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Welcome to Pearson Edexcel International 
GCSE Biology: 

Assessment objectives and Command Words 
with reference to International GCSE Human 

Biology and progression to International A 
Level in Biology
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Welcome to Pearson Edexcel,

the world’s leading learning company

and the UK’s largest awarding body. 

We set the standard for worldwide

recognised qualifications, built on the

UK educational system and accepted

by universities worldwide.

We have a simple mission:

to help make a measurable impact on improving people’s lives through learning. 

Welcome to Pearson Edexcel

“We judge 
ourselves – and 
invite others to 

judge us – not by 
the products that 

we make but by the 
impact on 
learners.”

John Fallon,

Chief Executive Officer, Pearson
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Agenda for Day 1

3

9.15 Using specifications and assessment objectives

9.00 Welcome and Introduction

10.30 Break

11.00 Using Assessment Objectives in your teaching

12.30  Lunch

15.30  Writing an Exam Question

15.00  Break

13.30  The Language of Assessment - Command words

17.00  Finish
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Welcome and Introduction
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• To review the guidance that specifications give us

• To gain a better understanding of the assessment objectives

• To understand the importance of the command words used in questions

Aims of the Day
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❖ As the UK’s largest awarding organisation, we are best 
placed to provide qualifications that are most closely 
aligned to the British 
educational system. 

❖ We are the most reliable awarding organisation in the 
UK, recognised 
and trusted by educators, learners 
and employers to provide high 
quality qualifications.

❖ By helping you to realise student potential, you can 
prepare and empower all your students to progress 
to further education, university and employment.

About Pearson Edexcel

❖ Our technology capability 
allows
us to provide you with more 
advanced support services,
tools and resources to make
life easier for school leaders, 
teachers and students.

❖ Pearson Edexcel are leading 
the way, challenging thinking 
and creating new ideas so 
you can be confident our 
qualifications will always be 
world-class.
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World Class Qualifications
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Pearson offers several different courses that cover Biology & biological sciences, these include:

Level 2 Courses:

International GCSE :

• Biology

• Double Award Science

• Single Award Science

• Human Biology

All International GCSEs, except Single Award Science,  are ideal preparation for iAS and iAL Biology 

or other Level 3 qualifications such as BTEC

Level 3 Courses:

IAS and IAL

• Biology

IAS and IAL biology are level three courses that give an excellent foundation to study biology at a 

higher level.

International GCSE and International AS & A 
Level Specifications in Biology
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Biology 1 Biology 2

International GCSE 

Science (Double 

Award)

International GCSE

Biology

Single Award Science and Human Biology DO NOT 

share papers with Biology and Double Award Science

Chemistry 1 Chemistry 2
International GCSE

Chemistry

Physics 1 Physics 2
International GCSE

Physics

International GCSE Biology and Double Award Science
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International GCSE

All International GCSE exams are linear: this means all examinations are taken in the same 

examination series at the end of the course.

Examinations are available in January and May / June.

If there is more than one paper, all papers must be taken in the same examination series.

International Advanced Subsidiary (IAS) and International Advanced Level (IAL)

These are unit based, modular courses. This means that students have the choice to sit 

examinations at the end of each unit or at the end of the course.

IAS Biology consists of 3 units (1, 2 & 3)

IAL Biology consists of 6 units - the IAS units (1,2,3) plus 3 A2 units 4, 5 & 6

Unit examinations are available in January, June and October

Structure of qualifications and assessment: 
Linear and Modular
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Students can resit any unit irrespective of whether the qualification is to be cashed in. 

If a student resits a unit more than once, only the better of the two most recent attempts 

of that unit will be available for aggregation to a qualification grade. 

Please refer to the Entry, Aggregation and Certification document on our website:

qualifications.pearson.com/IAL-entry-certification-procedures

International AS and A Level: resitting individual units
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Using specifications and assessment objectives
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Specifications show us many things:

❖ Content – the topics that must be covered.

