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Introduction 

Candidates performed well on this paper; the questions were accessible and allowed 
candidates to demonstrate their knowledge. There were very few blank responses and 
all our mark points were seen. The multiple-choice questions saw a range of 
responses, but overall the majority of candidates selected the correct response. The 
exception to this was Q3(a)(ii) where many incorrectly chose option A. The two six-
mark questions saw a wide range of responses. We were very impressed with how 
thoroughly many candidates had learnt the names of enzymes and their substrates 
and products. We were also surprised at how much background knowledge candidates 
have on the lives of the scientists involved in discovering the structure of DNA.  

This report will provide exemplification of candidates’ work, together with tips and/or 
comments, for a selection of questions. The exemplification will come mainly from 
questions which required more complex responses from candidates.  
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Plant processes 

Question 1(a)(i)–(ii) 

Candidates did not seem to be phased by Q1 being about photosynthesis and some 
very good responses were seen. Very few blank responses were seen. The multiple-
choice part (a)(i) was answered correctly by many candidates with the commonest 
incorrect response being C, the spongy mesophyll cell. 

In part (a)(ii), many candidates mentioned that carbon dioxide entered through the 
stomata but did not extend their answers further. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This candidate did score two marks but got side-tracked into giving 
information irrelevant to the question (which we can ignore). The last 
statement is a bit ambiguous as to what ‘it’ refers to, but we gave 
benefit of the doubt as the rest of the account was clear. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Try to avoid the use of words like ’it’ and ‘they’. It is safer to use the 
noun that you are referring to. 
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examiner comment 

This was a common one-mark response that we saw, even from the 
better candidates. This particular answer earned only one of the two 
marks available by omitting any reference to the process of diffusion.  

 

 

examiner tip 

Always look to see how many marks have been allocated to a question. 
Then make sure that you give the same number of scientific facts as 
there are marks. You will not be awarded two marks for one piece of 
information. 
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Question 1(a)(iii) 

We saw some very good answers to this question on photosynthesis, although it is a 
topic that candidates typically have difficulty with. It is worth noting that we were 
prepared to award mark point 2 for chlorophyll/chloroplast and mark point 4 for light 
energy if included in an equation, provided that the terms ‘chlorophyll’ and ‘light’ were 
written on the arrow and not as a substrate. 

 
 

 

examiner comment 

This candidate was awarded all three marks. The descriptive response 
covered mark points 1, 3 and 5 by including photosynthesis, carbon 
dioxide, water and glucose. The candidate could have been awarded 
mark point 4 for talking about light energy at the end but had already 
gained the maximum marks available. It should be noted that we did 
not like the suggestion that carbon dioxide and water ‘reacts with the 
light energy’ at the beginning of this particular response. 
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examiner comment 

Mark points 3 and 5 could be awarded from this equation for identifying 
that carbon dioxide and water are the reactants and glucose is also 
produced. Therefore this response gained two marks.  

 

 

examiner tip 

Food is too vague for glucose (or sugar). 

If you are going to use chemical formulae, then they must be 
completely correct: upper and lower case letters must be correct and 
numbers must be subscript. It is safer to write out the chemical names 
in full, unless asked to do otherwise. 

 

Question 1(b) 

This question did not cause too many problems for the majority of candidates. As 
expected, the biggest confusion was in linking mineral uptake with transpiration. 
Surprisingly few candidates tried to hedge their bets and draw more than one line 
from each substance. 
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Growth 

Question 2(a)(i) 

We were please to see that candidates were not put off by the percentile chart and 
this suggests that centres are discussing charts of this nature with their candidates. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response is typical of many that we saw, where the candidate has 
neglected to describe the later stage of the graph. This candidate was 
awarded one of the two marks available. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Remember that if there are two marks assigned to a question, you 
must give two pieces of information to gain both marks. 

When you see the command word ‘describe’ and you have a graph or a 
table of data in front of you, look very carefully for changes in trends 
and comment on these, quoting values from the x axis. For example, in 
this graph there is a steep increase in height and then a less steep 
increase, occurring at about 15–18 years of age. Look at the changes 
in gradient of the lines and then describe these in terms of the 
variables. 
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examiner comment 

If candidates are asked to describe data, they should use the terms in 
the question. This question required candidates to describe height, so 
this must be what the answer is written about. This candidate was 
awarded no marks as their response did not answer the question 
asked. Although we saw very few responses like this, it is worth 
pointing out the importance of teaching candidates the meanings of the 
various command words that they might encounter and what they need 
to include in their response. 

 

 

examiner tip 

The command word ‘describe’ requires you to link together a series of 
facts or pieces of information in a logical order. In this question, the 
use of ‘describe’ means that you should say what the graph shows; a 
scientific explanation covering the reasons why something is happening 
is not required.  
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Question 2(a)(ii) 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response illustrates a clearly laid out calculation and final answer. 
Although this is not necessary to score full marks, it is safer to 
encourage candidates to do this; if they make a mistake in their 
working and get the wrong answer, they may still pick up a mark due 
to error carried forward. Just a wrong answer with no working shown 
will score zero. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Always show your working, however simple the calculation might seem. 

