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The Cambridge International AS &amp; A Level Biology (Syllabus 9700) represents a rigorous academic standard

designed to equip students with a deep understanding of biological principles, ranging from the molecular level to

the complexities of ecosystems. For educators, researchers, and students, the archival data from specific

examination series, such as the October/November 2013 session, provides a critical roadmap for understanding

the evolution of assessment criteria and the technical requirements for achieving high-tier grades. This article

provides an exhaustive analysis of the 9700 syllabus, focusing on the mechanics of mark schemes, the structure of

specific examination papers, and the technical methodologies required for success.

1. Theoretical Framework of the 9700 Syllabus

The 9700 Biology syllabus is structured into two distinct stages: the Advanced Subsidiary (AS) level and the 

Advanced Level (A Level). The curriculum is built upon a foundation of core biological conceptsthat recur

throughout the modules, ensuring a cohesive learning experience. These include the relationship between

structure and function, the flow of energy through organisms, and the regulation of internal environments.

1.1 Assessment Objectives (AO)

The assessment framework is governed by three primary objectives, which dictate the distribution of marks across

all papers:

•  AO1: Knowledge with Understanding: This involves the ability to recall scientific facts, define technical terms, 

and explain biological phenomena using appropriate terminology.

•  AO2: Handling Information and Solving Problems: Candidates must apply their knowledge to novel situations, 

translate data across various formats (graphs, tables, diagrams), and perform complex calculations.

•  AO3: Experimental Skills and Investigations: Exclusive to the practical and planning papers (Paper 3 and 

Paper 5), this objective focuses on the design, execution, and evaluation of scientific experiments.

2. The Architecture of the Examination Series

Understanding the structure of the examination is paramount for navigating the mark schemes provided by bodies 

like the Cambridge International Examinations (CIE). The October/November 2013 series, specifically components 

like 9700/12 and 9700/53, serves as a quintessential example of this architecture.



Paper Component Type of 
Assessment

Duration Weighting (AS) Weighting (A Level)

Paper 1 (e.g., 12) Multiple Choice 1 Hour 31% 15.5%

Paper 2 AS Level Structured 
Questions

1 Hour 15 Mins 46% 23%

Paper 3 (e.g., 31) Advanced Practical 
Skills

2 Hours 23% 11.5%

Paper 4 A Level Structured 
Questions

2 Hours N/A 38.5%

Paper 5 (e.g., 53) Planning, Analysis, 
and Evaluation

1 Hour 15 Mins N/A 11.5%

2.1 Decoding Paper 1: Multiple Choice (9700/12)

As seen in the 2013 mark schemes, Paper 12 requires a high degree of precision. It consists of 40 questions that 

test both AO1 and AO2. The technical challenge lies in the distractor analysis; options are designed to reflect 

common misconceptions in cell biology, transport mechanisms, and energetics. Success in this paper requires a 

mastery of biological nomenclatureand the ability to interpret photomicrographs and complex biochemical

pathways at a rapid pace.

2.2 Decoding Paper 5: Planning and Evaluation (9700/53)

Paper 53 (the October/November 2013 variant) represents the pinnacle of A-level scientific reasoning. Unlike 

traditional laboratory exams, this is a written paper focusing on the theoretical design of experiments. It

assesses the candidate's ability to identify independent, dependent, and controlled variables, select appropriate

statistical tests (such as the Chi-squared test or Student’s t-test), and evaluate the reliability of experimental data.

3. Technical Analysis of Mark Schemes

A mark scheme is not merely an answer key; it is a technical specification documentused by examiners to

ensure standardization across thousands of scripts. The 2013 mark schemes (9700/w13/ms) utilize a specific

shorthand that students must understand to align their responses with examiner expectations.

3.1 Key Mark Scheme Symbols and Terminologies

•  ( ; ) Semicolon: Separates individual marking points. Each point corresponds to one mark.

•  ( / ) Slash: Indicates alternative words or phrases that are acceptable for the same marking point.

•  R (Reject): Specifies an incorrect statement or term that, if used, would negate the mark.

•  A (Accept): Indicates an alternative answer that is scientifically valid but perhaps less technical.

•  AW (Alternative Wording): Used when the candidate has expressed the correct concept but not in the exact 

language of the mark scheme.

•  ORA (Or Reverse Argument): Means that if the question is answered from the opposite perspective, it is still 

valid.

3.2 Procedural Application of Mark Schemes

When analyzing a mark scheme like the 9700 05 BiologyPDF, one must observe how marks are allocated for

"Process" versus "Product." In calculations, the "Error Carried Forward" (ECF) principle is often applied, where a



candidate may lose the mark for an initial calculation error but receive full marks for subsequent steps that use that

incorrect value correctly according to the formula.