❖ The structures of the papers – content that is covered by each paper.

❖ Assessment requirement: objectives – how we test candidates and how much 

emphasis we put on each assessment objective.

❖ Maths skills – all exams have a 10 % maths content. 

❖ Command words – the words used to ask questions.

❖ What grades mean.

❖ Transferable skills

❖ Practical skills that need to be covered, and the core practicals that candidates need 

to know.

❖ Other things, e.g. prior learning, how candidates can use the course, administration

Specifications – What do they tell us?
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The specifications show us all the content that candidates need to cover.

They also show us what content is assessed on each paper.

All specifications are organised in the same way. 

International GCSE Biology: Paper 1 only assesses content not in bold. 

Paper 2 assesses all content, including emboldened topics

Double Award Science candidates are assessed on topics that            

are not in bold

International GCSE Human Biology: All topic areas are assessed on both papers.

International Single Award Science: All topic areas are assessed on the paper.

International AS & A Level: Each paper has different content assessed

. Paper 3 tests practical skills using content from all parts of AS

paper 6 test practical skills using content from all parts of the AL

Content
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Content for Paper 1 is not in bold

All content is tested on Paper 2

Double Award Science assesses 

only content that is not in bold

International GCSE Biology
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Each Topic lists 

content that is 

assessed.

Core Practicals are 

in bold.

International AS and A Level content
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All topics are assessed on 

each paper

Human Biology
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❖ Give clear checklists for them each time we teach a 

topic.

❖ Encourage ‘metacognition’ by getting them to evaluate 

their own knowledge and learning of a topic.

❖ After tests and exams, get them to assess their 

‘weaker’ topic areas by giving them a grid to write in 

their marks.

How can we help students with content?
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Checklist for topics
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❖ Students fill in a test grid after getting their 

paper back.

❖ The grid gives the specification references 

so they can check any weaker areas.

❖ Assessment objectives are also shown to 

help them self-identify where they lose 

marks – we will look at this later!

Test grids
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Assessment Information 
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❖ It tells us how candidates are assessed.

❖ It tells us how much we weight each assessment objective.

❖ It is often ignored by students (and teachers!) – most focus only on the content of the 

specification.

❖ It is very important to know how we assess.

What is the Assessment Information in the 
Specification?



23

❖ They tell us the skills that we are assessing AND the proportion of marks that 

each is allocated to each. 

❖ There are three Assessment Objectives (AOs) for International GCSEs and four 

Assessment Objectives for  International AS & A Level.

Assessment Objectives:
what are they and why are they important?
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Do you know the different Assessment Objectives for International GCSEs and 

International AS and A Level?

Discuss in your groups:

1. What are the Assessment Objectives?

2. Which Assessment Objectives do your students find most difficult?

3. How do you know which Assessment Objectives your students find most 

difficult?

4. How do you prepare your students for each Assessment Objective?

5. How much emphasis do the International GCSE, IAS and IAL put on each?

Delegate Exercise One
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International GCSEs: 

AO1 Knowledge and understanding of biology / science.

International AS and A Level:

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of science.

These are obviously very similar!

• AO1 is about understanding content.

• Conscientious students like AO1 – they feel confident in learning detail and depth.

• Easy to revise – repetitions, mind maps, testing with flash cards and questions.

Assessment Objective 1 (AO1)
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Typical AO1 Questions



27
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International GCSEs: 

AO2 Application of knowledge and understanding, analysis and evaluation of biology.

International AS and A Level:

AO2 (a) Application of knowledge and understanding of science in familiar and unfamiliar contexts.

(b) Analysis and evaluation of scientific information to make judgements and reach conclusions

For AS and A Level, AO2 is split into two sections but the same theme is present.

❖ AO2 is about application of knowledge to familiar and unfamiliar contexts.

❖ Can require quantitative (calculations, graphs, analysis of tables with data) or qualitative analysis

❖ Can require higher cognitive levels – evaluate, assess, discuss.

