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The landscape of Advanced Level (A-level) Biology assessment has undergone significant evolution over the past

decade. Specifically, the period surrounding the June 2013 examination series represents a critical juncture in the

pedagogy of practical science evaluation. Central to this era was the Investigative Skills Assignment (ISA), a

rigorous framework designed to evaluate a candidate's ability to plan, execute, and analyze biological experiments.

This article provides an in-depth technical breakdown of the AQA A-level Biology ISA structures, focusing on the

Unit 06T and Unit 03T (Human Biology) specifications, the underlying marking logic of the 2013 series, and the

physiological principles—such as xerophytic adaptations—that formed the core of the practical assessments.

The Theoretical Framework of the Investigative Skills Assignment (ISA)

The Investigative Skills Assignment (ISA) was established as an internal assessment component to bridge the gap

between theoretical biological knowledge and empirical laboratory practice. Unlike traditional written examinations,

the ISA required a dual-phase engagement: the practical data collection phase and the subsequent written test

phase. This structure ensured that students were not merely memorizing protocols but were capable of reacting to

real-time data fluctuations and experimental errors.

In the context of the June 2013 AQA Biology (Specification 2410) and Human Biology (Specification 2405), the ISA 

served as a primary vehicle for assessing Assessment Objective 3 (AO3): the ability to structure investigations,

analyze data, and evaluate methodologies. The technical rigor of these assessments is evident in the specific mark

schemes (such as Q13 and P13 versions), which demanded high levels of precision in both nomenclature and

statistical interpretation.

Core Components of the ISA Assessment

1.  Practical Work (Phase 1): Students follow a provided method to collect raw data. This phase evaluates 

manual dexterity, adherence to safety protocols, and the ability to record observations with technical accuracy.

2.  Data Processing (Phase 2): Raw data must be converted into a format suitable for analysis. This often 

involves calculating means, rates, or percentages and representing these findings through complex graphical 

models.

3.  The Written Test (Phase 3): A controlled assessment where students answer questions based on their own 

results (Section A) and then apply their understanding to a related but unfamiliar context provided by the exam 

board (Section B).

Technical Analysis of Marking Guidelines: The 'List Rule' and Negative 
Marking

One of the most nuanced aspects of the June 2013 mark schemes is the application of the 'List Rule'. As a senior

technical writer might observe, the marking protocols in biological sciences are designed to reward precision while

penalizing contradictions. The list rule is a mechanical marking principle applied when a candidate provides more

answers than requested.



The Mechanics of the List Rule

When a question specifically asks for a set number of points (e.g., "Name two adaptations..."), and a candidate

provides three, the examiner must apply a specific subtractive logic. If the candidate provides two correct answers

and one incorrect answer, the incorrect answer 'cancels out' one of the correct marks. This prevents candidates

from 'shotgunning' answers—listing every possible biological term in the hope that some will be correct.



Scenario Student Response Mark Awarded Technical Rationale

Question asks for 2 points 2 Correct 2 Full marks for accuracy.

Question asks for 2 points 2 Correct, 1 Wrong 1 The 'List Rule' penalizes 
the extra incorrect 
response to discourage 
guessing.

Question asks for 2 points 1 Correct, 2 Wrong 0 Negative marking from the 
surplus incorrect answers 
negates the single correct 
point.

Question asks for 2 points 3 Correct 2 The student receives the 
maximum marks available 
for the question.

The 'Ignore' vs. 'Reject' Directives

Mark schemes such as the 6BI01 Paper 01 (Summer 2013) differentiate between 'Ignore' and 'Reject' (or 'Do Not 

Accept'). If a marking guideline states to IGNORE environmental factors, the presence of such information in a 

student's answer does not penalize them, though it earns no credit. Conversely, a REJECTinstruction means the

information is scientifically inaccurate or contradicts the correct answer, potentially triggering the list rule.

Case Study in Biological Mechanics: Xerophytic Adaptations

A recurring theme in the June 2013 ISA materials involves the physiological and anatomical adaptations of 

xerophytes—plants evolved to survive in environments with limited liquid water. This topic provides an excellent 

case for analyzing the Surface Area to Volume (SA:V) ratio and its impact on transpiration rates.

The Mathematical Logic of SA:V Ratio

The rate of water loss via transpiration is directly proportional to the surface area available for evaporation.

Xerophytes utilize several mechanical adaptations to manipulate this ratio:

•  Leaf Reduction (Spines): By evolving leaves into spines (as seen in many Cactaceae), the plant drastically 

reduces the surface area available for transpiration. This creates a low SA:V ratio, which is thermally efficient and 

minimizes water vapor flux.

•  Curled Leaves: Species like Marram grass (Ammophila) roll their leaves to create a micro-environment. This 

traps moist air within the curl, reducing the water potential gradient between the inside of the leaf and the external 

atmosphere.

•  Sunken Stomata: Placing stomata in pits or grooves increases the diffusion pathway for water vapor, 

effectively increasing the boundary layer resistance.

Technical Comparison of Xerophytic Features



Adaptation Anatomical Change Physiological Effect Impact on Transpiration

Thick Waxy Cuticle Increased lipid/wax 
deposition on epidermis.

