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Session agenda
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• Welcome and International GCSE features

• Specification design and Key documentation

• The assessment model

• Specification content

• Assessment objectives

• Taxonomy (Command words)

• Core practicals 

• Maths skills

• Support from Pearson

• Finish



Aims and objectives
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Today, we will: 

• identify how the qualification is devised and the fundamental documentation

• review the content of the qualification

• explore how to plan the course and/or lessons

• understand the assessment of the qualification and how to prepare students

• identify support available from Pearson



Getting to know you!

4

• How long have you been teaching this specification?

• Were your students entered for the last examination series?

• What is the single most important thing you hope to take away 
from the session?
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Welcome to Pearson



Welcome to Pearson Edexcel
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• We are the world’s leading learning company and 
as the UK’s largest awarding organisation, best 
placed to provide qualifications aligned to the 
British educational system.

• Our international heritage stretches back over 150 
years.

• Today, we partner with schools, universities and 
employers worldwide, offering world-class, globally-
recognised qualifications to over 3.5 million 
students a year.

Trusted and recognized 
qualifications partner to 
6,500 schools, colleges 
and employers globally 

We mark over 10 
million exam scripts 
on behalf of the UK 
Department for 
Education each year

We operate in 70 
countries worldwide​
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Specification Design 
and key 
documentation



The Specification
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• The Specification contains all the key information 
required for teaching the course. 

• It can be downloaded directly from the Pearson website.

• Many other useful materials can also be downloaded 
from the website.
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What does the specification contain? 
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• Assessment model – mark allocations, topics, styles of questions on both papers

• Content – arranged by topics

• Assessment objectives – the skills that we test on the papers AND the proportions of 
marks allocated to each skill

• Taxonomy – all the command words used in questions

• Mathematical skills – the skills that may be tested in the exams

• Practical skills – the core practicals that students should do and the skills expected

• Transferable skills – other skills that can be taught through International GCSE Biology
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Understanding the 
Assessment



The assessment model
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This tells us how we assess candidates.

Key features:

• The choice of Linear or Modular examinations 

• No separate practical exam – practical skills are assessed on the papers

• Papers have similar question styles but paper 2 has additional content

• No tiering of papers – both papers grade from 9–1



The two different routes of Assessment
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A modular route 
is only offered 

by Pearson 
Edexcel at 

International 
GCSE

Modular route Linear route

Unit assessments can be 
taken over multiple exam 
series.

Grades are calculated on raw 
marks which are then 
converted to a UMS (Uniform 
Mark Scale).

Students can re-sit individual 
units in any exam series.

Once a student has all their 
unit results, they can 'cash in' 
these results for their grade.

Assessments for all units are 
taken together in one exam 
series.

Grades are calculated on raw 
marks only.

Students can re-sit 
assessments for all units 
together in one exam series.

The grade students receive 
are calculated at the end of 
the exam series in which they 
sat their assessments.

If you’re happy with the linear approach, there is no pressure to move to the modular route; our linear 
International GCSEs will continue to be offered and taken widely by students around the world.



Biology: a closer look, Paper 1

14

The modular and linear approach contact the same content, but the modular approach breaks the journey into two 
units with an exam at the end of each unit.

Paper 1

Linear Modular

2-hour written examination. 1-hour-40-minute written examination.

The total number of marks is 110, 
61.1% of the total International GCSE.

The total number of marks if 90, 50% of the total International GCSE.

Content summary 
Assesses core content that is NOT in bold 
and does not have a ‘C’ prefix. 
Questions may come from any topic area 
across the specification. 
Topic 1.    The nature and variety of living 
organisms
Topic 2.    Structures and functions in living 
organisms
Topic 3.    Reproduction and inheritance
Topic 4.    Ecology and the environment
Topic 5.    Use of biological resources

Content summary 
Topic 1:   The nature and variety of living organisms
                a.  Characteristics of living organisms
                b.  Variety of living organisms

Topic 2:   Structures and functions in living organisms
                a.  Level or organisation  
                b.  Cell structure  
                c.   Biological molecules  
                d.  Movement of substances into and out of cells
                e.  Nutrition  
                f.   Respiration  
                g.  Gas exchange  



Biology: a closer look, Paper 2
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The modular and linear approach contact the same content, but the modular approach breaks the journey into two 
units with an exam at the end of each unit.

Paper 2

Linear Modular

1-hour-15-minute written examination. 1-hour-40-minute written examination.