❖ Can be challenging for less confident students. ‘You never taught us about birds in the winter!’

Assessment Objective 2 (AO2)
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Typical AO2 Questions
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International GCSEs: 

AO3 Experimental skills, analysis and evaluation of data and methods in biology / science / human biology

International AS and A Level:

AO3 Experimental skills in science, including analysis and evaluation of data and methods

These are very similar!

• AO3 is about experimental skills.

• Can include core practicals (but this could be classed as AO1)

• Can include general practical themes, variables, accuracy, repeatability, valid planning, evaluating practical 

methods and data.

• AS and A Level requires a higher level compared to International GCSE (more about this tomorrow!)

Assessment Objective 3 (AO3) 
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Typical AO3 Questions
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Typical AO3 Questions
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International GCSEs – they are all the same!!

Weighting of Assessment Objectives
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Similar to GCSEs in terms of weightings.

AS and A Level are similar to each other.

Different papers have different weightings.

AO3: ONLY Units 3 and 6

AO1: Units 4 and 5 have less than Units 1 and 

2

AO2: Units 4 and 5 have more AO2b than 

Units 1 and 2 – more evaluation (higher 

order thinking)

International AS and A Level
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Guess the Assessment Objectives!

❖ Look at the questions in the packs and identify the assessment 

objectives being tested.

❖ The first two questions are International AS Level questions

❖ The third question is an International GCSE Human Biology question

Delegate Exercise 2
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Tests – use exam wizard to focus on topics or AOs.

Get pupils to self-identify areas for development.

Results Plus – identify areas for development by cohort or class.

Access to Scripts – candidates / centres have free access to scripts. 

How to identify areas that students need to develop
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ExamWizard Home page
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❖ Tests and questions 

can be made to test a 

particular topic or AO.

❖ Mark schemes and 

examiner reports are 

generated 

automatically.
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Test grids can be made that students fill in after 

receiving a marked test back.

They fill in their marks and then identify the topics 

and AOs that require development.

Test Grids
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Discuss with your group what this student would 

need to focus on.

Delegate Exercise 3: 
What would this student need to focus on?
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AO1: Seems fine – has learnt content well.

AO2: Only one mark out of five – application needs 

development

AO3: Four out of nine – suggests some development of 

practical skills.

Content – no clear weaker topic area although 2.58B could be 

need development
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ResultsPlus is the free online results analysis tool for teachers - it provides analysis 
features that other similar solutions don’t

• Provides a detailed breakdown of student performance in Edexcel exams. 

• Helps identify topics where the student can benefit from further learning and allows this 
knowledge to inform teaching strategies and approaches.  

• Provides a comparison of student performance at regional level.

• Allows you to view your school’s performance against other Pearson Edexcel schools in your 
country. You can also find student results analysis from their previous Pearson Edexcel 
school.

• Mock exams results can also be fed into the system to produce an analysis.  

• ResultsPlus Direct gives your students access to their final grades and performance 
breakdown, wherever they are. 

• Sign up for free ResultsPlus account in just a few quick and easy steps here.

• Access additional video guides here:

• ResultPlus - Individual Student Analysis

ResultsPlus - Cohort Analysis

ResultsPlus - Mock Analysis

ResultsPlus - Global Analysis

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/Services/resultsplus-direct.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/Services/ResultsPlus/register-free.html
http://enews.pearson.com/rsps/m/BmK0NbkRzDt9-XnPnFTiqYUV228-z2YBcQOrkFXPDFk
http://enews.pearson.com/rsps/m/BmK0NbkRzDt9-XnPnFTiqRp11ELE5u8QxEDNyIfoZas
http://enews.pearson.com/rsps/m/BmK0NbkRzDt9-XnPnFTiqfZ25SFOYVXp9Q1nFSlgtmY
http://enews.pearson.com/rsps/m/BmK0NbkRzDt9-XnPnFTiqYnT_D_l2RLCgEzZa-Hq7hk
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Access to Scripts (ATS) is a free online portal which allows teachers to 

immediately access electronically marked exam papers

Provides enhanced transparency and 

❖ Offers transparent approach to marking process

❖ Provides better understanding of marking before

requests for enquiries about results are made

❖ Provides excellent aid for teaching and preparing 

other cohorts for examinations by helping you 

to evaluate a student’s performance on particular 

questions in relation to what they have been taught.

