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GCSE 9-1 Science: Support for Tier Entry 
decisions 

Background 

9–1 grading scale 

GCSE Sciences are now awarded based on the new 9-1 grading scale, which sees 
greater differentiation, particularly at the top end (grade 9) as shown in the diagram  
below. Where there was previously two grades at the top end, A and A*, there are now 
three grades – 7, 8 and 9. There is also slightly less differentiation at the lower end, with 
grades D, E, F and G replaced by grades 1, 2 and 3. 

New grading structure Old grading structure 
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Source: GCSE 9 to 1 grades: a brief guide for parents, The Ofqual Blog, 02 March 2018 

In GCSE Sciences, all the papers are tiered. There has been a shift upwards in where the 
grades sit in the tiers, compared to the legacy qualifications. This has meant that the 
Higher Tier paper now goes down to grade 4 (previously to grade D) and the Foundation-
Tier paper goes up to grade 5 (previously a C), with an overlap of grades 4 and 5 across 
both tiers. The overlap in grades allows us to write questions that are the same across 
both tiers and which, therefore, appear in both Foundation Tier and Higher Tier papers. 
There is more detail about this later in this guidance document. 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/understanding-9-1.html
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Here are the grade ranges for the tiers in Combined Science and Separate Science: 

Foundation Tier grades Higher Tier grades 

GCSE Combined Science 1-1 to 5-5 4-4 to 9-9

GCSE 
Biology/Chemistry/Physics 

1 to 5 4 to 9 

Allowed grades for Higher Tier 

A grade 3-3 was an exception for the 2018 Combined Science Higher Tier papers.  Ofqual 
did not award the 3-3 grade for summer 2019 papers and they will not do this going 
forward. The full announcement can be viewed on the Ofqual Blog Teachers will be able to 
draw from their experience of tier entry in the previous GCSE series to select the most 
appropriate tier for their candidates. 

GCSE Combined Science: Higher Tier or Foundation 
Tier? 

We understand that choosing a tier of entry for your students can be challenging, 
especially the first award after we have been through a reform of the qualification with 
structural changes to the sciences, the removal of coursework and moving to a  
double award GCSE. 

This guidance document aims to support you in making informed decisions around tier 
entry in GCSE Combined and Separate Sciences. We will take you through: 

• how we design our Higher Tier and Foundation Tier papers; so you can decide which 
style is best suited for your students

• differences in maths requirements at Foundation Tier

• other factors to consider when deciding on tier entry

• overlap questions that you can use with your borderline students to help make your 
decision

• FAQs.

Structure of Higher Tier and Foundation Tier papers 

One of the aspects to consider when making tier entry is an understanding about how 
our papers (Foundation Tier and Higher Tier) are designed. 

Demand 

The demand refers to the cognitive processes/steps a learner needs to go through in  
order to answer a question successfully. These steps take into consideration more than 

https://ofqual.blog.gov.uk/2020/01/23/gcse-tier-entry-in-2020/
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just the difficulty of the question. Around half of the question items in the Foundation Tier 
are targeted at low demand processes and around half are targeted at medium demand 
processes. Around half of items at Higher Tier will be targeted at medium demand 
processes and around half are targeted at high demand processes. You can gauge 
student performance on these questions through mock exam papers or by using exam-
style questions in lessons. 

Ramping 

The ramping in our papers is designed to help students persevere through the paper. 
Foundation Tier papers will generally start with lower demand questions to help students 
build their confidence in answering questions at the beginning of the paper. They will then 
need to persevere through to the medium demand questions towards the second half of 
the paper. 

Higher Tier papers will generally start with medium demand questions, and move on to 
higher-demand questions in the second half of the paper. 

Students who are at the lower end of Higher Tier may find that there are fewer questions 
overall that they can access, as the medium demand questions will tend to be nearer the 
beginning of the paper. 

Low-attaining/low-ability students may be able to pick up more marks in the Foundation 
Tier paper compared to Higher Tier paper as the Higher Tier paper starts at medium 
demand. 

Differences in Maths requirements for Foundation Tier and Higher Tier 
papers 

As per Ofqual requirements for all awarding bodies, the assessment of Maths skills in our 
papers is: 

 Combined Science 20%

 Biology 10%

 Chemistry 20%

 Physics 30%

Remember that not all Maths in the papers will be at the level required to meet the Ofqual 
requirements; however, the Maths is assessed to meet the DfE requirements. Sometimes 
you may have simple addition, subtraction or multiplication items, for example, and these 
should be mapped to the appropriate Maths skills, but cannot be counted towards the 
Maths marks as the Maths skills are set at too low a level for foundation and higher tiers. 

It is important to note that the level of Maths assessed by our Foundation Tier papers will 
be at least at the level of KS3 Maths and at Higher Tier, at least at the level of Foundation 
Tier GCSE Mathematics. Within our specifications, all content for higher tier, including the 
required Maths skills, are emboldened. 