The total number of marks is 70, 38.9% 
of the total International GCSE.

The total number of marks if 90, 50% of the total International GCSE.

Content summary 
Assesses all the content including content 
that is in bold and has a ‘C’ prefix.
 
Questions may come from any topic area 
across the specification. Bold statements 
cover some sub-topics in greater depth. 

Content summary 
Topic 1:   Structures and functions in 
living organisms
                h. Transport
                i.  Excretion
                j. Co-ordination and response

Topic 2: Reproduction and 
inheritance
                a. Reproduction
                b. Inheritance
               

Topic 4: Ecology and the environment
                a. The organism in the environment
                b. Feeding relationships
                c.  Cycles within ecosystems
                d. Human influences on the environment

Topic 5:  Use of biological resource 
                a. Food production 
                b. Selective breeding
                c. Genetic modifications (genetic engineering)
                d. Cloning
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Teaching in a Modular Way
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You may want to change the way you teach the International GCSE Biology Specification 

Content if you take the Modular route for assessment. 

• To support your planning and teaching of the course, we are producing course planners, 

editable schemes of work and Getting Started Guide.

• First teaching for International GCSE Biology (Modular) is September 2024

• First assessment of International GCSE Biology (Modular) is May/June 2025



Re-sits for Modular International GCSE
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• Learners can re-sit any unit irrespective of whether the qualification is to be cashed in. 

• If a learner 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. 

• Results of units will be held in Pearson Edexcel's unit bank for as many years as this 

specification remains available. 

• Once International GCSE in Chemistry (Modular) has been certificated, all unit results 

are deemed to be used up at that level. These results cannot be used again towards a 

further award of the same qualification at the same level.



Biology 1 Biology 2

International GCSE           Science 
(Double Award)

International GCSE
Biology

Paper 2 will have a greater focus on the “bold” 
statements not present in Double Award

Chemistry 1 Chemistry 2
International GCSE

Chemistry

Physics 1 Physics 2
International GCSE

Physics
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Content



Biology qualification content summary
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1 2 3 4 5
Nature and variety 
of living organisms

▪ Characteristics of 
living organisms

▪ Variety of living 
organisms

Structures and 
functions in living 
organisms

▪ Organisation
▪ Cell structure
▪ Bio molecules
▪ Movement in & out of 

cells
▪ Nutrition
▪ Respiration
▪ Gas exchange
▪ Transport
▪ Excretion
▪ Coordination & 

response

Reproduction and 
inheritance

▪ Reproduction
▪ Inheritance

Ecology and the 
environment

▪ Organisms in 
environment

▪ Feeding relationships
▪ Cycles within 

ecosystems
▪ Human influences on 

environment

Use of biological 
resources 

▪ Food production
▪ Selective breeding
▪ Genetic modification
▪ Cloning

There continue to be five topic areas in the specification:



Topic 1: The nature and variety of living 
organisms
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• Subdivided into two areas:

 (a) Characteristics of living organisms

 (b) Variety of living organisms

• Focus on classification of organisms

• Key features of living organisms and viruses are given

• Students often find fungi and protoctists difficult – key vocabulary is given. They 
should be familiar with key terms such as mycelium, hyphae, chitin, eukaryote 
and prokaryote, pathogen.

• Example organisms and viruses are given, e.g. Pneumococcus, HIV

• Only account for about c. 5% of marks over the papers.   



Topic 2: Structure and functions in living 
organisms
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(a) Level of organisation 

(b) Cell structure 

(c) Biological molecules 

(d) Movement of substances into and out of cells 

(e) Nutrition 

(f) Respiration 

(g) Gas exchange 

(h) Transport 

(i) Excretion 

(j) Co-ordination and response



Topic 2: Structure and functions in living 
organisms
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• Large section of specification

• Biological molecules, cell biology and physiology of living organisms

• What many pupils think of as being biology

• Both animals and plants are considered



Topic 3: Reproduction and inheritance

25

• Two sub-topics:

 (a) Reproduction 

 (b) Inheritance

• Plant and animal reproduction are both considered

• Inheritance covers both classical genetics and molecular genetics (DNA structure, 
transcription, translation, mutations), natural selection and mutation.



Topic 4: Ecology and the environment
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• Four sub-topics:
(a) The organism in the environment 

(b) Feeding relationships 

(c) Cycles within ecosystems 

(d) Human influences on the environment

• Many students find nitrogen cycle challenging

• Water vapour, carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, methane and CFCs 
are listed as greenhouse gases.