Available instantly from results day for all our examination series, for a defined 

window, you can view and download scripts which have been marked online free of 

charge from our Self-Service Portal.

For more information on ATS, and the post results windows,

visit our post-results pages here.

Access to Script (ATS) - Online Portal

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/post-results-services/access-to-scripts.html
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Connect with international teachers 

around the world 

• Connect with other teachers working in international schools 

and join groups who have shared interests, subjects or 

location 

• Read  topical news and articles and share yours

• Advertise jobs at your school or find job opportunities

• Download free resources

• Sign up for events.

Sign up today at: 

community.pearsoninternationalschools.com

Pearson International
Schools Community

https://community.pearsoninternationalschools.com/homepage
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Discuss in your groups how you could develop the skills of students for each AO.

For each, suggest what skills we need to develop and two or three methods of 

developing them.

• AO1

• AO2

• AO3

Delegate Exercise 4: 
How do we develop skills for each AO?
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AO1: 

• Factual knowledge tests

• Revision notes / mind maps / lists

• Blank page revision – students start with a blank page and write down what they know about a 

particular topic. Missing facts are then looked up.

• Students teaching each other – a good way to learn is to teach someone else!

• Vocabulary – ALWAYS use key vocabulary (photosynthesis, digestion, emulsification, 

hydrolysis etc.) The more students use it, the more they become confident with using it. Less 

confident students are often ‘too scared’ to use scientific vocabulary, ‘I can’t use that because I 

am not a real science student.’ 

Make key vocabulary lists at start of topics and keep referring to them when teaching. 

NEVER assume that students know all vocabulary – ALWAYS reintroduce words when teaching 

each topic.

When teaching complex concepts, gradually build up a picture rather than doing everything in one 

go. 

How do we develop skills for each AO?
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AO2:

• Give students regular data analysis questions.

• Encourage them to think about contexts that are not on the specifications.

• Start developing graph skills, numerical skills and analytical skills from a young age – Year 7 

ideally.

• Confidence is key to student performance.

• When evaluating encourage them to see both sides – look for data that supports and does not 

support.

• When writing up practicals, use scaffolding for conclusions:

• ‘Describe the patterns show by the graph, then explain the patterns using the words: 

respiration, oxygen, carbon dioxide production, anaerobic, aerobic.’ 

• Give out data exercises as quick starter activities – these can be differentiated for different ability 

groups / age groups.

How do we develop skills for each AO?
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‘Shrews are small warm blooded mammals. Here is some 

data to show the rate of oxygen use by different 

species of shrew.’

‘Discuss the rates of oxygen use by the different species 

of shrew.’

OR

1. Describe how the masses of the shrews changes 

going down the table.

2. Describe how rate of oxygen use of the shrews 

changes going down the table.

3. Identify the relationship between body mass and rate 

of oxygen use.

4. Explain how the mass of shrews will affect the surface 

area to volume ratio.

5. What will happen to the speed that the shrews will 

lose heat if their surface  area to volume ratio is 

higher?

6. Explain the data in terms of body mass, heat loss, 

surface area to volume ratio and respiration rate.

Differentiated data analysis



50

❖ AO3 (more about this tomorrow!):

❖ Do LOTS of practical work – you do not need to restrict them to the core 

practicals. A significant proportion of marks is about practical skills and 

understanding – it needs teaching as much as factual content.

❖ Start early: pupils can begin to plan practicals from a very early age and become 

familiar with key vocabulary such as accurate, variable, repeatability. 