4. Quantitative Metrics: Grade Thresholds and Raw Marks

The relationship between a raw mark (the total points earned on a paper) and the final grade is determined by 

grade thresholds. These thresholds fluctuate between series (e.g., March 2017 vs. October 2013) to account for 

variations in paper difficulty. This process, known as standardization, ensures that a Grade A in one year

represents the same level of achievement as a Grade A in another.

4.1 Raw Mark Comparison Matrix

The following table illustrates a hypothetical distribution of raw marks required for specific grades based on the

9700/53 (Planning) paper, which has a maximum raw mark of 30.



Grade Minimum Raw Mark (approximate) Performance Description

A 22 - 24 Exceptional analysis; accurate 
statistical application; clear 
experimental design.

B 19 - 21 Good understanding of variables; 
minor errors in data evaluation.

C 16 - 18 Sound knowledge of methodology; 
limited depth in evaluating limitations.

D 13 - 15 Basic identification of variables; 
difficulty with complex data sets.

E 10 - 12 Minimum acceptable knowledge of 
experimental procedures.

5. Core Mechanics of Experimental Design (Paper 5 Focus)

Given the technical nature of the 9700/53mark scheme, it is essential to break down the mechanics of an "A-

grade" experimental design response. The syllabus requires a systematic approach to any biological investigation.

5.1 Variable Identification and Control

Candidates must explicitly define the Independent Variable (IV)—the factor being changed—and the Dependent 

Variable (DV)—the factor being measured. Furthermore, Control Variablesmust be quantified. For instance,

stating "keep temperature the same" is insufficient; the candidate must specify "maintain temperature at 25°C using

a thermostatically controlled water bath."

5.2 Statistical Rigor

The mark schemes for the 2013 series emphasize the choice of statistical analysis. For 9700 Biology, this typically

involves:

1.  Standard Deviation (SD): To measure the spread of data around the mean and identify outliers.

2.  95% Confidence Intervals (CI): To determine the precision of the mean.

3.  T-test: To compare the means of two sets of continuous data and determine if the difference is statistically 

significant (p &lt; 0.05).

4.  Pearson’s Linear Correlation: To assess the strength of a relationship between two variables.

6. Case Study: Common Failure Modes in A Level Biology

Through an analysis of examiner reports associated with the 9700/12 and 9700/53 papers, several recurring

technical errors—failure modes—can be identified. Addressing these is critical for optimizing student performance.

6.1 Lack of Precision in Keywords

Biology is a language-heavy science. Mark schemes often require specific keywords. For example, when describing 

enzyme activity, using the word "shape" instead of "tertiary structure" or "conformation" often results in a loss of 

marks. Similarly, water movement must be described in terms of "water potential" rather than "concentration.".

6.2 Graphical Interpretation Errors



Many candidates struggle with non-linear data. In the 2013 papers, questions involving the Bohr shift or enzyme 

kinetics require a precise description of gradients. A common error is describing a curve as "leveling off" without 

explaining that the rate of reaction has become constant because the limiting factor has changed.

6.3 Mathematical Oversight

Magnification calculations (Magnification = Image Size / Actual Size) remain a consistent area of failure.

Candidates often fail to convert units (e.g., millimeters to micrometers) before performing the division, leading to

errors by factors of 1,000.

7. Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Students

To effectively utilize resources like the GCE Guideand past mark schemes, a structured approach is necessary.

The following procedural workflow is recommended for exam preparation.

7.1 The Iterative Feedback Loop

1.  Active Recall: Attempt a past paper (e.g., 9700 w13 ms 53) under timed, closed-book conditions.

2.  Comparative Audit: Use the official mark scheme to grade the script. Be hyper-critical; if the exact keyword is 

missing, do not award the mark.

3.  Gap Analysis: Identify which topics (e.g., Photosynthesis vs. Transport in Plants) resulted in the most lost 

marks.

4.  Technical Synthesis: Re-read the syllabus requirements for those specific topics and create a "Keyword Map" 

to use in the next attempt.

8. Broader Implications of the 9700 Curriculum

The technical skills cultivated through the 9700 Biology syllabus—data synthesis, experimental design, and critical 

evaluation—extend far beyond the examination hall. These competencies are the bedrock of undergraduate 

medical, veterinary, and biotechnological studies. The transition from the 2013 series to the modern-day curriculum 

shows an increasing emphasis on Bioinformatics and Genetic Technology , reflecting the rapid advancements in

the life sciences industry.

By mastering the mark schemes and understanding the underlying assessment philosophy, students do not just

learn to pass an exam; they learn to think like scientists. The rigorous requirement to justify every statement with

evidence and to evaluate the limitations of one's own data is what makes the Cambridge International A Level a

gold standard in global education. As resources continue to migrate to platforms like gceguide.cc, the accessibility

of these technical archives remains a vital asset for the global academic community.

Ultimately, the synthesis of theoretical knowledge and practical application, as codified in the 9700 mark schemes,

prepares the next generation of biologists to tackle global challenges, from climate change to emerging pathogens,

with a precise and disciplined analytical mindset.
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