Topic 5: Use of biological resources
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• Four sub-topics:

(a) Food production

(b) Selective breeding

(c) Genetic modification (genetic engineering)

(d) Cloning

• This topic has several different themes

• Lots of detail in terms of methods of cloning, use of fermenters and genetic engineering



Scheme of work
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• Pearson publish an editable scheme of work

• Has a suggested order which is the same as the specification

• The topics can be taught in ANY order and this will depend on individual circumstances

• Has suggested activities for all topics.

• The order and timings will depend if the course is taught over one, two or three years.



How do we use the specification to organise 
our teaching?

29



30



Activity 1: What order should we teach the 
topics in?
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• Fill in the text box to list three topics that you think should be covered at the start of the 
course.

• Fill in the text box to list two topics that you think should be taught at the end of the 
course.

• Fill in the text box to give one topic that is ‘synoptic’ – this means that it links to many 
other areas of the specification.
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There is no one correct order of teaching topics!

• The published scheme of work runs in specification order.

• You can change the order to suit schools / classes / teaching styles.

• Make sure that everything is covered!

• Use topics to revisit themes – helps pupil understanding and ‘deep 
learning’

• Use ‘synoptic’ topics such as fish farming to draw together all 
aspects of the specification



Considerations when planning a scheme of 
work
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• ‘Underpinning topics’ need covering early – cells, transport across membranes, 
enzymes

• Some topics are often found to be more difficult – transcription / translation and 
so may be better placed at the end of the course BUT there can be a risk that 
they are then rushed

• Some topics require knowledge from other areas of the course – gas exchange 
requires a knowledge of diffusion

• Some topics draw everything together – fish farming involves pollution, 
respiration, digestion, nitrogen cycle, energy flow…

• Seasonal availability of plants for practicals



Activity 2: Gas exchange in humans
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Write in the text box any other areas of the specification this topic might link to.



Activity 2

35
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How can we help students with content?
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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.



Checklist for topics
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Test grids
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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
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Assessment 
Objectives



Assessment objectives
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• There are three assessment objectives: AO1, AO2 and AO3

• Questions on the exam papers will focus on all three objectives.

• Very important that pupils are aware of how they will be assessed.

• Many pupils (and teachers!) only focus on content.



Assessment objectives and weightings
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• The balance of the assessment objectives is the same on Paper 1 and Paper 2.



Assessment objective 1 (AO1)
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AO1 Knowledge and understanding of biology / science

• AO1 is about understanding content.

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

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



Typical AO1 Questions
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Assessment objective 2 (AO2)
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AO2 Application of knowledge and understanding, analysis and evaluation of biology

• 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, discuss

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

• Are often ‘suggest’ questions as this implies an unfamiliar context



Typical AO2 Questions
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Assessment objective 3 (AO3) 
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AO3 Experimental skills, analysis and evaluation of data and methods in biology / science / human biology

• AO3 is about experimental skills.

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

• Can include general practical themes, variables, accuracy, reliability, valid planning, evaluating practical 
methods and data.

• Often use command words that require higher cognitive skills, such as evaluate and discuss



Typical AO3 Questions
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Typical AO3 Planning questions
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Activity 3 
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Fill in the polls to give the Assessment Objectives for the following 
questions!
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53
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Taxonomy 
(Command words)



Command words
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• All questions have a command word.

• This tells candidates what is required in their answers.

• The specification lists all the command words.
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Core Practicals



Core practicals and general practical skills
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Core practicals

• All courses have a series of core practicals that candidates should complete.

• Candidates may be tested on their knowledge of these practicals.

• Questions about modified versions of the core practicals can be set.

• Core practical methods may be used in other contexts, e.g. indicator solutions, iodine test 
for starch.

Practical skills and understanding of the scientific method

• Students should be familiar with typical school laboratory equipment at the appropriate 
levels.

• Students should understand how to plan experiments that will generate valid data.

• Students should understand how to analyse and evaluate the quality of data at an 
appropriate level.



