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GCSE Science mark schemes 
The ‘Information to examiners’ section 
The following information is present at the front of every GCSE Science mark scheme.  It gives 
clear and explicit information to examiners on what the various parts of a mark scheme mean, and 
how to apply them to ensure consistency of marking. 
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The points-based mark scheme 
Below is an example points-based mark scheme. It is taken from the summer 2018 GCSE 
Chemistry 2H Paper.  
 
The ‘Answers’ column shows the correct answer(s). 

• For longer prose questions, the individual marking points are shown. 
• For calculations, this column will be set out in a series of steps showing the expected 

method. 
The ‘Extra information’ column expands on what is required or indicates other credit-worthy 
alternative answers. 
The final column lists the Assessment Objective(s) the question addresses and the areas of the 
specification that the question covers. Different marking points may cover different Assessment 
Objectives or specification references. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Brackets indicate information 
that does not need to be 
included to gain the mark.  

‘allow’ is used to indicate 
alternative answers that are 
worthy of credit. 

‘ignore’ indicates a statement 
that doesn’t gain credit, but 
which doesn’t cancel the 
marking point. 

‘do not accept’ means a wrong 
answer, which cannot be 
credited. 
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The points-based mark scheme: calculation questions 
Below is an example points-based mark scheme for a calculation question. It is taken from the 
summer 2018 GCSE Physics 1H Paper.   
 
The same principles for brackets, allow, ignore, do not allow etc apply as for a prose question. 
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The levels of response mark scheme 
This example is taken from the summer 2018 GCSE Biology 2H paper. It is for a 6-mark 
‘Design/plan’ question (see generic levels descriptors, below). 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Each command word has a generic 
set of levels descriptors. 

The number of marks for each 
Assessment Objective are shown, 
along with the specification 
references 

The indicative content shows the scientific points a student could use in their 
response.  The list is not exhaustive, and students could use other ideas.  Students 
do not need to include all of the indicative points to gain full marks. 
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GCSE Science generic level descriptors 
The mark scheme uses generic level descriptors, which are linked to the specific command word. 

This approach improves the consistency of levels-marked questions. There is specific indicative 
content for the examiner to consider. 

1. Calculate/Determine: Use numbers/data to work out the correct answer.

2. Compare: Note/estimate/measure the similarity or dissimilarity between things.

4 or 6 marks.

Level 2: Scientifically relevant features are identified; the way(s) in which they are 
similar/different is made clear and (where appropriate) the magnitude of the 
similarity/difference is noted. 

3‒4  or 

4‒6 

Level 1: Relevant features are identified and differences noted. 1‒2  or 

1‒3 

No relevant content 0 

3. Describe: Recall some facts, events or process in an accurate way.

4 or 6 marks.

Level 2: Scientifically relevant facts, events or processes are identified and given 
in detail to form an accurate account. 

3‒4  or 

4‒6 

Level 1: Facts, events or processes are identified and simply stated but their 
relevance is not clear. 

1‒2  or 

1‒3 

No relevant content 0 

4. Design/Plan: Set out in a logical order how something can be done.

4 or 6 marks

If 4 marks

Level 2:  The plan would lead to the production of a valid outcome. All key steps 
are identified and logically sequenced. 

3‒4  

Level 1: The plan would not lead to a valid outcome.  Some relevant steps are 
identified, but links are not made clear. 

1‒2  

No relevant content 0 
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If 6 marks  

Level 3: The design/plan would lead to the production of a valid outcome. All key 
steps are identified and logically sequenced.  

5‒6 

Level 2: The design/plan would not necessarily lead to a valid outcome.  Most 
steps are identified, but the plan is not fully logically sequenced. 

3‒4 

Level 1: The design/plan would not lead to a valid outcome.  Some relevant steps 
are identified, but links are not made clear. 

1‒2 

No relevant content 0 

 
5. Evaluate: Make a judgement about the value of something, with respect to a particular purpose. 
The response is based on analysis – so identification of relevant features is necessary and the use 
of relevant criteria.  Response might need to look critically, from a number of angles. 

6 (or 4) marks  

If 4 marks  

Level 2: A judgement, strongly linked and logically supported by a sufficient range 
of correct reasons, is given. 

3‒4   

Level 1: Relevant points are made. These are not logically linked 1‒2   

No relevant content 0 

If 6 marks  

Level 3: A judgement, strongly linked and logically supported by a sufficient range 
of correct reasons, is given. 

5‒6 

Level 2: Some logically linked reasons are given. There may also be a simple 
judgement  

3‒4 

Level 1: Relevant points are made.  They are not logically linked. 1‒2 

No relevant content 0 
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6. Explain: Clarify by stating reasons why or how something has happened. Gives causes or 
motivating factors of why something has happened. 

If 4 marks  

Level2: Relevant points (reasons/causes) are identified, given in detail and 
logically linked to form a clear account. 

3‒4 

Level 1: Points are identified and stated simply, but their relevance is not clear 
and there is no attempt at logical linking. 

