
ap psychology units

ap psychology units form the backbone of the Advanced Placement Psychology
course, designed to introduce high school students to the systematic and
scientific study of human behavior and mental processes. These units cover a
wide range of topics, from biological bases of behavior to social psychology,
providing a comprehensive overview of the field. Understanding each unit’s
content is crucial for students aiming to excel in the AP Psychology exam, as
the test questions are organized around these core themes. This article
explores the various AP psychology units, detailing their key concepts and
learning objectives. It also highlights the structure of the course and exam,
offering insight into how these units interconnect to form a cohesive
curriculum. By examining each unit, students and educators can better prepare
for success and deepen their understanding of psychological principles. The
following sections will outline the main units covered in the AP Psychology
course and explain their significance.
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Introduction to Psychology and Research Methods
The first unit in the AP Psychology curriculum introduces students to the
foundational concepts of psychology as a science. This includes an overview



of the history and approaches to psychology, key figures, and major
perspectives such as behavioral, cognitive, humanistic, and psychodynamic
views. Additionally, research methods are emphasized, covering experimental
design, data analysis, ethical considerations, and the distinction between
correlation and causation. Mastery of this unit is essential for
understanding how psychological knowledge is acquired and evaluated.

History and Approaches
This subtopic covers the origins of psychology, including important
contributors like Wilhelm Wundt, William James, and Sigmund Freud. Students
learn about different perspectives that guide psychological research, such as
structuralism, functionalism, behaviorism, and cognitive psychology.

Research Methods
Students study various research designs including experiments, surveys,
naturalistic observation, and case studies. Key concepts like independent and
dependent variables, control groups, random assignment, and statistical
significance are introduced. Ethical standards in human and animal research
are also discussed.

Biological Bases of Behavior
This unit focuses on the physiological and neurological mechanisms underlying
behavior. It explores the structure and function of the nervous system, brain
anatomy, and the role of neurotransmitters. Understanding the biological
bases is critical to grasping how behavior, emotions, and cognition are
influenced by biological processes.

Neurons and Neurotransmission
Students learn about the components of neurons, the process of action
potentials, and how neurotransmitters affect mood, arousal, and behavior. Key
neurotransmitters such as dopamine, serotonin, and acetylcholine are
highlighted.

Brain Structures and Functions
This subtopic covers major brain regions including the cortex, limbic system,
brainstem, and their respective roles in emotion, memory, and motor control.
Techniques for studying the brain, like fMRI and EEG, are also introduced.



The Endocrine System
The role of hormones and glands in regulating behavior and physiological
responses is examined, including the interaction between the nervous system
and endocrine system.

Sensation and Perception
The sensation and perception unit addresses how sensory information is
detected, transmitted, and interpreted by the brain. Students study the
processes involved in vision, hearing, taste, smell, and touch, as well as
perceptual phenomena such as illusions and depth perception.

Sensory Processes
Each sensory system is explored in terms of its receptor structures,
pathways, and the transduction of stimuli into neural signals. For example,
the anatomy of the eye and ear and the mechanisms of hearing and vision are
covered.

Perceptual Interpretation
Perception involves organizing and interpreting sensory information. Topics
include gestalt principles, perceptual constancies, and the influence of
experience and context on perception.

Learning
The learning unit investigates how behavior is acquired and modified through
experience. This includes classical conditioning, operant conditioning, and
observational learning. Understanding these principles is essential for
grasping how behaviors develop and change.

Classical Conditioning
Students learn about Pavlov’s experiments and key concepts such as
unconditioned stimuli, conditioned stimuli, acquisition, extinction, and
spontaneous recovery.

Operant Conditioning
This subtopic covers Skinner’s work on reinforcement and punishment,
schedules of reinforcement, shaping, and behavior modification techniques.



Observational Learning
Bandura’s social learning theory and the role of modeling and imitation in
learning are discussed, including the famous Bobo doll experiment.