❖ There is no such thing as bad data. Even if experiments don’t work, students can 

learn from it – ‘discuss why the results didn’t seem to show what was expected.’

❖ Put together class data to compare data. This means that students can identify 

anomalies, investigate ranges of results and discuss how reliable the results are.

❖ Don’t assume that they have the maths skills from maths lessons!

❖ Even if you can’t do a particular practical – students can still plan it or analyse 

data about it.

How do we develop skills for each AO?
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When planning practicals, give lots of guidance for weaker or younger 

students

“The independent variable is ________”

“Two variables I need to control are _________”

Give them the hypothesis as a gap fill.

“As the light intensity ________, the rate of oxygen production by 

the pond weed will ________”

“Circle any anomalous values”

“Two sources of error are _________”

“To make the investigation more reliable I need to ______”

Planning practicals
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For stronger and students who are familiar with planning, gradually reduce the 

scaffolding:

“Plan an investigation into ___. Explain how you will ensure that the results 

are reliable and enable you to make a valid conclusion.”

“Evaluate your results and the strength of your conclusion.”

If they have progressed through the years, by the time they reach International 

AS and A Level,  they will understand how to plan, carry out and analyse.

Planning practicals
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• Get students to spot Assessment Objectives on past 

papers.

• Get students to write their own questions and mark 

schemes. We will look at this later.

General strategies for all Assessment Objectives
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The Language of Assessment –
Command Words
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❖ Every question should have a command word.

❖ It is an instruction to candidates, telling them what we want them to write.

❖ It is critical that candidates know what each command word means so 

that they can answer the question effectively.

❖ Many candidates do not fully understand what each command word 

means – ‘Describe’ and ‘Explain’ are often confused with each other.

.

Command words – What they are and why they are 
important
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1. Specifications – all Pearson specifications give a glossary of command words.

2. Sample assessment material (SAMS) – these contain examples of all command words.

3. Past papers and mark schemes – these will show the command words; the mark schemes 

illustrate how answers should be written for each command word.

Where do we find out about command words?
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International GCSE:

All science specifications have a common glossary.

International AS and A Level:

All science specifications have a common glossary. Many command words are the 

same as, or very similar to, International GCSE command words.

Are command words the same for all papers?
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❖ Try to identify each command word by its definition for the International GCSE and 

International AS and A Level specifications

Delegate Exercise 5 – what are the command words?
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International GCSE
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International AS and A Level
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• Add / Label

• Calculate

• Comment on – AS & A Level needs more than two factors need to be synthesised

• Complete

• Deduce

• Describe

• Determine

• Discuss

• Draw

• Estimate 

• Evaluate

• Explain

• Give / State /Name

• Give a reason

• Identify

• Justify

• Plot

• Predict

• Show that

• Sketch

• State what is meant by

• Suggest 

Words and definitions that are the same or very similar 
between International GCSE and International AS & A 
Level
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• Assess

• Compare and contrast

• Criticise

• Derive

• Devise

• Write

Command words only found on International AS and A 
Level 
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Some command words have different cognitive demands:

State

Describe

Compare and contrast

Explain

Assess / Evaluate / Discuss

Cognitive Demand of Command Words

Increasing demand
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International GCSEs

All mark schemes are ‘points based.’

International AS and A Level

Most questions have ‘points based’ mark schemes.

Some questions have ‘level based’ mark schemes.

Mark Schemes
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Describe and explain 

• Describe and explain are often confused by 

candidates.

• Describe requires a descriptive account.

• Explain requires some level of reasoning or 

justification.

• Explain answers should be:

‘It is this BECAUSE OF this….’

