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Aim of the methods in context exam Practice book
Methods in context questions are unique on the AQA specification. This question asks you to use 
your skills of application and think like a sociologist who is conducting that piece of research. The 
question asks you to apply both your knowledge of research methods and of a specific research 
context in education. This includes looking at the features of who you are researching, what topic 
you are researching and how you are going to conduct the research. The examples we are going 
to examine in this booklet are listed below. 

The aim of this exam practice booklet is to allow you to go through a process of understanding 
the question, using the information presented in an item, examining the strengths and limitations 
of using a specific method and identifying characteristics of those you are researching that might 
impact on the research and some of the issues a sociologist may face when conducting research 
on a specific topic area. This booklet will also help you to structure your answers before allowing 
you to attempt to write a response and checking your answers against a mark scheme and our 
suggested content. 

The first question is completed for you to demonstrate how to complete this workbook and a 
model answer is included. For the following 9 questions, there are prompts to help you with your 
planning. 

Method Context

Written questionnaires Researching cultural capital in education 

Covert observations  Impacts of setting and streaming 

Group interviews Anti-school subcultures 

Unstructured interviews Formation of identity in schools 

Self-completion questionnaires University admissions 

Secondary sources Parental choice in education 

Official statistics Underachievement of different social groups 

Structured interviews Gender differences in literacy skills 

Experiments Gender differences in subject choice 

Non-participant observations Teachers’ expectations of pupils 
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Being able to identify the hooks is just one part of mining the item. They also need to be developed. For example, in 
the item above, it mentions that questionnaires have a low response rate. This needs to be explained. Why do written 
questionnaires have a low response rate? If this is not explained, simply stating that written questionnaires have a low 
responses rate is seen as recycling the item and does not gain credit. 

With the hooks you have identified in the mining the item task – explain why these are strengths or limitations in 
the table below.  

As you can see, the item supplies you with several different points that you can make in your essay and therefore 
should never be disregarded as it is an easy source of marks as long as you can develop the hooks you identify. 

Item recycle 

Hook identified Development of hook into strength or limitation 

Hook developed 

‘skills, languages 
and attitudes’

‘passed down from 
parents’ 

‘administered 
quickly’

‘broad range of 
parents and pupils’ 

‘lower response 
rate’ 

As stated in item A, written questionnaires have a 
low response rate. This is due to them being time 
consuming to complete, particularly for those with little 
interest in the topic area. This could affect the results 
of the research as sample bias might be present if only 
those interested in education respond

A limitation of written questionnaires is that they have 
a low response rate (Item A) 
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Question 2

Covert observations and setting and streaming 
Item B
One in-school process that impacts on educational achievement is setting and streaming. Pupils are sorted 
by their academic ability, either in subject sets or else in streams based upon their perceived academic 
ability across several subjects. It is argued by some sociologists that setting and streaming can impact on the 
behaviour of pupils. Other sociologists suggest that pupils are often placed into sets and streams not based 
on their academic ability, but rather by teachers’ stereotypical perceptions of pupils based upon their home 
background. 

One way of investigating setting and streaming is through conducting covert observations. This enables the 
researcher to observe natural behaviours in the school setting. However, there are issues with conducting 
covert observations, as schools are difficult to access without proper authorisation. 

Identify the WHO, WHAT and HOW in this question.

Using material from Item B and your knowledge of sociological research methods, evaluate 
the strengths and limitations of using covert observations to investigate the impacts of 
setting and streaming on pupils. (20 marks)

WHO is being researched? WHAT topic is being researched? HOW is the research going  
to be conducted?

Mining the item  
Identify hooks in the item and develop these into points that could be made in your essay. 

Hook Develop the point
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Answer the following question. Under exam conditions you would ordinarily look to spend 30 minutes on this type 
of question, so time yourself accordingly. 

Item D
One impact of education is to influence the identity formation of young people. As pupils spend a large part 
of their day interacting with teachers and peers, education can be seen to shape the pupils’ tastes, attitudes, 
personality and self-esteem. This is not solely done through the formal curriculum, but also through the day 
to day process of being part of an educational institution. School can have both positive and negative effects 
on a wide range of different types of pupil. 

Unstructured interviews are a useful method for gaining an insight into the meanings that people assign to 
their interactions with others. However, some sociologists argue that interviews can provide opinions rather 
than facts and are limited by the skills of the interviewer

Applying material from Item D and your sociological knowledge, evaluate the strengths 
and limitations of using unstructured interviews to investigate the formation of pupils’ 
identities. (20 marks)