Cognition
The cognition unit explores mental processes such as memory, thinking,
problem-solving, and language. It addresses how information is encoded,
stored, and retrieved, as well as cognitive biases and intelligence.

Memory Systems
Students study different types of memory including sensory, short-term, and
long-term memory. The processes of encoding, storage, and retrieval are
emphasized, along with phenomena like forgetting and amnesia.

Thinking and Problem Solving
This subtopic covers heuristics, algorithms, decision making, and creativity.
The cognitive biases that impact judgement and reasoning are also examined.

Language and Intelligence
Language acquisition, structure, and theories are reviewed, as well as
various intelligence theories and testing methods, including IQ tests and
multiple intelligences.

Developmental Psychology
Developmental psychology studies how people change physically, cognitively,
and socially throughout the lifespan. This unit covers major stages of
development from infancy to adulthood and the key theories associated with
each.

Physical and Cognitive Development
Topics include prenatal development, motor skills, Piaget’s stages of
cognitive development, and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory.



Social and Emotional Development
Attachment theories, moral development according to Kohlberg, and Erikson’s
psychosocial stages are explored in this subtopic.

Motivation and Emotion
This unit examines the forces that drive behavior and how emotions influence
psychological functioning. Theories of motivation and emotion are analyzed,
along with physiological and psychological components.

Theories of Motivation
Students learn about drive reduction theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, and
intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation.

Emotion Theories and Expression
The James-Lange, Cannon-Bard, and Schachter-Singer theories of emotion are
discussed, as well as facial expressions and cultural influences on emotion.

Personality
The personality unit investigates the enduring patterns of thought, feeling,
and behavior that characterize individuals. Various personality theories and
assessment methods are covered.

Psychodynamic and Humanistic Theories
Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, including the id, ego, and superego, and
humanistic approaches by Rogers and Maslow are examined.

Trait Theories and Personality Assessment
Students explore trait theories such as the Big Five and methods of
personality measurement including self-report inventories and projective
tests.

Testing and Individual Differences
This unit focuses on psychological testing, intelligence measurement, and



understanding individual variability in behavior and cognition.

Intelligence Testing
Historical development of intelligence tests, the concept of IQ, and
contemporary theories of intelligence are covered.

Standardization and Reliability
Principles of test construction, including validity, reliability, and
standardization, are essential topics in this section.

Abnormal Psychology
Abnormal psychology addresses the study of psychological disorders, their
symptoms, causes, and classification. This unit introduces major disorders
and diagnostic criteria.

Classification of Disorders
The DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) system and
common disorders such as anxiety, mood, and personality disorders are
discussed.

Causes and Theories
Biological, psychological, and sociocultural perspectives on the origins of
mental illness are explored.

Treatment of Psychological Disorders
This unit covers various therapeutic approaches used to treat mental
disorders, highlighting their techniques, effectiveness, and historical
context.

Psychotherapy Approaches
Different psychotherapy modalities such as psychoanalysis, cognitive-
behavioral therapy, humanistic therapy, and group therapy are explained.



Biomedical Therapies
Students learn about drug therapies, electroconvulsive therapy, and other
medical interventions used in mental health treatment.

Social Psychology
The final unit studies how individuals’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are
influenced by social contexts. Topics include conformity, group dynamics,
prejudice, and interpersonal relationships.

Social Cognition and Attitudes
How people form impressions, attitudes, and stereotypes, as well as cognitive
dissonance theory, are key concepts in this subtopic.

Group Behavior and Influence
Students explore obedience, conformity, groupthink, and the bystander effect
to understand social influence mechanisms.

Prosocial Behavior and Aggression
The factors that lead to helping behavior versus aggression, including
biological and environmental influences, are discussed.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main units covered in AP Psychology?
AP Psychology covers units such as Biological Bases of Behavior, Sensation
and Perception, Learning, Cognition, Motivation and Emotion, Developmental
Psychology, Personality, Testing and Individual Differences, Abnormal
Psychology, Treatment of Psychological Disorders, and Social Psychology.



