
GCSE exam board tips – Science  

 

Knowing the content of a course is crucial, but exam technique is just as important. Here, the 
head of curriculum for science at exam board AQA shares some areas to consider to make 
sure that you are as prepared as you can be ahead of this summer’s exams. 

“Expect the unexpected” 
In GCSE science, students should be aware that 40 per cent of the exam marks will be 
available from application-based questions – most of which will ask for knowledge to be 
applied in unfamiliar situations. This means that questions might sometimes seem to cover 
unfamiliar topics or to miss out on certain topics that students have revised.   

While our exam papers cover as broad a range of the specification as possible, they cannot 
cover the whole specification in any one year. It is important to make students aware of this 
when they are completing practice papers, so they can get used to the fact that there will be 
gaps, and that topics may come up in their exam that they wold not have practised in mock 
exam papers.  There were areas that weren't assessed in the summer 2018 papers, just as 
there will be in the summer 2019 exams.  

It’s also important to prepare yourself for the length of papers and  be positive – have 
confidence and be resilient in keeping going - even if you face unfamiliar questions. 

Whichever tier of paper you  take, you need to gain as many marks throughout the paper as 
you can, so it is important that you do not give up when you reach a question you find 
challenging or which asks you to use your understanding of scientific ideas or practical 
techniques to explain something.  

 
“Know (and bring!) your calculator” 
If you are using a calculator during practice papers, please make sure that it is the one you 
will be using in the summer. It is important that you know how to use it properly and 
understand what the display means. 

“Practice as much as possible” 
There are plenty of example papers and questions that are available online, in revision 
guides and obviously and that your teachers give that you can use to give for plenty of 
practice under exam conditions before the real thing. 

  



GCSE exam board tips – English 1 

 

What can we learn from pupils’ past performance in GCSE English language? AQA's head of 
English explains  

What are the biggest issues that students who sat the exam in 2017 encountered? 

Lack of planning in students’ answers is an issue, just as it has been in the past. 

We know that we have already given you this advice, and help to practice this : 

recommendations to plan written responses carefully, to check thoroughly for errors and to 

make sure the response is actually answering the purpose of the question are nothing new. 

Remember to act upon this good advice!  

What are these planning processes? 

Planning is much more than a quick spider graph – it’s about the thoughtful arrangement of 

ideas, the key points that need to be made for each idea and consideration about how to 

prepare a response that is consciously crafted. 

It’s also about how editing retrospectively to refine a written response is equally important 

– and perfectly acceptable – in exam conditions. 

Is there anything else that I need to make students aware of? 

The reading questions on both AQA papers in section A have been designed to support 

students with their responses in section B. For example, paper 1 question 3 encourages 

students to think increasingly about structure. 

If students can apply what they learn about how writers structure texts to their own 

creative writing, this will help to improve the quality of their responses. 

The two writing responses across both papers are worth half of the entire value of the 

exam. The point made in our Chief Examiner’s Report about crafting is one that requires 

attention and is advice worth heeding: “write less, craft more.” 

Deborah Pearson is head of English at exam board and education charity AQA.  

  



GCSE exam board tips – English 2 

Even the most carefully prepared pupil can sit in front of an exam paper and become 

disorientated. Despite all our best efforts, this can severely affect the grade the pupil 

achieves. 

So it’s worth giving pupils explicit guidance about how they should navigate the paper. At 

AQA we have prepared the following for those taking our English exams. 

GCSE exam: use annotation time wisely 

It’s helpful to remind your students to annotate the reading extracts during the advised 

reading time of 15 minutes for both papers. It’s easy to assume that students know how to 

make useful annotations, but it’s sensible to point out the obvious effective strategies. 

For Paper 1, where the source is just one text, remind your students to annotate or highlight 

key words or phrases that they may want to refer back to when answering either the use-of-

language question (Question 2) or the structure question (Question 3). 

This helps with quick referencing of textual detail required for success in both of these 

questions. 

‘Chunk’ the reading assessment 

Equally important for GCSE English language is the obvious reminder that the reading 

assessment (Paper 1 and 2, questions 1-4) is "chunked out".   

This helps students to navigate their way through the unseen texts by reading shorter 

sections before having to respond to the whole text. 

There are two pointers for students here. 

The first is, once they have read the whole text, to check they’re using the right section of 

text for each answer (specific line references are provided for Paper 1, questions 1, 2 and 4, 

and specific line references and specific source texts are provided for Paper 2, questions 1 

and 3).   

Secondly, for Paper 2, where two source texts are provided, the annotation or highlighting 

during the advised reading time should be focused on similarities or differences in 

viewpoint. This will help flag up clear points for exploration in question 2 and question 4, 

and save time. 



It’s also worth reminding your students that it’s only Question 4 that requires exploration of 

methods used to convey the similarities or differences. 

The writing response 

For both papers, the writing response in question 5 is rewarded for the content, the way in 

which it’s organised and for technical accuracy. 

The best advice for students in a time-pressured environment is to plan what they intend to 

write about before they make a start. Planning helps students to ensure that the written 

response is clear in focus and has a strong sense of the purpose. It also helps them maintain 

control in their writing which, in turn, supports clarity of communication. 

For Paper 2, question 5, the writing task requires a viewpoint and the ability to work 

through different perspectives. Planning for this style of writing helps students to think 

about the shape of their point of view and avoid easy mistakes, such as contradicting 

themselves, which can undermine clarity, purpose and crafting. 

For both writing questions, it’s better to a have a plan followed by shorter, well-crafted 

responses that communicate clearly rather than longer responses that lose their thread. 

Deborah Pearson is head of curriculum, English, at AQA 

 

 

  



GCSE exam board tips – Mathematics  

Use Calculators effectively – and buy one now if you have mislaid yours, so you can 

practise with your own calculator  

Two of the three papers expect students to be able to use calculators effectively, so 

it’s important that they have, and know how to use, scientific calculators whenever 

they sit one of these papers. We see lots of evidence of students not using 

calculators when they should be, or using them inefficiently, and losing marks as a 

result. 

Don’t rush the first ( easiest) questions – don’t risk losing the easy marks to collect! 

Our question papers are designed to give students a comfortable start with multiple-

choice questions and less challenging material early on. However, this means that 

there’s a temptation for students to rush these early questions and miss out on 

accessible marks. Don’t simply circle the first answer that looks like it might be right 

– work it out!  

One strategy that teachers have told us they use is to encourage students to read the 

question with their ruler covering the possible answers first and then see if the 

answer they get themselves is one of the options. Others encourage students to 

consciously consider each option and rule out the wrong ones. The key thing is for 

students to give these questions a minute or two of their time to give themselves 

every chance of picking up the marks at the start of the paper. It’s also worth 

pointing out that there’s always a little space around these questions for them to jot 

down their ideas and workings, so they should make use of this. 

Don’t give up too easily! You may not get all the marks – but you will get some if 

you make a start and show your understanding!  

Resilience is a vital quality when it comes to working through a whole paper. Most 

students will come across some questions that are challenging or unfamiliar and 

these will often be worth four, five or more marks. Although they may not be able to 

get these questions fully correct, many students can pick up some of the marks by 

making a start and showing some worthwhile work towards an answer. Similarly, if 

they can’t do part (a) of a question, they may still be able to do part (b), so should 

read and have a go at every question and question part. 

Andrew Taylor is head of curriculum maths at AQA 


