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Introduction



Psychology can be defined as the scientific study of mind and behaviour (though it should be remembered that psychology also includes non-scientific elements in its subject matter and methods of investigation). In order to discover ‘truths’ about the mind and behaviour (which are generally expressed in the form of theories, explanations and models), psychological research has to be undertaken, with the vast majority of such research being scientific in nature and generally carried out in the form of experiments, as in other scientific subjects, such as biology, chemistry and physics.


Throughout the IB psychology course, you will learn about psychological theories, explanations, models, practical applications and so forth, which are based upon and have been assessed by research studies. Indeed, you will be required to have a knowledge of all these elements, including specific research studies, as questions may be asked about them in your final examination papers. You will also need a knowledge of the methods that underpin the means by which research is carried out. This includes their evaluation in terms of strengths and limitations, as again these elements can have questions asked about them in your final examination papers.


You will also learn, especially when writing essays (which will form part of your final examination papers), that evaluation is often centred on what specific research studies suggest about the validity (accuracy) of theories, explanations and models. You will consider the effectiveness of practical applications, as well as methodological criticisms of studies themselves in terms of how their strengths and limitations might affect the validity of conclusions drawn.
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Key definition


Validity – the extent to which results accurately measure what they are supposed to measure.
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You will receive formal tuition from your teachers about these required elements, but a more effective way to learn about them is to actually conduct some research yourself. In essence, as well as learning about psychology from your teachers, learning how to be a psychologist from practical experience is essential to understanding the subject.


To allow you to develop and apply these skills and knowledge, the internal assessment is an integral part of the overall qualification for psychology.


The internal assessment


The internal assessment is a compulsory part of the IB psychology course. Aside from studying core and optional topics for which you will sit formal examinations at the end of the course, you are also required to investigate a published psychological study, theory or model, by planning, carrying out and writing up a practical investigation in the form of an experimental study of your own.


The general idea behind the internal assessment is to allow you to demonstrate that you can apply, in a practical way, the psychological skills and knowledge you have learned during your studying of the subject, but with more freedom to do so than is possible in an examination setting. The internal assessment can be conducted much more liberally, as there are far fewer time limitations and other constraints than occur when sitting an examination. You also have the freedom to conduct a practical investigation of your own choosing, giving you the opportunity to explore an area of psychology that you personally find interesting and motivating.


The internal assessment will generally be undertaken throughout the course and not treated as a separate activity conducted when all the teaching of topics has finished. There is a degree of teaching that needs to take place, though, before you can realistically set out to undertake your practical investigation. This especially concerns the research methods module of the course, during which you will learn not just about why research is carried out in psychology, but also how it is carried out in its many different forms, and what the strengths and weaknesses of different research methods are. Without a knowledge of research methods, you will not fully understand the purpose of carrying out a practical investigation in psychology. More importantly, you will not be able to design the individual components required for your experimental study.


You will also need to be fully aware of what data is and how and why it is analysed in the descriptive and inferential ways that it is within psychology. Again, you will learn this during the research methods module of the course.


You will probably also have studied some other topics, too, before embarking on the internal assessment, as by studying some topic areas you will begin to understand how psychology works, in terms of how research that psychologists carry out underpins the theories, models and explanations that make up the subject, and the practical applications that are based on this knowledge. The studying of topic areas will also provide some feeling for which area of psychology you might wish to base your experimental study upon.


Ultimately, it will be teachers of the IB psychology course who will decide what order to teach topics in, and indeed which particular optional topics to teach to their students. It will also be teachers of the subject who decide when their students should undertake the internal assessment, how this will occur and what time frame they will have to complete the work in. However, the main responsibility for this important piece of work belongs to individual students and so you should be aware from the start what it involves and what you will have to do (and when). You should also start to form some idea of what specific psychological area, in terms of the actual investigation, you might wish to perform research in. All potential ideas for the practical investigation should be discussed with teachers, as they will be able to advise whether they are acceptable from an ethical point of view (especially due to the sensitive nature of many topic areas in psychology), as well as whether they are feasible and practical to actually carry out.
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1 What is the internal assessment?



At the end of your course you will sit formal examinations, with your completed exam papers formally marked by specialist examiners appointed by the IB. This is a process called external assessment, as the marking occurs externally to your school. However, the practical investigation is marked in a different way through a process known as internal assessment. Each individual student’s teacher will monitor the conducting of their experimental study (to ensure it is done in accordance with the guidelines set out by the IB) and then will mark their practical investigation (according to a set of criteria and mark allocations set out by the IB). The marks awarded by the teacher are then checked through a process known as moderation, where specialists appointed by the board review the work undertaken and its internal assessment. So, in a sense, although the experimental study is marked by internal assessment, this does also involve an element of external assessment, via the moderation process, to ensure that the work undertaken is assessed fairly and reliably.


Skills


The main skills involved in the conducting of the internal assessment are practical research skills, which concern a knowledge of how to plan and carry out an experimental study successfully. Such skills can be studied, for example, by reading (and completing the assessment exercises in) the ‘Research methods’ section in Chapter four of your textbook (Lawton & Willard, 2018). However, these skills can only truly be understood and honed through actual usage. This comes from experience and it may be the case that your teacher gives you familiarity of them through organizing some mini-practicals during class time. If not, and even if so, there is no reason why individual or small groups of students cannot have a go in their own time at replicating (repeating) some famous studies, albeit in a simplified form. This will help you get a feel for the organizational skills required and to learn some of the dos and don’ts of conducting research, which will be of benefit when conducting the actual experimental study. Some suggestions for and guidance on how to conduct such mini-practicals (to be undertaken before conducting the study for the internal assessment) occurs later in this book (see page 20). Although there are no formal marks for the planning and conducting of the practical (marks are awarded instead for the writing up of the report of the investigation), your investigation will be more successful if the study is carefully planned and carried out, which will only occur with a good execution of practical research skills.


