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GCE Bio log y  -  Ju n e 2 0 1 3  6 BI 0 3 / 1 A  
 

 

Resear ch  Sk i l l s 

Unit  3 involves generic ‘How Science Works’ skills and so the actual topic 

could anything!  I t  could be a Visit ;  it  could be a topical I ssue. There is no 

lim it  on word length. The students need to:  

 

• I dent ify and describe a biological problem;  

• Discuss how scient ists are solv ing this problem, giv ing the data or 

evidence;  

• Show how effect ive or appropr iate this solut ion is, giv ing the data or 

evidence;  

• I dent ify the implicat ions of the scient ists work, including any benefits 

or r isks;  

• I dent ify and discuss any possible alternat ive solut ions, in the light  of 

the implicat ions;  

• Use source material and quotes, both web and non-web;  

• Acknowledge these sources;  

• Evaluate these sources, giv ing the evidence for validit y;  

• Communicate ideas effect ively, using relevant  v isuals. 

 

Ty p es o f  r ep or t s. 

This analysis is based on a random sample of 275 reports. 

 

The %  of Visits was about  27%  which is not  as good as 2012 and about  the 

same as in 2011. The most  popular venues for visits are st ill zoos with a 

small number going to hospitals.  

 

This sample showed that  there was a further decrease in the variety  of 

I ssue reports. The most  popular I ssue report  was Obesity together with 

Parkinson’s disease and Diabetes like last  year.  

 

 

I ssu e Top ic %  

Obesity 3.0 

Parkinson’s  3.0 

Diabetes 2.5 

Lung cancer 2.5 

Alzheimer’s 2.0 

HI V 2.0 

Malar ia 2.0 

Schizophrenia 2.0 

Acute lymphoblast ic leukaemia 1.5 

Brain tumour 1.5 

Cyst ic f ibrosis 1.5 

Depression   1.5 

Kidney failure 1.5 

Melanoma 1.5 

Arthrit is 1.5 



 

 

 

 

Visi t  Top ic %  

London Zoo 27.0 

Twycross Zoo 21.6 

North Yorkshire Wildlife Park 20.3 

Port  Lympne Zoo 16.2 

Chester Zoo 9.5 

Hospital Visits 5.4 

 

 

 

 

 