Creates an impermeable 
barrier to water.

Reduces cuticular 
transpiration.

Reduced Stomatal Density Fewer pores per 
mm&sup2;.

Fewer exit points for water 
vapor.

Decreases total gas 
exchange capacity.

Trichomes (Hairs) Epidermal outgrowths. Traps a layer of humid air. Reduces the concentration 
gradient of water vapor.

Statistical Verification in Unit 06T and 03T

In the 2013 ISA tests, candidates were often required to validate their experimental results using statistical 

measures. Technical accuracy in these sections was paramount for achieving the 'A*' grade boundary. The mark 

schemes emphasized the distinction between Standard Deviation (SD) and Standard Error (SE).

Data Interpretation Procedures

A typical technical workflow for data analysis in an A-level Biology practical would follow these steps:

1.  Calculation of the Mean: Eliminating anomalies from the raw data set before finding the average.

2.  Determination of Range and Spread: Utilizing standard deviation to assess the reliability of the data. 

Overlapping SD bars on a graph suggest that the difference between two means is not statistically significant.

3.  Application of Statistical Tests: Depending on the data type, students might apply a Student's t-test (to 

compare means), a Spearman's Rank Correlation (to test associations), or a Chi-squared test (to compare 

observed vs. expected frequencies).

In the June 2013 Unit 06T paper, the focus was often on the Precisionof the measurement tools. A student using

a micrometer with a resolution of 0.01mm was expected to maintain that level of significant figures throughout their

calculations, a requirement frequently highlighted in the Examiner Reports.

Field Guide: Navigating the Practical Handbook and Examiner Reports

To master the ISA/EMPA format, students and educators must leverage the Practical Handbookprovided by the

awarding body. This document serves as the 'Technical Specification' for the course. It defines the 'Common

Practical Assessment Criteria' (CPAC), which have since replaced the ISA in newer specifications but retain the

same underlying principles of scientific rigor.

Key Instructional Terms (Command Words)

The 2013 mark schemes were highly sensitive to the "command word" used in the question. Misinterpreting these

words was the leading cause of mark loss in Section B of the ISA written test.

•  Describe: State the trends or patterns shown in the data without necessarily explaining why they occur. (e.g., 

"As temperature increases, the rate of enzyme activity increases up to 40&deg;C.")

•  Explain: Provide a biological reason for a trend. (e.g., "Increased kinetic energy leads to more frequent 

successful collisions between substrates and active sites.")

•  Evaluate: Consider both strengths and weaknesses of an experimental design, or argue for and against a 

conclusion based on the evidence provided.

Troubleshooting Common Errors in Practical Assessments



Analysis of past examiner reports for the June 2013 series reveals recurring failure modes in student responses.

Understanding these errors is essential for developing a robust examination strategy.

Failure Mode 1: Misidentification of Variables

Students frequently confuse the Independent Variable (the factor being changed) with the Dependent Variable

(the factor being measured). In the context of a transpiration study, the independent variable might be the wind

speed (controlled by a fan), while the dependent variable is the rate of movement of an air bubble in a potometer.

Failure Mode 2: Inadequate Control of Confounding Variables

In biological systems, multiple factors influence the outcome. A high-scoring response must identify variables that 

need to be kept constant—such as light intensity, humidity, or the surface area of the leaves—and describe exactly 

how they are controlled.

Failure Mode 3: Significant Figures and Rounding Errors

The mark schemes for Unit 06T explicitly penalized inconsistent use of significant figures. If raw data is recorded to

one decimal place, all subsequent processed data (means, etc.) should ideally reflect that precision or one

additional decimal place, depending on the specific rubric.

The Evolution of Practical Biology Assessments

While the ISA and EMPA (Externally Marked Practical Assignment) formats were retired following the 2015 

specification change in the UK, the technical requirements they established remain the foundation of modern A-

level Biology. The shift toward Required Practicals and the Practical Endorsementmodel emphasizes

continuous assessment over a single high-stakes ISA event. However, the intellectual demands—statistical

analysis, understanding of xerophytic adaptations, and the application of the list rule in internal grading—continue

to define the standard for biological excellence.

For students and researchers, the June 2013 mark schemes remain an invaluable repository of biological logic.

They provide a clear window into how examiners quantify scientific thought. By studying the relationship between

the Unit 06T (Practical Skills) and Unit 03T (Human Biology) frameworks, one gains a deeper appreciation for the

interplay between anatomical structure and physiological function. Whether analyzing the lifestyle factors in Unit 1

(6BI01) or the complex genetic transport mechanisms, the core principles of the scientific method remain constant:

observe accurately, measure precisely, and report with absolute clarity.

Ultimately, the technical documentation found in these past papers serves as more than just a revision tool; it is a

blueprint for scientific literacy. It teaches the practitioner to look beyond the surface of a biological phenomenon and

understand the underlying variables that govern life. As we look toward future developments in biological education,

the lessons from the ISA 2013 series regarding precision, statistical validity, and the structured communication of

complex data will remain evergreen.
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