In the writing up of the report of the study, there is a requirement for appropriate knowledge to be expressed. Descriptive skills are required for this and marks will be awarded for clearly outlining each element of the procedure, for example the sampling technique used.


There is also a requirement in the writing up of the practical investigation for appraisal, so evaluative skills will be required. Marks are awarded in terms of exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of your research, for example strengths and limitations of the design, sample and procedure.


An additional requirement in the writing up of the report is that of analysis, for which analytical skills are required. Marks are awarded in terms of how the data from the study is processed and conclusions are met, for example through appropriate and accurate application of descriptive and inferential statistics.


One last type of skill involved in the conducting of the internal assessment is that of transferable skills, which concern abilities that are relevant and useful across different situations. Skills that are learned in other sciences, such as those relevant to experimental design, will be transferable to the carrying out of psychological research (and skills learned carrying out the experimental study may well be transferable to other science subjects).






	Type of skill

	Description of skill






	
Practical research skills

	Skills associated with the planning and carrying out of psychological studies






	
Descriptive skills

	Skills associated with the outlining of relevant knowledge






	
Evaluative skills

	Skills associated with appraisal of research methods and conclusions drawn






	
Analytical skills

	Skills associated with the processing of data to draw valid conclusions






	
Transferable skills

	Skills that are portable between different academic disciplines






	

Table 1.1 Summary of skills involved in the conducting of the internal assessment









IB requirements


SL/HL requirements


The requirements for SL and HL students in doing the internal assessment are exactly the same; that is to investigate a published study, theory or model relevant to their learning in psychology, by carrying out an experimental study and then reporting the findings.


SL students


For SL students, the internal assessment will comprise 25% of the overall marks. The marks will be assessed and awarded in relation to the quality of the research report submitted.


HL students


For HL students, the internal assessment will comprise 20% of the overall marks. The marks will be assessed and awarded in relation to the quality of the research report submitted.


Specific requirements of the IB for the experimental study


Seeking advice from teachers





•  You should seek advice from your teachers on:







    1  The requirements of the IB for the internal assessment


    2  What experiment to choose


    3  What practical and ethical issues need to be considered


    4  How your work will be assessed in terms of the assessment criteria.








•  You can (and should) discuss your internal assessment work with your teacher and should not be penalized (in terms of marks awarded) for doing so.



•  A teacher is allowed to give verbal and written advice on how the research report of the study could be improved for ONE draft (practice) version of the study. The second version submitted to the teacher has to be the final version and cannot be changed once it has been submitted.





Working in groups





•  When planning and carrying out the study, you will be required to work in groups of between two and four students.



•  SL and HL students are allowed to work together as members of a group in the planning and carrying out of their experimental study.



•  Groups can include virtual (online) members, who are studying IB psychology at another school.



•  Groups can also include students studying other related courses, either IB or non-IB.



•  Because the planning and carrying out of the experimental study is done by a group of students, the research method, materials, participants and operationalization of the independent and dependent variables will be the same for these students and will result from the group working together.



•  Once a study has been carried out and data collected, group members cannot work together anymore – this includes the analysis of the data, conclusions drawn and the evaluation of the study within the research report. Indeed, group members should not even discuss the results of the study once the data has been collected and each group member has a copy.





Choosing an experiment





•  The topic chosen to base the experimental study on can be taken from any area of psychology (not just those on the specification).



•  The theory, model or study on which the experimental study is based must have appeared in a peer-reviewed journal.



•  The connection between the theory, model or study on which your experimental study is based must be linked to your aims and objectives, and the reason for conducting the experiment should be explained.





Other specific requirements





•  When the experimental study has been carried out and data collected, each student in a group must work independently of each other (by themselves) in writing up the research report, including the analysis of data, the conclusions drawn and evaluative points made.



•  The same piece of work cannot be submitted to meet the requirements of the internal assessment and the extended essay.



•  The research study cannot be of any other method than that of an experiment.



•  Your work must be completely your own with no plagiarism occurring (presenting the work of another as your own). Referencing others’ work (such as by describing previous relevant research) is allowable, as long as sources are credited.



•  Ethical considerations must be adhered to in planning, carrying out and writing up the report.





Dos and don’ts for the internal assessment





•  You are only allowed to have one independent variable (IV) in your experimental study.



•  The research study on which your experiment is based may have several conditions for the IV. Therefore, you can either replicate all the conditions (repeat them exactly by having all the original conditions of the IV in your study), or simplify the experiment so that there are only two conditions of the IV).



•  The way in which the IV is operationalized (defined) may differ from the original research study, in order to suit the specific circumstances of each student’s experimental study.



•  Independent variables that are based on pre-existing characteristics of participants are not acceptable for the internal assessment. These include:







    1  Gender (comparing the performance of males and females)


    2  Age (comparing participants of different age groups)


    3  Native language (comparing speakers of two different languages)


    4  Culture (comparing participants from different cultural groups)


    5  Education (comparing participants from different classes/schools)


    6  Socio-economic status (comparing participants of different wealth or class groupings)


    7  Handedness (comparing left- and right-handed participants).
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Key definitions


Independent variable – the factor manipulated by researchers in an investigation.


Operationalization of variables – the process of defining variables into measurable factors.


Placebos – harmless substances given to participants that they are told will have some specific effect.


Ingestion and exhalation – studies involving eating, drinking, smoking, taking drugs, etc.


Deprivation – studies involving denial of essential requirements, such as sleep, food, etc.
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