
Essay 
elaboration 

Resources for Courses

Overview
This activity develops the work started in the ‘specialist terminology in essays’ activity. The aim
of this activity is for students to develop their essay writing, by practicing effective elaboration,
both in terms of AO1 (knowledge) and AO3 (evaluation).

Resources Required
• An example essay where key phrases/sentences are omitted (see example attached)

• Optional: Peer marking essay grid (for strength and challenge activity)

Teacher Instructions
Teaching and Learning Strategy A
The students can either work individual or in pairs. Students should be provided with a copy of
the essay where the key phrases/sentences are omitted. Students should then read the essay
and add in the missing sentences/phrases in order to elaborate this answer.

Stretch & Challenge
Once the students complete the above task, provide students with a copy of the ‘peer marking
essays’ handout and ask to the students to mark this essay (remember it is an A-Level 16-mark
essay). Once the students have agreed a mark, they should then outline how they would 
improve this essay.
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Discuss neural explanations of offending behaviour (16 marks)

Neural explanations of offending behaviour can be separated into neurochemical and 
neurophysiological.

Firstly, neurotransmitters such as serotonin have been implicated in offending behaviour. 
For example, Scerbo and Raine (1993), found abnormally low levels of serotonin in 29 studies 
examining offending behaviour. This shows that serotonin may be linked to offending behaviour.
This may be because serotonin is linked to mood and impulsiveness and lower levels of serotonin
make it harder for offenders to control their behaviour.

However, one issue with this explanation is that the causal relationship between serotonin and 
offending behaviour is unclear. For example, while lower levels of serotonin may be the cause of
offender behaviour, it may be that serotonin levels are affected by other factors. For example,
since serotonin is linked with mood and lower levels of serotonin are found in individuals with 
depression, it may be that the lower levels of serotonin are present because the offender has 
particularly difficult circumstances in their background, making them more likely to be depressed
which then leads to criminality. This matters because it may not be the lower levels of serotonin
which causes criminality, but another factor like difficult circumstances / depression that could
lead to criminal behaviour. 

An alternative neural explanation of offending behaviour concerns neurophysiology.

One part of the brain implicated in offending behaviour is the amygdala, which is part of the 
limbic system and has been linked to emotional regulation, in particular fear and aggression.  
For example, Potegal et al. (1996) found that the stimulation of the amygdala in hamsters led to
pronounced aggressive behaviour. This shows that the amygdala is linked to aggressive behaviour
which could in turn lead to offending behaviour. 

Furthemore, Raine et al. (1997) found lower levels of pre-frontal cortex activity in the brains 
of murderers compared to an age and gender matched control group. This shows that the frontal
lobe may play a part in offending behaviour, since reduced activity may cause somebody to make
poor decisions.

However, one issue with this explanation is that is cannot show cause and effect and it overlooks
important interactions between the behaviour of the person and the environment. For example,
Kandel and Freed (1989) found that diminished frontal lobe activity resulted in emotional 
instability, poor planning and an inability to adapt behaviour in response to environmental 
cues (such as anger in another person).  This suggest that diminished frontal lobe activity can
contribute to offending behaviour, but it can be argued that it is not necessarily the cause of the
behaviour, since not all individuals with frontal lobe dysfunction are criminals and it is 
deterministic to use this evidence in this way.
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