together with ( in equal order of frequency,  Coral reefs, Bipolar disorder, 

Black rhinos, Cervical cancer, Downs Syndrome, Elephant  populat ions, 

Epilepsy, Haemophilia, Liver cancer, Mult iple Sclerosis, Panda breeding 

programmes, Siber ian t igers, Thalassem ia &  pregnancy, Beta 

thalassem ia, Chemotherapy, Malar ia, Acne, Acute Myeloid Leukaemia, 

AI DS, Alcohol & the brain, Alt itude t ravelling, Alzheimer’s & Aricept , 

Alzheimer’s vaccine, Amur t iger, Anxiety, Arthrit is & turmeric, Art if icial 

hearts, Art im isinin combinat ion therapy, Asiat ic lions, Aspir in & Cancer, 

Aspir in & St rokes, Asthma, Auditory neuropathy, Aut ism & stem cells, 

Biofuels, Black footed ferret  conservat ion, Bladder cancer, Blood doping, 

Breast  cancer, Breast  cancer and exercise, Caffeine & Alzheimer’s, 

Cancer cures, Canine Addison’s disease, Canine syr ingom yelia, Capt ive 

breeding, Chemotherapy and infert ility, Childhood leukaem ia, 

Chlam ydia, Chronic lymphocyt ic leukaem ia, Climate change and polar 

bear, Colon cancer, COPD, CVD, Deep brain tumours, Diabetes & 

pregnancy, Diabetes & stem cells, Elephant  farmer conflict , Endometrial 

cancer, EpiSkin, Eczema, Female infert ility,  Foot  & Mouth disease, 

Genet ic screening, Giant  panda, Great  barr ier reef, Great  White Shark 

conservat ion, Guillain Barr syndrome, Hepat it is C, Honey & Superbugs, 

Honey as an ant ibiot ic, Hunt ingdon's disease, I nsects  as a protein 

source, Keratoconus, Leopard ext inct ion, Leukaemia, Lewy bodies in 

Parkinson’s, Lewy body dement ia, Long segment  t racheal stenosis, 

Malar ia resistance & gene expression, Mother to child HI V t ransm ission, 

Mountain gor illa, Mouse plagues, MRSA, Noise induced hear ing loss, 

Non-small cell lung cancer, Orang-utan populat ion decrease, Organ 

failure, Orzudex, Osteoarthrit is, Osteoporosis, Ovar ian cancer, Paediat r ic 

genu varum, Pancreat ic cancer, Paralysis, Penguin ext inct ion, Phage 

therapy, Pneumonia, Polio, Poor oral hygiene, Postnatal depression, 

Progeria, Prostate cancer, Protein CD22 & Lung cancer, Rice bacterial 

blight , Safe vaccines, SARS, Schizophrenia & memory deficit , Sinusit is,  

Somat ic gene therapy, Spina bif ida, Spinal cancer, Stem cells & 

deafness, St rokes, Sumatran t iger ext inct ion, Syphilis, Tay Sachs 

disease, TB, TB and Fluoroquinolones, TB in cat t le, Tigers, Type 2 

diabetes, Varroa dest ructor parasite, Vitam in B & Alzheimer’s, Vitam in D 

& Eclampsia, White t igers and Whooping cough. 
 



 

Mar k s aw ar d ed . 

The sample of scripts this summer showed a mean score of 28.0, not  as 

good as last  year’s score of 29.1. Again, there was with no significant  

difference between scores for I ssues and Visits. I n addit ion, only 8.4%  of 

‘top’ candidates in this sample got  more than 36/ 40 marks compared to 

15.9%  in 2012. This is a lit t le disappoint ing. 

 

Although this sample is not  necessarily representat ive of all candidates, it  

does compare well with prelim inary data for the whole cohort  which shows a 

slight  decrease in the %  of candidates achieving grade ‘A’. 

 

I n addit ion, at  awarding in July, there was no significant  difference between 

the means for moderated (1A)  scripts and the examined ones (1B) .  

 

The dist r ibut ion of m arks in this sample for the var ious criter ia is shown 

below as a %  of the possible total ie. 100%  for 1.1a would mean that  all 

students got  the maximum of 2 marks. 

 

 

Cr i t er ia  Descr ip t ion  2 0 1 2  %  2 0 1 3  %  

1 .1 a I d en t i f y  p r ob lem  o r  q u est ion  97.8 99.3*  

1 .1 b  Descr ip t ion  o f  p r ob lem  78.9 75.5 

1 .2 a Discu ss m et h od s or  p r ocesses 91.1 82.5 

1 .2 b  Dat a o r  so lu t ion s t o  p r ob lem  50.3 42.1 

1 .3 a Val id , r e l iab le d at a /  g r ap h s, t ab les 

et c 

43.4 36.0 

1 .3 b  Met h ods ap p r op r iat e o r  ef f ect iv e? 61.9 61.2 

2 .1 a I m p l icat ion s id en t i f ied  76.6 69.5 

2 .1 b  I m p l icat ion s d iscu ssed  63.3 56.6 

2 .2 a Ad v an t ag es d iscu ssed   67.5 64.5 

2 .2 b  Risk s d iscu ssed  58.6 61.6*  

2 .3 a On e a l t er n at iv e so lu t ion  d iscu ssed  70.5 71.1*  

2 .3 b  An o t h er  a l t er n at iv e so lu t ion  

d iscu ssed  

62.7 61.9 

3 .1  Sou r ces u sed  91.2 89.2 

3 .2 a Bib l iog r ap h y  95.6 97.5*  

3 .2 b  Sou r ces ack n ow led g ed  in  t ex t  71.2 76.9*  

3 .3 a Sou r ces v al id  o r  r e l iab le?  61.3 51.5 

3 .3 b  Ev id en ce f o r  sou r ce v al id i t y   25.1 17.6 

4 .1  SPG /  w el l  set  ou t  86.4 83.7 

4 .2  Tech n ical  lan g u ag e an d  v isu als 71.9 75.8*  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Pr ob lem  an d  so lu t ion s 

Compared to 2012, the data show that  candidates are bet ter at  explaining 

precisely what  the problem is but  are st ill finding it  more diff icult  to explain 

the biology behind it .  

 

As in previous years, some reports st ill j ust  posed a quest ion which was very 

diff icult  to answer in terms of a solut ion or providing data. A few are st ill 

describing the problem in great  detail and often any data or evidence relates 

to the problem itself rather than the solut ion.  

 

There was no obvious improvement  in students’ ability to describe what  

biologists actually do and give data or evidence to support  the discussion. 

Nor was there any improvement  in their ability to explain why these 

methods or solut ions were effect ive or appropriate. There are st ill too many 

reports that  are descript ive rather than analyt ical.  

