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In this session we will focus on:

• Key takeaways from analysis of the 2024 Combined 

Science Biology GCSEs

• Examples of questions and exemplar responses to 

illustrate the key takeaways

• Suggestions of Teaching and Learning strategies to 

address the challenges

• Subject Advisor support / future events
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Key takeaways 

1. Command words

2. Practical work 

3. Maths skills

4. Extended open response

5. Exam technique 



Key takeaway detail and 
exemplar responses



Positive comments included:

a number of candidates clearly showing an understanding of the response required where the command 

word ‘explain’ was used.   

However…

• Some students, particularly at Foundation tier, didn’t appear to have a clear understanding of the different 

requirements for ‘state/ give’, ‘describe’ and ‘explain’ questions

• The majority of students had difficulty where 3 or more marks were available for an ‘explain’ question and 

had difficulty in developing responses into a detailed series of points

• Many students simply described and didn’t move on to explain in response to an explain question, which 

showed that they hadn’t responded to the number of marks available.  Others added to the answer by 

describing again 

• Some students responded to a ‘describe’ question by extending to also include an explanation, wasting 

their time

• Where students clearly did understand the structure of an ‘explain’ question, they sometimes failed to 

respond to the context in the question.
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Positive comments included:

Answers to some questions showed that candidates were familiar with the core practicals. 

Performance on experimental design was improved on previous years. 

Responses to practical questions (on microscopes and DNA extraction) showed improved understanding and 

improvement in the level of detail given.

However…

• However, candidates did not always respond to the context/ question given, sometimes using different 

apparatus

• Some candidates did not understand the difference between control variables and dependent/ 

independent variables 

• Many candidates incorrectly described controlling variables when asked to identify a control test/ 

experiment.
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Positive comments included:

Questions where marks could be gained by extracting and interpreting information from graphs were 

answered well 

Maths questions showed a good level of understanding

Candidates’ ability to calculate magnification is improving year on year 

However…

• Many candidates did not show working in calculations, meaning that  error carried forward could not be 

applied

• Some candidates did not use units for measurements associated with the specification

• Some candidates did not give answers to the correct order of magnitude in calculations

• Many students did not follow instructions to give answers to a specific number of significant figures

• Some candidates made errors in calculation by rounding up too early or incorrectly

• Some candidates would have benefitted from identifying as many patterns as possible when describing 

data from tables, rather than repeating the same one. 
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Positive comments included:

More candidates appeared to use the scaffolding provided, with a significant number using the diagrams, 

graphs and information in the stem of the question to guide their responses.

Most candidates were able to access the extended open response, demonstrating some good knowledge  of 

attempted the EOR question showing that they had some knowledge (… of the principles of movement of 

water through plants / assisted reproductive technology including IVF).

However…

• It was disappointing when so few students accessed higher levels when high levels of scaffolding were 

provided in the question 

• Fewer candidates annotated information presented

• Candidates did not always use examples in answers, including specific data and examples from stimulus 

material.

Takeaway 4: Extended open response 
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Positive comments included:

The number of candidates writing longer responses that resulted in part of their answer going ‘out of clip’ was 

better than previous years.

Written responses to a number of questions indicated that candidates had used past papers as part of their 

revision process 

However…

• Candidates do not always answer the actual question

• Fewer candidates annotated information presented

• Sometimes, students added to answers once answered, disqualifying a previous correct answer. 

• Many students repeated information from the question stem in the answer rather than answering the 

question

• Often it was clear that students did not use number of marks available to guide answer as to the level of 

detail needed

• Many students left blank responses where the numbers/ answers could be guessed.
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Addressing the challenges – 
T& L strategies 



Challenges:  

Describe, explain, state / give

Possible strategies:

• Matching activities of command words and definitions and then command words and exemplar answers to 

reinforce what needed for each

• Reinforcing uses of ‘because’ and ‘therefore’ in ‘explain answers and using consistent approaches across 

the department (and wider school)

• Use of sentence starters and connectives to scaffold answers

• Practice ‘say what you see’ for each ‘describe’ or ‘explain’ answer so that the potentially simpler answer is 

not missed

• Use examples of ‘what a good one looks like’ (‘WAGOLL’) to demonstrate good responses before 

expecting students to improve answers or produce them independently

• Revisit command words and ensure all are a focus through KS3 and 4.