How is the AP Psychology exam structured by units?
The AP Psychology exam includes 100 multiple-choice questions and 2 free-
response questions that assess knowledge across all units, with a focus on
application, analysis, and synthesis of psychological concepts.

Which unit in AP Psychology discusses the brain and
nervous system?
The Biological Bases of Behavior unit covers the brain, nervous system, and
how biological processes influence behavior.

What topics are included in the Learning unit of AP
Psychology?
The Learning unit includes classical conditioning, operant conditioning,
observational learning, and cognitive processes involved in learning.

How important is the Developmental Psychology unit
for the AP exam?
Developmental Psychology is important as it covers human growth and changes
across the lifespan, including cognitive, social, and emotional development,
which are frequently tested on the exam.

What concepts are covered in the Motivation and
Emotion unit?
The Motivation and Emotion unit explores theories of motivation, types of
motivation, and the physiological and psychological aspects of emotions.

Can you explain the focus of the Personality unit in
AP Psychology?
The Personality unit examines different personality theories, assessment
methods, and the influence of personality on behavior.

What does the Abnormal Psychology unit encompass in
AP Psychology?
Abnormal Psychology covers psychological disorders, their symptoms,
classification, and the criteria used to diagnose mental illnesses.

How does the Social Psychology unit help in



understanding human behavior?
Social Psychology studies how individuals' thoughts, feelings, and behaviors
are influenced by the presence of others, including topics like conformity,
group behavior, persuasion, and interpersonal relationships.

Additional Resources
1. Thinking, Fast and Slow
This book by Daniel Kahneman explores the dual systems of the human mind: the
fast, intuitive thinking and the slower, deliberate reasoning. It provides
insights into cognitive biases, decision-making processes, and how these
mental systems influence behavior. The book is a foundational read for
understanding cognitive psychology and behavioral economics.

2. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion
Robert Cialdini’s classic book delves into the principles of persuasion and
compliance. It covers concepts such as reciprocity, commitment, social proof,
authority, liking, and scarcity. This text is essential for understanding
social psychology and how people can be influenced in everyday situations.

3. Man’s Search for Meaning
Viktor E. Frankl’s memoir and psychological exploration documents his
experiences in Nazi concentration camps and introduces logotherapy, a form of
existential therapy. The book emphasizes the importance of finding meaning in
life, even amidst suffering. It is relevant to the study of motivation and
humanistic psychology.

4. The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat
Written by neurologist Oliver Sacks, this book presents case studies of
patients with neurological disorders. It offers fascinating insights into
brain function, perception, and cognitive deficits. The book is useful for
understanding biological bases of behavior and neuropsychology.

5. Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ
Daniel Goleman’s influential book argues that emotional intelligence (EQ)
plays a critical role in personal and professional success. It covers
components such as self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, and social
skills. The book is key for studying personality, emotions, and social
psychology.

6. Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking
Susan Cain explores the traits and strengths of introverted individuals and
how society undervalues them. The book discusses personality theory,
temperament, and social dynamics. It helps to understand individual
differences and personality psychology.

7. Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us
Daniel H. Pink examines the science of motivation, challenging traditional
reward-punishment models. He highlights autonomy, mastery, and purpose as key



drivers of intrinsic motivation. This book is useful for understanding
motivation theories in psychology.

8. Brain Rules: 12 Principles for Surviving and Thriving at Work, Home, and
School
John Medina presents brain research findings in an accessible way, explaining
how factors like exercise, sleep, stress, and attention affect learning and
memory. The book offers practical advice based on neuroscience relevant to
cognitive psychology and learning.

9. The Social Animal
Elliot Aronson’s comprehensive book covers fundamental concepts in social
psychology, including conformity, obedience, attraction, and group dynamics.
It combines research and real-life examples to illustrate human social
behavior. This text serves as an excellent overview for social psychology
units.
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