 

On e in t er est in g  obser v at ion  is t h at  t h e %  o f  r ep or t s on  h u m an  

d iseases in  t h is sam p le w as 5 7 %  ov er al l , com p ar ed  t o  4 2 %  in  2 0 1 2 , 

4 9 %  in  2 0 1 1  an d  on ly  3 2 %  in  2 0 1 0 . 

 

Th is in cr ease in  d iseases d oes in d icat e a clear  p r ob lem  t o  so lv e b u t  

f ar  t oo  m an y  st u d en t s ar e in clu d in g  g r ap h s, d at a an d  m et h od o log y  

t h at  t h ey  clear ly  d o  n o t  u n d er st an d . A sig n i f ican t  n u m b er  sim p ly  

p ast e d et a i ls o f  d r u g  t r ia ls in  w i t h  l i t t le  o f  t h ei r  ow n  com m en t . 

Som et im es, t h e d at a o r  d iag r am s w er e o f  v er y  p oor  qu al i t y  an d  

d i f f i cu l t  t o  r ead . I t  can n o t  b e st r essed  t oo  h ig h ly  t h at  can d id at es 

w i l l  on ly  b e g iv en  cr ed i t  f o r  t h ei r  ow n  an aly sis o f  t h e ev id en ce, n o t  

w h at  t h e scien t ist s t h in k . 

 

 

I m p l icat ion s an d  a l t er n at iv es 

Like last  year, many are good at  ident ify ing the im plicat ions of the methods 

or solut ions employed but  are not  so good at  explaining them . 

 

There was a slight  improvement  in the discussion of r isks or alternat ive 

st rategies for solv ing the problem out lined. 

 

Sou r ce m at er ia l  

Students in this sample were bet ter at  using source m aterial and 

acknowledging it .  However, they st ill f ind it  very diff icult  to give a reasoned 

opinion on whether their source mater ial was valid. Too many simply quoted 

the scient ists’ qualif icat ions or expert ise rather than focus on the source 

material itself.  

 

The use of data or evidence in this discussion of source validit y showed no 

improvement  at  all and remains the major source of weakness in most  

candidates’ source evaluat ion. 

 

Source evaluat ion remains an ext remely good discr im inator. 

 

 

 



 

Com m u n icat ion  

Most  reports were very well wr it ten and presented but  some were st ill short  

of appropr iate ‘v isuals’ in the form  of graphs, tables etc. Too many reports 

used graphs or diagrams of very poor qualit y, somet imes almost  impossible 

to read. There is nothing wrong with redrawing or replot t ing these to aid 

understanding as long as the source is then acknowledged. There was at  

least  some improvem ent  in the use of technical language. 

 

 

Gen er al  com m en t s f r om  t h e ex am in in g  an d  m od er at in g  t eam . 

 

 

Sect ion  1 . 

• Although 1.1 and 1.2 were well done overall, some candidates explained a 

great  deal of biology but  failed to match it  to the problem itself. Quest ions 

were most ly clear and well explained and although the methods were also 

explained quite well by most  candidates, some lacked data as part  of the 

discussion. 

• For 1.3, candidates had most  t rouble discussing how the m ethod was 

appropriate but  those that  focused on a disease tended to do bet ter. Many 

candidates descr ibed methods which included terms like placebo, double 

blind and repet it ion but  did not  go on to explain them. 

• Some cent res have clear ly understood and interpreted the criter ia well 

and in these there was a wealth of data, cr it ically evaluated and analysed. 

• The choice of topic is crucial and this has got  to be guided by the teacher.  

I t ’s clear that  some topics chosen can’t , and never will, really address the 

marking cr iter ia adequately. However, there did seem to be less of these 

this year. Many teachers are clear ly shar ing and explaining the 

assessment  cr iter ia with the students. This seems to be quite cent re 

specific. There are st ill a few non biological reports mainly on clim ate 

change or global dim ming. There was also a number on the medical use of 

cannabis as the t it le but  ended up more on the legalising of cannabis. 

• There were marked differences between those cent res who really  

prepared candidates for this exercise and those who appeared to give very 

lit t le guidance.  I n some of the weakest  cases candidates appear to have 

been taken on a visit  and told to wr ite a report  with no guidance as to 

what  the report  should t ry to achieve.  Students from these cent res 

seemed unaware of the criter ia on which their work would be assessed. 

Too many candidates just  give a t it le and informat ion about  a topic 

without  making the problem or its cause really clear.  Topics such as 

‘Diabetes’ or ‘polar bears’ are not  specific enough. 

 

  

Sect ion  2 . 

• Many found it  very difficult  to discuss social issues effect ively and 

concisely.  

