
Analysis of question styles used to test students’ 
abilities in their Science GCSEs in June 2018 

Executive Summary

● A significant majority of the marks are given for ‘recall and apply’ 
questions that test students' ability to recall information from the 
specification and apply it to different situations.

○ This is particularly true for the Higher papers where ‘recall and 
apply’ questions make up between 61% (Biology) and 76% 
(Chemistry) of the marks.

● More than half of the marks in the Higher level papers in all subjects 
come from complex ‘recall and apply’ or ‘calculation’ questions (i.e. 
sub-questions offering 3 or more marks).

● Calculation-style questions are the next most important category for 
Physics Foundation and all the Higher level papers.

● Multiple choice questions make up around 30% of the marks for the 
Chemistry and Biology Foundation papers, but less than 20% for 
Physics Foundation and less than 10% for all of the Higher papers.

● Between 1 and 4.5% of the marks are available for plotting data / 
lines of best fit on graphs / charts.
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Summary data

Biology Chemistry Physics
Question style 
segment Foundation Higher Foundation Higher Foundation Higher
Traditional multiple 
choice 15.0% 3.0% 12.5% 4.0% 9.5% 3.0%
Other multiple choice 14.5% 5.5% 20.0% 1.0% 8.5% 2.0%
Simple calculation 
(1 to 2 marks) 8.0% 6.0% 14.5% 5.0% 19.0% 3.5%
Complex calculation 
(3+ marks) 1.5% 20.5% 1.5% 11.5% 13.0% 26.0%
Simple recall & apply 
(1 to 2 marks) 41.5% 26.5% 25.5% 36.5% 31.0% 34.5%
Complex recall & apply 
(3+ marks) 17.5% 34.5% 21.5% 39.5% 18.0% 28.0%
Plot data on a graph 2.0% 4.0% 4.5% 2.5% 1.0% 3.0%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Biology Chemistry Physics
Question style 
segment Foundation Higher Foundation Higher Foundation Higher
All multiple choice 29.5% 8.5% 32.5% 5.0% 18.0% 5.0%
All calculations 9.5% 26.5% 16.0% 16.5% 32.0% 29.5%
All ‘recall & apply’ 59.0% 61.0% 47.0% 76.0% 49.0% 62.5%
Plot data on a graph / 
chart 2.0% 4.0% 4.5% 2.5% 1.0% 3.0%

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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Methodology

1) We identified 16 different question categories that AQA used in their June 
2018 papers for Biology, Chemistry and Physics. If you click on the links 
below, you will be taken to a page that contains an example of that question 
style:

a) Standard multiple choice (select 1 answer from from 4).
b) Multiple choice (select 2 or 3 from 5).
c) Fill in words from a list provided.
d) Calculation multiple choice.
e) Calculation (1-mark).
f) Calculation (2-mark).

g) Calculation (3-mark).
h) Calculation (4-mark).
i) Calculation (5-mark).
j) 1-mark recall & apply.

k) 2-mark recall & apply.
l) 3-mark recall & apply.

m) 4-mark recall & apply.
n) 5-mark recall & apply.
o) 6-mark recall & apply.
p) Plot data on a graph or chart.

2) We allocated all of the sub-questions from AQA’s Paper 1 & Paper 2 for June 
2018 for all of the sciences into one of the categories listed above.

3) We aggregated the data for both Higher papers and for both Foundation 
papers for each sub-section.

4) We aggregated the 16 categories into 7 segments to make the data easier to 
understand.

● Traditional multiple choice - category (a) only above.
● Other multiple choice - categories (b) to (d) above.
● Simple calculations - categories (e) and (f) above.
● Complex calculations - categories (g) to (i) above.
● Simple recall and apply - categories (j) and (k) above.
● Complex recall and apply - categories (l) to (o) above.
● Plot data - category (p).

5) We aggregated the data once more to get total figures for all:
a) Multiple choice questions.
b) ‘Calculations’ questions.
c) ‘Recall and apply’ questions.
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Base data (Biology Foundation level)

Primary research conducted by GCSE Prepper



Aggregated data (Biology Foundation level)
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Base data (Biology Higher level)
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Aggregated data (Biology Higher level)
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Base data (Chemistry Foundation level)
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Aggregated data (Chemistry Foundation level)
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Base data (Chemistry Higher level)
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Aggregated data (Chemistry Higher level)
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Base data (Physics Foundation level)
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Aggregated data (Physics Foundation level)
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Base data (Physics Higher level)

Primary research conducted by GCSE Prepper



Base data (Physics Higher level)
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Example of standard multiple choice (1 from 4) question
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Example of Multiple choice (2 or 3 from 5) question
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Example of Fill in words from a list question
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Example of ‘Calculation multiple choice’ question
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Example of ‘calculation (1-mark)’ question
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Example of ‘calculation (2-mark)’ question
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Example of ‘calculation (3-mark)’ question
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Example of ‘calculation (4-mark)’ question
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Example of ‘calculation (5-mark)’ question
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Example of ‘1-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘2-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘3-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘4-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘5-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘6-mark recall & apply’ question
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Example of ‘plot data on a graph’ question
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