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Advice for students — the ten golden rules


Getting the most from this book

Aiming for an A is designed to help you master the skills you need to achieve the highest grades.

The following features will help you get the most from this book.
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Learning objectives


•  A summary of the skills that will be covered in the chapter.
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Exam tip

Practical advice about how to apply your skills to the exam.
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Activity

An opportunity to test your skills with practical activities.
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Common pitfall

Problem areas where candidates often miss out on marks.
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The difference between…

Key concepts differentiated and explained.
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Annotated example

Exemplar answers with commentary showing how to achieve top grades.
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Worked example

Step-by-step examples to help you master the skills needed for top grades.
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Take it further

Suggestions for further reading or activities that will stretch your thinking.
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You should know


•  A summary of key points to take away from the chapter.



[image: ]




About this book

The A-grade student

Only about 9% of biology students achieve an A* and 18% a grade A at A-level. How do they achieve this?

This book outlines some of the behaviours demonstrated by high-achieving students and introduces the key skills that you need to develop throughout your A-level course. Each chapter includes suggestions for activities that will complement the work you are doing in class. You should not try to work through the whole book in one go, but should ‘dip in’ as and when you need to.

Using this book

Each chapter in this book focuses on a different skill. You will not read the chapter and perfect the skill immediately, but will need to keep revisiting each skill so that you become more competent and confident throughout your A-level course.

Chapter 1 focuses on quantitative skills, including handling and interpreting data. Being able to analyse and critically evaluate data is a very useful skill to develop, not just to answer exam questions, but also to determine the quality and relevance of experimental data and to make judgements about data presented in the media.

In the high-pressure exam environment, misreading or misinterpreting exam questions can cost valuable marks. Following the advice and completing the activities on reading skills in chapter 2 will help you to identify what a question requires of you, so you can write a suitable answer. There is no specific requirement by most exam boards for further reading, but A-grade students are likely to apply to prestigious universities and for competitive courses, so further reading is important for both your UCAS personal statement and university interviews.

All A-level exams will include a mixture of question types, ranging from those requiring one-word answers to extended writing; for some exam boards this might include writing an essay. Activities in chapter 3 on writing skills will help you write clear, concise answers within the time constraints of an exam.

Chapter 4 on practical skills includes guidance and activities to help you get the most from your practical work, with advice on the practical endorsement, written papers and practical exams.

In general, an A-grade student will spend more hours per week on independent study and will use more different learning strategies than a B-grade student. Chapter 5 focuses on study and revision skills and suggests activities that will develop your higher-order thinking skills, while encouraging you to analyse, justify and evaluate rather than focusing on straightforward recall of knowledge.

Chapter 6 (exam board focus) identifies the command words used by the different exam boards to assess the higher-order thinking skills and, most importantly, outlines key advice for students based on examiners’ reports. Each exam paper includes questions that allow students to demonstrate that they have met the three assessment objectives (AO — Table 1). AO3 exam questions require the higher-order thinking skills characteristic of an A-grade student and may be used as discriminators between mark bands.


Table 1 Assessment objectives



	Assessment objective
	Weighting
	Typical exam question



	AO1 — demonstrate knowledge and understanding of scientific ideas, processes, techniques and procedures
	35–40% of an AS paper and 30–35% of an A-level paper
	Exam questions of this type test core thinking skills and will have command words such as ‘Describe’, ‘Give’ and ‘Name’.



	AO2 — apply knowledge and understanding of scientific ideas, processes, techniques and procedures in both theoretical and practical contexts, and when handling qualitative or quantitative data
	40–45% of both AS and A-level papers
	Applying knowledge is a higher-order thinking skill, so questions may include unfamiliar examples with command words like ‘Explain’ or ‘Suggest’.



	AO3 — analyse, interpret and evaluate scientific information, ideas and evidence
	20–25% of an AS paper and 25–30% of an A-level paper
	Questions may require you to make judgements, reach conclusions or refine practical design.
You may be given a set of results and asked to explain them, or you may have to critically evaluate data to decide whether or not they support a given conclusion.

Command words used for AO3 exam questions may include ‘Evaluate’ or ‘Justify’.







Top tips for success


•  Focus on the future. Is there a reason you want to get a grade A? Maybe it is for a degree course, a specific university or a career you have in mind. Having a goal and a reason to work hard will help to motivate you when you feel like giving up.

•  It is OK to get things wrong. You will make mistakes, and you may not be an A-grade student at the start of the course, so try to turn your mistakes into positive learning experiences. What do you need to do to get it right next time?

•  Work hard. Nobody gets an A in biology A-level without working hard. There is a lot of content to learn and a range of skills to develop. Time and effort are essential for success.

•  Develop your exam technique. Exam questions should not be left until the end of the course. Start using them straight away so that you are familiar with the question format and mark schemes.

•  Include variety in your study. Move out of your comfort zone and try different activities, especially the more challenging ones. There are lots of activities in this book to get you started.

•  Make good use of your teachers! They are well educated, knowledgeable and experienced in coaching students to exam success. Act on their feedback, engage in their lessons and ask them for extra work.

•  Finally, but most importantly, enjoy the subject. You have chosen to study biology as one of your top three subjects. There may be certain aspects that you enjoy more than others, so find out what really sparks your interest. From a bacterium to a blue whale, there is a beautiful and varied world of living things for you to explore.
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