It is worth reviewing how your students are performing on these common Maths skills 
across Maths and Science, and also the tier entry decisions made for students in GCSE 
Maths. More information for delivering Maths skills in Science can be found in our Guide to 
Maths for Scientists, which can be found here. 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/Science/2016/teaching-and-learning-materials/Guide-to-Maths-for-Scientists.pdf
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Physics equations 

Candidates will be asked to recall equations at both Higher Tier and Foundation Tier 
Physics and Combined Sciences papers, such that all equations will need to be sampled 
over the lifetime of the qualifications. However, it is worth understanding that within our 
Foundation Tier papers (ranging from grade 1 to 5) it is expected that candidates could be 
given equations, or be given the terms of an equation or asked to recall the full equations, 
depending on the complexity of the equation. Within our Higher Tier papers, candidates  
will be expected to recall equations, with limited scaffolding, for more complex equations. 

Mock exams 

Using our additional sample assessment material, along with the notional grade 
boundaries published for each paper this summer, can give you a close indication of your 
student’s performance in an exam paper. There is a bank of exam-style questions within 
our ExamWizard tool for you to use with your students. 

Question styles 

To ensure that the Foundation Tier and Higher Tier papers are appropriate for the 
candidates taking them, there are certain key differences between the two tiers.  
For example, in Foundation papers we may use more scaffolding within questions. 

There will be certain question types, such as words in a box, sentence completion, or 
line matching, which will only appear in the Foundation Tier paper. 

Extended open response questions 

Based on previous exams, many candidates found these question types challenging, 
particularly those at Foundation Tier. This type of question accounts for 10% of marks 
within the combined paper at Higher and Foundation Tier. They can also be used to 
differentiate between student ability  as the extended open response in the Foundation 
Tier is targeted at grades 1 to 5. The extended open response question in the Higher Tier 
is targeted from grades 4 to 9, to stretch the most able students. 

Using overlap questions 

Twenty-seven per cent of marks will overlap between Foundation Higher Tier papers 
(these will be questions at medium demand). You can use these questions to assess how 
your students perform and to help you make decisions about tier entry. As these questions 
are at medium demand and targeting grades 4 and 5, they will tend to  
be at the start of the Higher Tier paper and towards the end of the Foundation Tier paper. 

We have collated some overlap questions across the Combined and Separate Sciences 
for you to use with your students, with some covering Maths and practical techniques, so 
you can see how your students respond to these types of questions. These questions can 
be found towards the end of this document. 

Other factors to consider when deciding on tier entry 

Predicted grades 

One of the most widely used tools to help make decisions on tier entry is the use of 
predicted grades. These grades can come from packages, such as the Fischer Family 

https://www.examwizard.co.uk/
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Trust data. Those students predicted to attain grades 6 or above for GCSE Science 
 should be aiming towards Higher Tier. However, you will need to factor in other aspects 
(some of which are outlined below) to inform your decision. 

Prior attainment 

KS2 data for Maths and English could also be used to indicate performance for GCSE 
Science. If a student has achieved level 5 or 6 at KS2 for English and Maths, then it is 
likely that their predicted grades will be higher for GCSE Science and, therefore, Higher  
Tier would provide them with the opportunity to achieve those top-end grades. Again, this 
information should be used in conjunction with other quantitative and qualitative measures. 

We have useful analysis tools and exam materials to help support you with any 
intervention work that you may undertake to help your students’ progress. For example, 
using our ResultsPlus service, you can upload raw marks to ResultsPlus from any mock 
papers undertaken by your students. ResultsPlus will analyse the results in terms of 
performance against assessment objectives, Maths and specification content, so that you 
can tailor your intervention to your students and focus on key areas. 

Our free Access to Scripts and examiner commentary provides student answers, enabling 
you to review how particular types of questions have been answered by your students tip 
and from the examiner for the particular question. 

Progression 

If your student is likely to progress to, or has aspirations for level 3 study in A level 
Biology/Chemistry/Physics, please speak to the post-16 providers in your area about their 
specific requirements for each subject. It may be the case that some post-16 providers 
require students to attain grade 6 at GCSE within all three disciplines to progress to A level 
study. If grade 6 is a requirement, then this can only be achieved in the higher-tier papers. 

Attendance 

Poor attendance can be linked to poor performance, particularly if candidates do not 
attend lessons and have not, therefore, acquired the knowledge, understanding and skills 
in particular areas of the specification. They will be disadvantaged in the exam and will 
therefore be likely to struggle with a more challenging paper at higher tier. 