• A few cent res are st ill wr it ing about  the im plicat ions and benefit s and 

r isks of the problem but  these were usually the ones who had chosen an 

inappropr iate topic. 

• A significant  number of candidates also failed to note that  they were 

expected to ident ify TWO implicat ions and explain each of these briefly. 

Some candidates failed to note the areas from which these implicat ions 



 

could be chosen.  The term  ethical is not  fully understood and economic 

implicat ions were most  commonly chosen.  

 

 

Sect ion  3 . 

• Evaluat ion of references was often very vague and was often a CV of the 

author. Peer review was ment ioned by some but  often not  explained at  

all. Cross- referencing to check the informat ion from the sources was rare. 

• Many candidates’ source evaluat ion was too superficial and they were 

saying something along the lines of ‘I  cross referenced this source and my 

other sources agreed with it ’ but  not  actually providing any actual 

evidence of cross referencing. I n other words, how did the sources agree? 

• Source evaluat ion is st ill a weak area with many candidates offering 

cursory comments about  reliability. Typically, ‘because the author has 

been working on this it  must  be reliable and they couldn’t  afford for it  not  

to be’. Cross referencing was not  evident  except  in all but  the best . 

• I n a few 1A cent res, marks were readily awarded for using the word 

“ reliable”  when the student ’s commentary was clearly insufficient  for any 

marks in 3.3a. The word reliable had not  been explained at  all. Somet imes 

marks were given for sect ion 3.3b when there was no evidence of it  at  all.  

• Candidates who went on visits rarely give credit  to the organisat ion or the 

people who talked to them. Too many candidates who went  on visits 

rarely did further research and only used the informat ion they were told 

on the visit  which m ade all their reports too sim ilar .  Peer reviewing is 

rarely explained and cross referencing rarely states the piece of 

informat ion they are using. The qualif icat ions of the authors and the 

status of the organisat ion are st ill the most  popular . 

• Many candidates failed to complete 3.3 although they m ade some 

comment  on their sources. They did not  appreciate that  this was to be 

done for only 2 of their sources, and the sources chosen, should be 

verif ied for their reliability and likely validity. Appearance of an art icle in 

the nat ional press does not  guarantee reliability 

 

 

Sect ion  4 . 

• Many reports were far too long – 4000 words. This was due to large 

sect ions set t ing out  the problem. This sort  of detail is not  needed. Also 

some whole cent res seemed to have had lit t le guidance on how to set  out  

the report  and consequent ly lacked sub-headings and m issed answering 

many of the sect ions well.  These tended to be on the topic of endangered 

animals or v isits to zoos 

• Too often, the visuals used weren’t  really relevant  and this was especially 

t rue for candidates who had picked a conservat ion related topic. They 

were clearly st ruggling to come up with appropriate data. 

• There seemed to be a higher percentage of students (and cent res)  this 

year who were at tempt ing to address the marking cr iter ia effect ively.  

Almost  all reports were well presented with clear sub-headings which 

reflected the marking criter ion sect ions.  The candidates were focused 

therefore on at  least  at tempt ing to address each criter ion 

• The number of candidates using their standard text  book as their  sole 

non-web source has fallen which is another improvement .  

 



 

 

Cen t r e p r io r i t ies. 

 

• Being able to discuss what  scient ists do when solving a problem and 

giv ing the evidence;  

• Using data or evidence when discussing what  scient ists do and how 

effect ive their work is;  

• Ensuring that  any data or evidence is legible and of good quality;  

• Being able to give the evidence for any cr it ical evaluat ion of source 

material or comment ing on the validity or reliability of the data used. 

• Being able to explain terms such as ‘placebo’, ‘drug t r ial’, ‘reliable’, ‘valid’ 

or ‘peer review’ rather than just  give them. 

• Giving the informat ion itself when cross referencing and claim ing that  the 

‘informat ion’ from two sources agreed. 
 

 

Plag iar ism  

 

Sl ig h t ly  f ew er  r epor t s w er e p o t en t ial  cases o f  m alp r act ice, w h er e 

can d id at es h ad  l i f t ed  w h o le w eb si t es o r  p ar t s o f  w eb si t es an d  h ad  

p r esen t ed  i t  as t h ei r  ow n  w or k . Al t h ou gh  cases o f  su sp ect ed  

m alp r act ice ar e st i l l  sm al l  in  n u m b er , cen t r es m u st  r em em b er  t h at  

t h ey  ar e r esp on sib le f o r  t h ei r  st u den t s p r op er ly  ack n ow led g in g  

sou r ce m at er ia l . 
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