological theory or research.

Explanation

Explain what the evidence shows and why it matters.

Evaluation

Consider strengths, limitations, alternative explanations, or conflicting evidence.
Link

Connect the discussion back to the essay question.

Example Paragraph Structure

Point: Social learning theory suggests aggressive behaviour can be learned through
observation.

Evidence: Bandura's Bobo doll studies demonstrated that children imitated aggressive
behaviour modelled by adults.

Explanation: This suggests that observing aggression may influence children's
behaviour.



Evaluation: However, the artificial laboratory setting may limit the ecological validity of
the findings.

Link: Therefore, while social learning theory offers a useful explanation of aggression,
the evidence should be interpreted with caution.

3. Developing Strong Arguments
One of the most common weaknesses in Level 4 essays is excessive description.
Weak approach
Students often:
e Describe atheory.
e Describe a study.
e Describe another study.

This tells the reader what psychologists have found but does not demonstrate critical
thinking.

Strong approach
Instead:
e Make aclaim.
e Support it with evidence.
¢ Explain why the evidence is important.
o Consider limitations or alternative views.
¢ Reach areasonedjudgement.

Good essays read like a conversation between different pieces of evidence rather than a
list of separate study summaries.

Questions to Ask Yourself

When discussing evidence, consider:
e Does the evidence support the theory?
e Arethere conflicting findings?

e Arethere methodological limitations?



e How generalisable are the findings?
e What alternative explanations exist?
e Which perspective provides the strongest explanation?

Demonstrating critical thinking is often what distinguishes higher-grade work from
merely satisfactory work.

4. Using Evidence Effectively

Psychology is an evidence-based discipline. Your arguments should be supported by
academic sources rather than personal opinions.

Good practice

Use peer-reviewed journal articles.

Include relevant theories and studies.

e Reference sources accurately using APA 7" referencing style.

e Explainthe relevance of the evidence.

e Unsupported claims.

e Longquotations.

o Excessive reliance on websites.

o Listing study findings without interpretation.

Remember: evidence should support your argument rather than replace it.

5. Writing Effective Conclusions
The conclusion should not introduce new information.
Instead, it should:

e Summarise the main arguments.

e Highlight the most convincing evidence.

¢ Provide a final answer to the essay question.

A strong conclusion demonstrates that you have reached a reasoned judgement based
on the evidence discussed.



Final Checklist Before Submission

v Have | answered the question throughout the essay?

v Is my argument clear and logical?

v Have | supported claims with academic evidence?

v Have | evaluated strengths and limitations of the evidence?
v Does each paragraph contribute to my overall argument?
v Have | included accurate references?

v Does my conclusion directly answer the question?

Key Message

A successful Level 4 psychology essay is not about showing everything you know. It is
about answering the question through a clear, evidence-based argument. Focus on
explanation, analysis, and evaluation rather than description, and ensure that every
paragraph contributes to your overall line of reasoning.



Sample Essay Plan
Essay Question: To what extent does social media influence adolescent mental health?
Step 1: Analyse the Question
Key concepts:
e Social media
o Adolescent mental health
« To what extent (requires balanced discussion and evaluation)

The essay must consider both positive and negative influences before reaching an
overall judgement.

Step 2: Create a Thesis Statement

"Although social media can provide adolescents with opportunities for social
connection and support, evidence suggests that excessive or problematic use is more
strongly associated with negative mental health outcomes. However, the relationship is
complex and influenced by individual and contextual factors."”

This provides a clear position that will guide the essay.

Step 3: Plan the Essay Structure
Introduction
o Define social media.
o Define adolescent mental health.
¢ Introduce the debate.
o State the essay's main argument.

The introduction should include citations (e.g., what is the source of your definition of
social media? What is the source of your definition of adolescent mental health?).

Paragraph 1: Social Media and Social Connection
Point

Social media can support psychological wellbeing by facilitating social interaction.



Evidence
e Research linking online communication to friendship maintenance.
e Studies on social support and belonging.
Evaluation
o Benefits may be greater for socially isolated individuals.
e« Notall online interactions are positive.
Link

Suggests social media can have positive psychological effects.

Paragraph 2: Social Media and Anxiety/Depression
Point
Social media use is associated with poorer mental health outcomes.
Evidence
¢ Research linking heavy usage with anxiety and depressive symptoms.
¢ Findings concerning social comparison.
Evaluation
o Correlational evidence cannot establish causation.
e Existing mental health difficulties may increase social media use.
Link

Evidence indicates potential risks but causality remains unclear.

Paragraph 3: The Role of Cyberbullying
Point

Cyberbullying represents a significant mechanism through which social media may
harm wellbeing.

Evidence

e Studies showing links between cyberbullying victimisation and psychological
distress.

Evaluation



e Cyberbullying is not experienced by all users.
¢ Individual resilience may moderate effects.
Link

Negative outcomes may depend on specific online experiences.

Paragraph 4: Individual Differences
Point
The impact of social media varies between individuals.
Evidence

¢ Research examining personality, age, gender, and usage patterns.
Evaluation

¢ Explains inconsistent findings within the literature.

e Suggests simple "good" or "bad" conclusions are inadequate.
Link

The effect of social media is influenced by how and why it is used.

Conclusion
e Summarise main findings.
¢ Acknowledge both positive and negative influences.
¢ Conclude that social media's effects are complex and dependent on context.
e Provide a clear overall judgement answering the question.
Visual Representation of the Argument
Introduction ¥
Social connection benefits v
Evidence of anxiety and depression ¥
Cyberbullying as a mechanism ¥
Individual differences explain variation ¥

Balanced judgementin conclusion



A Simple Planning Template for Any Psychology Essay
Before writing, try completing the following:

Essay Question:

Introduction
e Key definitions:
e Main argument/thesis:
Paragraph 1
e Point:
o Evidence:
o Evaluation:
e Linkto question:
Paragraph 2
e Point:
o Evidence:
o Evaluation:
e Linkto question:
Paragraph 3
e Point:
o Evidence:
o Evaluation:
e Linkto question:
Paragraph 4
e Point:
o Evidence:
e Evaluation:
e Linkto question:
Conclusion

e Most convincing evidence:



e Overall judgement:

e Direct answer to question:

If you can complete this plan before you start writing, you have already done much of
the thinking required for a strong psychology essay. Planning helps ensure that your
essay develops a coherent argument rather than becoming a series of unrelated study
summaries.
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