Temperament 

Science concepts are challenging for some students and not all students engage in a  
way that demonstrates resilience and perseverance in the subject and assessments. It is 
important to maintain a dialogue with your student and their parents about their progress, 
engagement and aspirations in Science and, therefore, the student’s suitability to be 
entered for the Higher Foundation Tier paper. This should be considered alongside other 
measures. 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/Services/ResultsPlus.html
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Exam entries for Summer 2020 

You will need to enter your students for GCSE Science exams by 21st February. 

However, you may find that you have more data from mock exams or class tests later in 
the spring term, on which to base your decision about a student’s progress, which may 
warrant a change in their tier entry. Therefore, we will allow changes to be made up until 
21st April, after this date fees will apply. 

For any further queries please contact our dedicated Science Subject Advisor, Irine 
Muhiuddin. 

UK: 020 7010 2190 

Intl: +44 (0)20 7010 2190 

Contact Us
Twitter: @PearsonSciences 

https://support.pearson.com/uk/s/qualification-contactus
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FAQs 

1) Will there be a grade 3-3 awarded for Summer 2020 Combined Science higher

paper?

A grade 3-3 was an exception for the 2018 Combined Science Higher Tier papers.

Ofqual have now announced that there will be no awarding of the 3-3 grade for

summer 2019 papers onwards. The full announcement can be viewed on The

Ofqual blog. Teachers will be able to draw from their experience of tier entry in

previous exams to select the most appropriate tier for their candidates.

2) Can a candidate resit the GCSE Combined Science (Double Award) at the

Foundation level the following year?
Yes. Remember that a candidate who wishes to resit, they must resit all papers for

the qualification at the same tier.

3) Do you consider a grade 4-3 a good pass? Does it count in accountability

measures?

The DfE have confirmed that a grade 4 is a standard pass and grade 5 is a strong

pass. For Combined Science this means that it would equate to a grade 4-4 being a

standard pass. Remember that for Progress 8 measures, the two grades attained by

a student in Combined Science are averaged, so a grade 4-3 would be averaged to
a 3.5 and count towards two slots in the accountability measures. The two grades

are not split into a grade 4 and a grade 3.

For more information about what counts for progress measures please visit: https://

www.gov.uk/government/publications/gcse-9-to-1-grading-justine-greenings-letter

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach

ment_data/file/734601/Secondary_accountability_measures_August_2018.pdf

Secondary accountability measures guidance 

4) Can I mix tier entries for Combined Science and for separate Science

Combined Science

Combined Science Students can sit Foundation or Higher tier, but they must
choose all foundation or all higher. There is no mixing and matching of tiers in
Combined Science.

Separate Science

For Separate Science Students can sit Foundation or Higher in each GCSE, but
they can’t mix tiers between papers 1 and 2. For example they can take  F tier in

https://ofqual.blog.gov.uk/2019/01/15/gcse-tiering-decisions-for-summer-2019/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gcse-9-to-1-grading-justine-greenings-letter
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gcse-9-to-1-grading-justine-greenings-letter
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/734601/Secondary_accountability_measures_August_2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/734601/Secondary_accountability_measures_August_2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/772801/Secondary_accountability_measures_guidance.pdf
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Biology (paper 1 and 2)  and  H tier in Chemistry (paper 1 and 2) and Physics 
(paper 1 and 2).  

Overlap questions to use with your students 

The overlap questions and marks schemes from page 17 onward in this document are 
taken from additional sample assessment material 2017.  

Below is a reference to overlap questions found in our June 2018 exam papers. 

Overlap Question reference June 2018 

Biology 

Biology Paper 1 1BIO/1H 1BIO/1F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2a 8b 2 

2b 8c 2 

2ci 8di 3 

2cii 8dii 2 

3ai 9ai 2 

3aii 9aii 2 

3aiii 9aiii 3 

4ai 10ai 1 

4aii 10aii 2 

4aiii 10aiii 2 

4aiv 10aiv 1 

4bi 10bi 2 

4bii 10bii 2 

4biii 10biii 1 

Total 27 
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Biology Paper 2 1BIO/2H 1BIO/2F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 8ai 1 

2aii 8aii 2 

2aiii 8aiii 2 

2bi 8bii 3 

2bii 8bii 1 

3ai 9ai 1 

3aii 9aii 2 

3bi 9bi 1 

3bii 9bii 3 

4ai 10ai 2 

4aii 10aii 2 

4aiii 10aiii 3 

4bi 10bi 2 

4bii 10bii 2 

27 

Chemistry 

Chemistry Paper 1 1CH0/ 1H 1CH0/1F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 8ci 2 

2aii 8cii 2 

2b 8d 2 

2c 2e 3 

3ai 9ai 1 

3aii 9aii 3 

3b 9b 2 

3c 9c 1 

4ai 10ai 2 

4aii 10aii 1 

4b 10b 4 

4ci 10ci 2 
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4cii 10cii 2 

27 

Chemistry Paper 2 1CH0/2H 1CH0/2F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 8ai 1 