Takeaway 1: Command words – addressing the challenges 



Challenges:

Not responding to the context in the question, identifying variables, control variables vs control

Possible strategies:

• Use retrieval to revisit core practicals, for example in lessons starters and independent learning 

• Focus on variables in any relevant investigation, starting at KS3

• Ensure focus on control test is planned into the curriculum, starting at KS3

• Use slow practicals and demonstrations to teach and assess understanding of the purpose of method 

steps

• Use ‘suggested practicals’ from the spec to practice answering in different contexts

• Include application questions in all assessments, starting at KS3.

Takeaway 2: Practical work – Addressing the challenges



Challenges:

Not showing working, units, order of magnitude in calculations, significant figures, rounding 

Possible strategies:

• Develop consistent approaches across the department and with maths 

• Plan repetitive practice of these skills as standalone, for example practicing just showing answers as a 

number of sig. fig. or decimal places, for example in starter activities or independent learning 

• Promote showing working from KS3, including providing space and prompts for working out

• Reward showing working in internal assessments, starting at KS3

• Audit the curriculum across KS3 and 4 for coverage and explicit teaching of these skills.
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Challenges:

Failing to make use of stimulus material, lack of annotation and planning, not responding to instructions

Possible strategies:

• Use common systems for annotating questions and stimulus material

• Use modelling, such as walking talking mocks and use of visualizer to demonstrate processes of 

accessing questions and any specific instructions

• Provide scaffolding to support, such as writing frames and structure strips, where needed and gradually 

remove this support over time

• Engage students with past paper exemplar answers and mark schemes to show WAGOLL and what 

responses are expected

• Include extended answer questions in assessments from KS3 (eg 4-mark question)

• Promote and reward planning extended answers, proving space and marks for a plan, from KS3

• Encourage verbal discussion and planning before answering in writing.

Takeaway 4: Extended open response – Addressing the 
challenges



Challenges:

Not answering in the context of the question, lack of annotation, repeating the question stem, adding 

additional information that contradicts, not being guided by the number of marks, blank responses 

Possible strategies:

• Practice looking for ‘clues’ in questions to help to identify relevant parts of the specification

• Encourage a system of a final check on answers to check the correct context

• Use common systems for annotating questions and stimulus material and use modelling to demonstrate, 

including reference to the number of marks available

• Use past paper questions and mark schemes

• Take away time pressure in assessments to encourage attempting all questions before introducing time 

limits  

• Allow students to verbally plan and make improvements before committing to writing

• Build confidence using mini whiteboards to plan and answer questions before committing to paper.

Takeaway 5: Exam technique – Addressing the challenges 



Examiner Report 
Summaries



You can find the full examiners reports for 

the 2024 series by following this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/quali

fications/edexcel-gcses/sciences-

2016.html

(or search ‘Edexcel GCSE Science’)

…and selecting the ‘exam materials’ link 

to take you to this page

The most recent series (June 2024) are 

‘padlock-protected’.  Ask your exams 

officer for a log-in username and 

password to enable you to access them.

Find the reports

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/sciences-2016.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/sciences-2016.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/sciences-2016.html


Summary and action 
planning 
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In this session we focused on:

• Overview of exam performance in Combined 

Science Biology 2024 with identified key 

takeaways

• Analysis of questions and exemplar responses 

to demonstrate each takeaway challenge

• Suggested strategies to support or avoid each 

challenge

Make a note of any actions resulting from today’s 

session.

Summary and next steps



Subject Advisor Support

Our subject advisors are experts in their fields and 

are here to support you throughout the year.

Find the Subject Advisor for your area here and sign 

up to receive regular updates from your Subject 

Advisor on qualification news and support for your 

subject here.

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-for-you/subject-advisors.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/forms/subject-advisor-updates-for-teachers-and-tutors.html


Find out more
 

For more professional development 

courses please see Pearson’s 

Professional Development Academy

https://pdacademy.pearson.com/


Your Feedback 
Matters

Following this event, you will receive an 

invitation to share your thoughts about 

the session. Your feedback is invaluable 

to us, as it helps us tailor our 

professional development materials to 

better meet your needs. Please don’t 

hesitate to let us know what you’d like to 

see more of and what areas you think 

could be improved.
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