International GCSE Biology core practicals
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2.9 Investigate food samples for the presence of glucose, starch, protein and fat
2.12 Investigate how enzyme activity can be affected by changes in temperature 
2.14B Investigate how enzyme activity can be affected by changes in pH
2.17 Investigate diffusion and osmosis using living and non-living systems 
2.23 Investigate photosynthesis, showing the evolution of oxygen from a water plant, the production of starch and            

the requirements of light, carbon dioxide and chlorophyll
2.33B Investigate the energy content in a food sample 
2.39 Investigate the evolution of carbon dioxide and heat from respiring seeds or other suitable living organisms 
2.45B Investigate the effect of light on net gas exchange from a leaf, using hydrogen carbonate indicator
2.50 Practical: investigate breathing in humans, including the release of carbon dioxide and the effect of exercise
2.58B Investigate the role of environmental factors in determining the rate of transpiration from a leafy shoot in      

humans, including the release of carbon dioxide and the effect of exercise 
3.5 Investigate the conditions needed for seed germination 
4.2 Investigate the population size of an organism in two different areas using quadrats 
4.4B Investigate the distribution of organisms in their habitats and measure biodiversity using quadrat
5.6 Investigate the role of anaerobic respiration by yeast in different conditions



How are core practicals assessed?
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This is an example of a core practical from:

2.17 Investigate diffusion and osmosis using 
living and non-living systems 

It also tests general practical skills in part (b)
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This has aspects of two core practicals in an unfamiliar context.

2.23 Investigate photosynthesis, showing the evolution of oxygen from a water 
plant, the production of starch and the requirements of light, carbon dioxide and 
chlorophyll

2.39 Investigate the evolution of carbon dioxide and heat from respiring seeds or 
other suitable living organisms 



International GCSE experimental skills
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Maths Skills



Mathematical skills 

65

• The development and use of relevant mathematical skills is key to progress in 
science subjects

• A list of mathematical skills which should be developed appears in the Appendix for 
each specification

• These skills will be tested in exam papers within the context of the science

• Assessment of mathematical skills will account for 10% of marks in Biology
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Mathematical skills
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Support



Support for you at every stage

70

Free Resources and support Planning, teaching and 
learning

Exam preparation and 
assessment

Results support

Getting Started Guide

Training Events (Face-to-Face & Online)

Subject Advisor Support

Community Forums

Schemes of Work

Skills Mapping

Sample Assessment Materials

Examiner Reports

Exemplar Marked Responses

Past Papers

examWizard

Mark Schemes

ResultsPlus Mock Exam Analysis

Results Plus

Access to Scripts Service (ATS)



Teaching and Learning
 Materials online
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● Free online results analysis tool for teachers. 
● Provides a detailed breakdown of student performance in Pearson Edexcel exams. 
● Identify topics and questions where the student could benefit from further learning 

and inform teaching strategies and approaches.
● Benchmark your school’s performance against other Pearson Edexcel schools in your 

country.
● Not just a post-results tool: Mock exam results can also be fed into the system to 

produce analysis.
● Find student results analysis from their previous Pearson Edexcel school.
● ResultsPlus Direct gives your students access to their final grades and performance 

breakdown, wherever they are. 
● Schools can sign up for free ResultsPlus account in just a few quick and easy steps: 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/Services/ResultsPlus.html

Support for Exam preparation and post results 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/Services/ResultsPlus.html




● A free tool for teachers which helps you make quick homework assignments, topic tests 

and mock exams.  

● Questions tagged against unit, topic and assessment objective or simply choose a whole 

past paper.

● Use existing mark schemes for accurate marking.

● Use examiner report for insight.

● Most recent exam content available sooner. 

● Use the results to understand where students need more support, informing teaching 
strategies. 



Access to Script (ATS)
Online Portal
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.



Additional Paid Resource
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Resource Planning, teaching 
and learning

Exam preparation 
and assessment

Results support

Curriculum-matched Student Books 
with ActiveBooks

Teaching Hubs



Pearson published resources  

Student Book
Edexcel International GCSE (9-1): Biology 
Student Book
ISBN: 9780435185084

For more information and access 
to samples visit:

www.pearson.com/international-schools 

 

http://www.pearson.com/international-schools
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The new Teaching Hubs provide fully 
comprehensive planning and front-of-
class guidance, along with exam-
preparation resources and CPD support, 
to help you deliver your International 
GCSE lessons to a high standard – 
whether you are a specialist or non-
specialist teacher. 



Contact your dedicated Subject Advisor

Irene Muhiddin

Telephone: +44 (0) 344 463 2535

qualifications.pearson.com/contactus

Email: teachingscience@pearson.com

80

https://support.pearson.com/uk/s/qualification-contactus
mailto:teachingenglish@pearson.com


Questions
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End of Presentation
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