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Dear Colleague
National Qualifications — Psychology: The Research Investigation at Higher
I write to you to draw your attention to the following issue and ask that you discuss it with the member(s) of your staff responsible for teaching National Qualification Courses in Psychology.

  Since the inception of the Higher Course in Psychology there has been increasing concern over the apparent lack of regard for ethical considerations in carrying out research for the Research Investigation (RI).  Over the past two years in particular the Principal Assessor (PA) and the examining team have been concerned about apparent breaches of the ethical code as recommended by both the British Psychological Society (BPS) and the Association for the Teaching of Psychology in Scotland (ATPS).  These include using under-age children as participants and students placing themselves — and in many cases the public — in danger.  The guidelines laid down by these bodies are summarised in the following documents issued by SQA:

Research Investigation Guidelines (November 2003) for the current Higher (C071 12)

Research Investigation Guidelines (November 2004) for the new Higher (C212 12)

The ATP Guidelines for students is also included as an appendix of the above documents.
The PA has drawn the attention of staff teaching the Higher Course to this issue on a number of occasions and has emphasised it in the annual PA Report.  It is apparent, however, that a number of staff are not aware of these guidelines or have overlooked them.  SQA is not in the position to monitor progress with candidate work on the RI because we only receive them after they have been completed and submitted for marking at which point it is too late to halt any inappropriate investigation.  I would therefore ask you to implement a system which will ensure that all RIs submitted fall within the guidelines referred to above. 
With the implementation of the revised Higher Course this year, SQA has taken steps to eliminate inappropriate RIs by issuing briefs from which candidates must choose when deciding on their investigation.  These briefs will change with a rolling programme year on year.
To further assist, you will find appended to this letter a list of subjects and participants which should not be used by students when carrying out their research.  These adhere to the guidance issued by the BPS and ATPS.  As I have stated above, Research Investigations which clearly breach these guidelines could allow dangerous situations to arise and, in extreme cases, problematic publicity for the centres involved.  I intend to follow up this general letter to all centres with a specific letter to those centres which did breach the guidelines in session 2003/04.
Should clarification on any of the points raised be required, I will be more than happy to discuss these with you or your staff.  Please contact me on 0141-242 2343 or by e-mail at tom.stannage@sqa.org.uk.
Yours faithfully
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  Tom Stannage
  Qualifications Manager
Social Subjects Team

Encs

Scottish Qualifications Authority
National Qualifications in Psychology

The following is a list of topics and participants which must be avoided by students while carrying out their research for the Research Investigation at Higher.  This is in accordance with the recommendations made by the British Psychological Society and the Association for the Teaching of Psychology in Scotland.

In line with these recommendations the following points should be noted: 
Participants
· ALL participants must be 16 years of age or over, regardless of parental consent being given or not.
· No participants, the general public or the researchers should be put into ANY situation which may cause alarm or potential danger, eg no re enactments of Piliavin or similar type RI’s in a public place
· Participants should not be questioned on aspects of sexuality.
· Direct/personal questioning about state of mental health should be avoided, including asking questions about eating disorders.
· Appendices should not include names/addresses or any other means of identifying participants.
The recommendation is to keep all RIs ‘in-house’ if possible. If the public is used, great care must be taken not to offend in any way.

Topics
The following must not be used:

· Substances such as alcohol or drugs of any description.
· Sexually explicit material (even moderate).
· Direct questioning involving mental or specific areas of physical health.
· Feigning illness or situations of concern in public places.
· IQ testing.
These points are relevant to ALL psychology students regardless of learning mode, ie they apply to school, college and Flexi students.
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