1‒2 

No relevant content 0 

If 6 marks  

Level 3: Relevant points (reasons/causes) are identified, given in detail and 
logically linked to form a clear account. 

5‒6 

Level 2: Relevant points (reasons/causes) are identified, and there are attempts 
at logically linking.  The resulting account is not fully clear. 

3‒4 

Level 1: Points are identified and stated simply, but their relevance is not clear 
and there is no attempt at logical linking. 

1‒2 

No relevant content 0 
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Example student responses from Summer 2018 papers 
Biology common question 
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Student responses  
 
Script 1 

 
 
 
 
Script 2 
 

 
 
 
Script 3 
 

 
 
 
Script 4 
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Physics common question  
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Welcome
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Outline for the session

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• Mark schemes and how we apply them
• Practical related questions in GCSE sciences
• Exercise using student work

3

Mark schemes and how we apply them

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• What is the mark scheme for?
• Our GCSE Science mark schemes
• Points-based mark schemes
• Levels of response mark schemes

4
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What is the mark scheme for?

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• To evaluate the evidence from each student fairly
• To reward positive achievement
• To differentiate purely on evidence of subject

knowledge, understanding and skills
• To fully and consistently reflect the agreed interpretation

of command words
• To fully reflect the purpose of each assessment
• To credit appropriate responses that reflect the different

ways in which learners may demonstrate what they
know, understand and can do

5

Structure of our GCSE Science mark schemes

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• The ‘Information to examiners’ section:
• general guidance on the parts of the mark scheme
• explicit guidance on what parts of the mark scheme

mean and how they should be applied
• marking levels of response questions
• exactly the same for all GCSE Sciences.

• Detailed mark scheme for each question:
• specific guidance on what is/is not acceptable
• points or levels of response marked.

6
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Points-based mark schemes

• Marks given for each correct point a student gives
• Explicitly define correct (and incorrect) answers
• Emphasis is on the correctness of the response, not the

quality
• Usually used for lower-tariff questions (<10 marks)
• If well written are very reliable

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.7

Levels of response mark schemes

• Used for open questions where there is a variety of
ways for students to arrive at a mark

• Reward the overall quality of the answer
• Divide performance into chunks of marks (levels) on a

continuum
• Describes the performance at each level
• Generic level descriptors linked to specific command

words
• Same descriptors apply to all GCSE sciences
• Section of indicative content specific to each question

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.8
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Practical related questions in GCSE sciences

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• Regulatory requirements
• How do we assess practical skills?
• Common issues with practical related questions in

Summer 2018

9

Requirements for assessment of practical skills

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

Assessment in relation to practical work:
• the number of marks is no less than 15% of all the

marks allocated.
• all three assessment objectives must be covered
• questions and tasks must draw on the theoretical and

practical aspects of experimentation
• students are required to show and apply:

knowledge and understanding of practical activities 
scientific thinking 
use experimental skills and strategies
analyse and evaluate information.

10
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How do we assess practical skills?

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• Planning, explaining and evaluating procedures
• Knowledge and understanding of how to use apparatus

and techniques
• Understanding of sampling techniques
• Safety and risk management in practical contexts
• Understanding and appropriate use of scientific

terminology, eg accuracy, precision, variables,
uncertainty

• Reading scales or taking measurements
• Appropriate mathematical procedures and analysis

11

Common issues in Summer 2018

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• Lack understanding about the science underlying the
practical's - model of osmosis cell and transects
chemicals that make a salt and electrolysis acceleration
and density.

• Didn’t fully understand why they had carried out each
step in the practical.

• Unclear why they had taken specific measurements and
the equipment needed to do this.

• Use of vague terms such as ‘amount’, ‘fair’, ‘results’.

12
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Common issues in Summer 2018

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

Areas of working scientifically in the context of the required 
practicals: 
• repeatable or its significance
• identify control variables and other variables

term ‘fair’ is always inadequate unless suitably qualified
types of errors

• how to improve accuracy - improves inaccuracy is
insufficient for a type of experimental error, human error
is insufficient.

13

Practical questions on Trilogy paper1 

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.

• Biology
Foundation: Q2 photosynthesis, Q3 osmosis, Q6 cells
and microscopes (common)
Higher: Q3 photosynthesis, Q4 osmosis

• Chemistry
Common questions Q5 (Q1H) electrolysis, Q7 (Q3H)
salts

• Physics
Common question Q7 (Q2H)

14
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Exercise using student work

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.15

• Structure of a required practical question
• Using equipment from the ATs correctly
• Marking calculations
• Methods and plans
• Graphs
• Working scientifically

How did we do?

Copyright © AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.20

• Please rate this session on the Sched Conference
app.

• Using the postcards provided, please write:
• one thing you enjoyed about our session or will take

away for your teaching
• one thing you feel could be improved.

• Please hand your postcard in as you leave.

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 
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Get in touch
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T: 01483 477756
E: gcsescience@aqa.org.uk

Follow us on Twitter @AQACPD

Thank you
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