If you cannot do the calculation, always attempt it, especially if you 
need to read values from a graph or make measurements. You could 
make up the odd marks and one mark can make the difference of a 
grade. 
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Question 2(a)(iii) 

This question did challenge candidates, not unexpectedly. It was encouraging that we 
saw very few blank responses; the majority made a good attempt at writing a 
response. 

 

 

examiner comment 

Although not completely correct, we felt that a response of this quality 
was creditworthy at this level and gained one mark. The candidate 
failed to gain the second mark by not including the link to age, ie 5% 
will be taller at that age.  

 

 

examiner tip 

Be prepared to explain any of the terms used in the specification. It 
might be worth creating a glossary when you are revising. List all the 
terms used in your lessons and write a definition for each. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This was a common wrong answer, possibly illustrating a misconception 
that candidates have regarding percentile charts. 

 

Question 2(b)(i) 

Many candidates could correctly name the first stage of protein synthesis. As 
expected, there was confusion with translation; ‘c’ comes before ‘l’ so transcription 
comes before translation. A number of references to transpiration were also seen. 
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Distance running 

Question 3(a)(i) 

This was a relatively complicated graph but did not seem to phase candidates too 
much. Very few blank responses were seen. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This was probably the commonest mistake seen, but the candidate still 
scored one mark due to error carried forward. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Always show your working. Even if you get the wrong answer, you may 
pick up some method marks. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response illustrates the importance of showing working. This 
candidate has selected the correct value of 200, but has miscalculated. 
However, one mark has been awarded. 
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Question 3(a)(iv) 

This question was similar to one in the previous sitting of this paper in November 
2012. It was encouraging that centres are using the few past papers available to 
prepare their candidates for the exam. One common misconception is that aerobic 
respiration actually stops if insufficient oxygen is reaching the cells. Although we did 
not penalise this inaccuracy, we would advise centres to work with candidates to gain 
a better understanding of this area of Biology. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response was awarded all three marks available as the candidate 
gave a very clear explanation that went beyond the requirements of 
the question. 
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examiner comment 

This is another example of the excellent quality of responses that we 
saw to this question. This candidate was awarded all three marks. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Use past papers and corresponding mark schemes to gain an 
understanding of what is expected in responses to different types of 
exam questions. This practice will help you prepare for your own 
exams.  
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examiner comment 

This response was awarded all three marks available, but it is worth 
noting that an easy mark could have been missed as the candidate did 
not specify how the concentration of lactic acid changed. 

 

 

examiner tip 

If a question asks you to explain a change in something, always start 
your answer by saying what that change is. Is it increasing, decreasing 
or staying the same? This is a relatively easy mark to gain, yet one 
that candidates forget to include in their answers. 
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Question 3(b) 

This part of the specification is clearly understood by many candidates. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is an example of some of the high quality responses that we saw 
in response to this question. This candidate was awarded all three 
marks.  
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Herbicide-resistant weeds 

Question 4(a) 

A mixed bag of responses was seen for this question. Some candidates answered it 
exceedingly well, presumably given exam practice with last November’s paper, where 
a similar question was asked. However common misconceptions and confusions 
associated with this topic were also seen. 

 

 

examiner comment 

We saw a number of responses where the ‘enzyme’ was being removed 
from the bacteria, not unexpectedly. Although this prevented our 
second mark from being awarded, it did not prevent other points from 
being credited. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Read the question very carefully. If genetic engineering is taking place, 
then it is always the gene that is being removed/changed, not its 
product. 
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examiner comment 

This excellent response covered five marking points by including 
references to using enzymes to remove the relevant gene from the 
bacteria and inserting this into the plant’s DNA enabling the plant to 
produce the same enzyme, all given in the correct order. The candidate 
was awarded all three marks available. 

 

Question 4(b) 

There was a mixed bag of responses to this question. Some candidates correctly said 
phloem, others incorrectly gave xylem as their answer. Furthermore, a proportion of 
candidates were less specific, stating veins. 
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Question 4(c)(i) 

This ‘describe’ data question generated the range of responses that we saw in the 
previous question of this type: more able candidates described at least two of the 
trends, quoting values for the independent variable, and less able candidates referred 
to the slope of the line. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This illustrates the type of response that we were hoping for by 
describing all three trends shown on the graph. This candidate was 
awarded both of the marks available.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is an example of a typical response seen from many candidates 
who described only one trend. This candidate therefore only gained one 
of the two marks available.  

 

 

examiner tip 

Remember, for each mark allocated to a question, you must give a 
separate piece of information. This question was worth two marks, so 
two pieces of information were required. If you are describing data you 
must give values for the independent variable (x axis). 

 



 

GCSE Biology 5B12H 01 
 

20 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response did not answer the question as the candidate incorrectly 
describes the effect of herbicide on the weeds and not the yield of 
weeds as was required. No marks were awarded for this response.  