2aii 8aii 1 

2b 8b 2 

2ci 8ci 2 

2cii 8cii 2 

2d 8d 1 

3a 9a 3 

3b 9b 3 

3c 9ci 1 

4ai 10ai 1 

4aii 10aii 2 

4aii 10aiii 2 

4b 10b 3 

4ci 10ci 2 

4cii 10cii 1 

27 
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Physics 

Physics Paper 1 1PH0/ 1H 11PH0/1F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 8ai 1 

2aii 8aii 2 

2aiii 8aiii 3 

2b 8b 3 

3a 9a 4 

3b 9b 3 

4a 10a 1 

4bi 10bi 1 

4bii 10bii 1 

4ci 10ci 2 

4cii 10cii 2 

4ciii 10ciii 1 

4civ 10civ 1 

4cv 10cv 2 

27 

Physics Paper 2 1PH0/ 2H 1PH0/2F 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 8ai 4 

2aii 8aii 2 

2b 8b 1 

2c 8c 2 

3a 9a 2 

3b 9b 2 

3c 9c 3 

4ai 10ai 3 

4aii 10aii 3 

4b 10b 1 

4ci 10ci 2 

4cii 10cii 2 
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27 

Combined Science Biology 

Combined Science 

Biology 1 

1SC0/1BH 1SC0/1BF 

Higher Foundation Marks 

1a 5b 2 

1b 5c 2 

1ci 5di 3 

1cii 5dii 2 

2ai 6ai 2 

2aii 6aii 2 

2aiii 6aiii 3 

16 

Combined Science 

Biology 2 

1SC0/2BH 1SC0/2BF 

Higher Foundation Marks 

1ai 5ai 1 

1aii 5aii 2 

1aiii 5aiii 2 

1bi 5bi 3 

1bii 5bii 1 

2ai 6ai 1 

2aii 6aii 2 

2bi 6bi 1 

2bii 6bii 3 

16 
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Combined Science Chemistry 

Combined Science 

Chemistry 1 

1SC0/1CH 1SC0/1CF 

Higher Foundation Marks 

1ai 5b 2 

1aii 5cii 2 

1b 5d 2 

1c 5e 3 

2ai 6ai 1 

2aii 6aii 3 

2b 6b 2 

2c 6c 1 

16 

Combined Science 

Chemistry 2 

1SC0/2CH 1SC0/2CF 

Higher Foundation Marks 

2ai 5ai 1 

2aii 5aii 1 

2b 5b 2 

2ci 5ci 2 

2cii 5cii 2 

2d 5d 1 

3a 6a 3 

3b 6b 3 

3c 6ci 1 

16 
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Combined Science Physics 

 

Combined Science 

Physics 1 

1SC0/1PH 1SC0/1PF  

 Higher Foundation Marks 

 1ai 5ai 1 

 1aii 5aii 2 

 1aiii 5aiii 3 

 1b 5b 3 

 2a 6a 4 

 2b 6b 3 

   16 

 

Combined Science 

Physics 2 

1SC0/2PH 1SC0/2PF  

 Higher Foundation Marks 

 1ai 5ai 4 

 1aii 5aii 2 

 1b 5b 1 

 1c 5c 2 

 2a 6a 2 

 2b 6b 2 

 2c 6c 3 

   16 
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Additional sample assessment material 2017 

Combined Science  

Combined Science: Paper 1 Biology 
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Combined Science: Paper 1 Biology- Markscheme 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Biology 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Biology markscheme 

 

 

 

 



GCSE Sciences 

28 

 

 

 



GCSE Sciences 

29 

 

 

  



GCSE Sciences 

30 

Combined Science: Paper 1 Chemistry 
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Combined Science: Paper 1 Chemistry mark scheme 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Chemistry 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Chemistry mark scheme 
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Combined Science: Paper 1 Physics 
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Combined Science: Paper 1 Physics mark scheme 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Physics 
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Combined Science: Paper 2 Physics mark scheme 
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Separate Science: Biology 

Separate Science: Biology Paper 1 
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Separate Science: Biology Paper 1 mark scheme 
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Separate Science: Biology Paper 2 
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Separate Science: Biology Paper 2 mark scheme 
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Separate Science: Chemistry  

Separate Science: Chemistry Paper 1 
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Separate Science: Chemistry Paper 1 mark scheme 
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Separate Science: Chemistry Paper 2 
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Separate Science: Chemistry Paper 2 mark scheme 
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Separate Science: Physics 

Separate Science: Physics Paper 1 
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Separate Science: Physics Paper 1 mark scheme 
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Separate Science Physics: Paper 2 
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Separate Science Physics: Paper 2 mark scheme 
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