What would the difference between describe and 

explain be for this question?
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Describe and explain 
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Suggest

‘Use your knowledge to propose a solution to a problem in a novel context.’
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Suggest (International AS Level)
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Mark Scheme
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State and Explain (International AS Level)
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Mark Scheme
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“Look at data and information and decide what it shows”

Comment on
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“Choose key details from information in the question”

Identify
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Evaluate: ‘Review information (e.g. data, methods) then bring it together to 

form a conclusion, drawing on evidence including strengths, 

weaknesses, alternative actions, relevant data or information. Come to a 

supported judgement of a subject’s quality and relate it to its context.’

Evaluate
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Evaluate
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Mark Scheme
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‘• Identify the issue/situation/problem/argument that is being assessed within the question. 

• Explore all aspects of an issue/situation/problem/argument.

• Investigate the issue/situation etc. by reasoning or argument.’

Discuss
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Mark Scheme

The mark scheme shows that all aspects of 

the question are discussed



80

Justify: ‘Give evidence to support (either the statement given in the question or an earlier 

answer).’

Often used with practical questions.

Justify
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An answer that makes reference to six of the following points:

• lid reduces heat loss / provides insulation (1) 

• use of oxygen means complete combustion (1)

• using wire means no energy loss in transfer (1)

• surrounding with water means more energy transferred to water (1)

• use of stirrer means even temperature of water (1)

• use of air means less heat loss /
provides insulation (1)

• metal container allows heat transfer to water (1)

• thermometer has a precise scale (1)

Mark Scheme
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Compare and Contrast (International AS Level)
‘Looking for the similarities and differences of two (or more) things. Should not require the drawing of a 
conclusion. Answer must relate to both (or all) things mentioned in the question.
The answer must include at least one similarity and one difference.’
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To gain full credit, candidates must give both similarities and differences

Mark Scheme
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‘Inspect a set of data, an experimental plan or a scientific statement and consider 

the elements. Look at the merits and/or faults of the information presented and 

back judgements made.’

Criticise (International AS Level)
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Criticise
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Mark Scheme 
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‘Give careful consideration to all the factors or events that apply and 

identify which are the most important or relevant. Make a judgement 

on the importance of something, and come to a conclusion where 

needed.’

Assess (International AS Level)
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Assess
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This is an example of a ‘6 mark’ level based mark scheme.

Indicative content is given – these are correct statements that 

candidates may give but candidates may give additional 

relevant comments and are not required to give every 

statement in the indicative content.

Mark Scheme
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A generic mark scheme is given that 

shows what is required to attain each 

level.
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Write mark schemes for the questions in the packs.

Delegate Exercise 6
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IAL
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IAL



100



101
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How do you teach candidates about command words?

❖ Give them a list of definitions.

❖ Practising past papers with mark schemes.

❖ Underlining command words.

❖ Get them to mark exemplar answers.

❖ Get them to write their own questions and mark schemes.

Familiarising students with command words.
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Getting students to write their own exam questions is a very good way of getting them to think about the wording of questions. 

In your groups, you are going to write an exam question consisting of several parts (1ai, 1aii, 1b etc.) for an International GCSE Biology Paper 1 or 2.

Total number of marks: 14.

The questions should have a mix of target grades:

• 1 – 3

• 4 – 6

• 7 – 9

Each question should have some AO1, AO2 and AO3 in the proportions:

• AO1: 4 - 6 marks

• AO2: 4 – 6 marks

• AO3: 4 – 6 marks

You should use at least three different command words.

A mark scheme should be completed for each part with no more than one extra mark point for the mark allocations, e.g. 4 mark points for a three mark question. 

You have a set of experimental data to base your question on.

We will share our questions and mark schemes with each other.

Use the specification to identify topics that you can include.

No question marks unless it is a multiple choice question!!!

Delegate Exercise 7: Writing an Exam Question
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Today, we have considered:

• How to use specifications

• Assessment Objectives

• Command Words

• How to write questions

Tomorrow we will be looking at:

• Marking some candidate responses

• Developing practical skills

• Developing transferable skills

End of Day One!
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Thank you for 
your time

Find out more about us at: 

http://qualifications.pearson.com