 
 

 

examiner tip 

Read the question carefully to help ensure that you write about what 
you have been asked in your answer.  
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Question 4(d) 

Weaker candidates wrote about the number of weeds and not the number of species 
in part (d)(i) of this question and, in part (d)(ii), simply made reference to evolution. 
Even the more able candidates rarely gained both marks for part (d)(ii) by failing to 
include references to cross-pollination or mutation. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response was typical from the weaker candidates, with this 
candidate writing about the number of weeds and not the number of 
species in part (d)(i) and, in part (d)(ii), making only a basic reference 
to evolution.  

 

examiner tip 

Use the wording in the question, column heading or axis label to help 
you write about the correct variable. If you are asked to make 
suggestions, then you must suggest as many ideas as there are marks 
for the question. 



 

GCSE Biology 5B12H 01 
 

22 

Digestion 

Question 5(b) 

This question came up in the 5BI2H paper in November 2012. Although the question 
was reasonably well answered, similar mistakes were being made. There were 
candidates who thought bile broke down fat molecules into smaller fat molecules and 
there were others who thought fat is broken down into fatty acids and glycerol. A 
number of candidates implied, through their poor wording, that bile acted in the 
stomach. We also saw some very detailed responses for this question. Some 
candidates clearly have a good knowledge and understanding of this part of the 
specification. 
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Question 5(c) 

Candidates on the whole coped well with this question; they had clearly been taught 
the specific examples given on the specification and many just listed these verbatim. 
The spelling of the names of the enzymes, substrates and products was surprisingly 
good. The better candidates extended their answers and gave details of enzyme 
action, such as enzymes being catalysts and the importance of the active site. Weaker 
candidates made mistakes in matching the enzyme with their correct substrate and 
product(s), but we marked positively and picked out as many correct points as we 
could. The poorest scoring responses were those that either discussed enzymes in 
general without making any reference to digestion or those that gave a vague 
overview of the digestive system. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is an example of an excellent response to this question, gaining all 
six marks available.  

 

examiner tip 

Always use your specification when you are preparing for an exam. It 
will tell you exactly what you need to know and the specific examples 
that you need to learn. 
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Question 5(d) 

To gain all three marks available for this question, responses needed to link descriptions of the 
villi structure to the scientific reasons how these features allow the villi to function efficiently.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is an example of a really good response where the candidate has 
provided a full explanation gaining all three marks available. 

 

 

 

examiner tip 

In questions of this type, you must explain how each feature is adapted 
for its function. Also, do not repeat the wording in the question as you 
will not get marks for this. 



 

GCSE Biology 5B12H 01 
 

25

DNA 

Question 6(a) 

High quality responses were rarely seen for this question. We did see some very 
vague responses which really only repeated the question without extending it. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This example illustrates the type of response that we had hoped to see 
for this question. This candidate was awarded four marks. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This response illustrates the confusion that we frequently saw between 
bases and amino acids, DNA and proteins. Two marks were awarded. 
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examiner comment 

No mark was awarded for this question as the candidate has merely 
repeated the information given in the question.  
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Question 6(b) 

Many candidates coped very well with this question. Some candidates wrote all sorts 
of detail about this part of the specification; it has clearly been thoroughly learnt and 
understood. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

This candidate gave a succinct answer and was awarded full marks.  
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examiner comment 

This is a typical Level 2 response where both parts of the question have 
been addressed but in insufficient detail. Four marks were awarded 
here. 

 

 

 

examiner comment 

Although this is a good account of the contribution of scientists, the 
account does not address both parts of the question in sufficient detail 
to score more than a Level 1 mark. Two marks were awarded. 
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Question 6(c) 

This question was relatively low scoring; candidates were clearly aware of the Human 
Genome Project but were unable to provide appropriately-worded responses. Many 
just wrote about diseases being discovered, doctors being able to make better 
diagnoses and better medicines being developed, without emphasising the genetic 
nature of these diseases and therefore the use of genetics in their diagnosis. Others 
wrote about the discovery of genes and little else. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a reasonable response that scored the candidate both marks. 
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Summary 

Performance was good on this paper, but if candidates follow the advice below then an 
even higher standard of response will be seen in future. 

● Learn definitions for all biological terms used in the specification, eg percentile 
(Q2(a)(ii)). 

● Learn the specific examples given in the specification, eg names of enzymes, their 
substrates and the resulting products (Q5(c)). 

● When describing data presented in graphs and tables, always use the wording for 
the dependent variable given, eg the number of species (Q4(d)(i)). 

● When describing data presented in graphs and tables, always quote values for the 
independent variable, eg no change in yield between 0 and 10 arbitrary units (au), 
decrease between 10 and 29 au, no change higher than 29 au (Q4(c)(i)).  

● Do not repeat the stem of the question in your answer. Extend it by giving more 
biological knowledge, eg Franklin and Wilkins showed the helical structure of DNA 
(Q6(b)). 

● When doing calculations, show your working, eg 0.18 x 200 = 36 (Q3(a)(i)). 
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Grade boundaries 

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link: 

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx 
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