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Introduction 

Our examiners’ reports are produced to offer constructive feedback on candidates’ performance in the 

examinations. They provide useful guidance for future candidates.  

The reports will include a general commentary on candidates’ performance, identify technical aspects 

examined in the questions and highlight good performance and where performance could be improved. 

A selection of candidate answers is also provided. The reports will also explain aspects which caused 

difficulty and why the difficulties arose, whether through a lack of knowledge, poor examination 

technique, or any other identifiable and explainable reason. 

Where overall performance on a question/question part was considered good, with no particular areas to 

highlight, these questions have not been included in the report. 

A full copy of the question paper and the mark scheme can be downloaded from OCR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you prefer a Word version?  

Did you know that you can save this PDF as a Word file using Acrobat Professional?  

Simply click on File > Export to and select Microsoft Word 

(If you have opened this PDF in your browser you will need to save it first. Simply right click anywhere on 
the page and select Save as . . . to save the PDF. Then open the PDF in Acrobat Professional.) 

If you do not have access to Acrobat Professional there are a number of free applications available that 
will also convert PDF to Word (search for PDF to Word converter). 
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Paper 8 series overview 

J250/08 is the second of two Higher Tier papers that determine the Biology content of the GCSE (9-1) 

Gateway Science Combined Science A course. It assesses the content from the specification topics B4-

B6 and B7. This paper is synoptic and so does contain material covered by topics B1-B3. There are also 

questions that involve the assessment of key mathematical requirements form Appendix 5f of the 

specification. 

Candidates attempted all multiple-choice questions and, in the main part, all other questions. Candidates 

generally performed well with the questions which tested the mathematical requirements of the 

specification. However, candidates would benefit from more practice of answering questions to a 

particular number of significant figures and decimal places as there did appear to be some confusion 

with this. 

 

Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• were able to compare the genetic material in 
eukaryotic and prokaryotic cells in Question 12 
(a) 

• were able to complete the genetic cross and 
state the genotype offspring ratio in Question 
12 (b) (ii) 

• described how mildew is spread in Question 
13 (a) 

• explained why reduced efficiency of 
chloroplasts leads to reduced respiration in 
Question 13 (b) 

• named the enzymes used in genetic 
engineering and described how scientists find 
out if the process has been successful in 
Question 13 (c) (i). 

• suggested a factor to be considered when 
marking an insect in Question 12 (b) (i) 

• calculated percentage change in mass but 
were unable to convert to three significant 
figures in Question 14 (a) (i) 

• showed understanding of the terms biotic and 
abiotic factors 

• were unable to make the link between reduced 
efficiency in chloroplast and photosynthesis. 
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Section A overview 

Section A consisted of multiple-choice questions. Most candidates attempted all of these questions. Of 

these questions, candidates tended to be more successful on Questions 1, 3, 8 and 10 and less 

successful on Questions 4 and 6. Where candidates decide to change their answer, they should be 

encouraged to cross out their original answer. They should then write the correct answer next to the box 

rather than try and write one letter over the original choice of letter. 

 

Question 1  

Most candidates identified D as the correct answer. Option A was a common incorrect answer. 

 

Question 2 

Many candidates successfully identified A as the correct answer. There was no clear pattern to the 

incorrect answers seen. 
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Question 3 

Many candidates successfully identified D as the correct response. There was no clear pattern to the 

incorrect answers seen. 

 

Question 4 

Many of the lower performing candidates were unable to correctly answer this question. Candidates 

confused HPV with HIV and therefore A was commonly incorrectly selected rather than the correct 

answer of B. 
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Question 5 

The majority of higher performing overall candidates correctly selected C. Option A was seen as a 

common incorrect answer. 

 

Question 6 

Many of the lower performing candidates overall were unable to select the correct answer, B. There was 

no clear pattern to the incorrect answers seen. 

 



GCSE (9-1) Gateway Science Combined Science A - J250/08 - Summer 2024 Examiners’ report 

 9 © OCR 2024 

Question 7 

Most candidates selected the correct answer of B. Options C and A were commonly selected as 

answers. 
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Question 8 

Most candidates selected the correct answer, C. Many candidates incorrectly selected option D due to 

using the value of the diameter in the formula rather than the radius. 
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Question 9 

Many candidates selected the correct answer, B. Option D was the most commonly selected incorrect 

answer. 

 

Question 10 

Most candidates correctly selected the correct answer, A. Options C and D were equally chosen as 

incorrect responses, indicating the candidates’ misunderstanding of the term ethical. 
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Section B overview 

Section B consisted of structured questions ranging from 1 to 6 marks, assessing AO1 (knowledge and 

understanding), AO2 (application of knowledge and understanding) and AO3 (the ability to analyse 

information and ideas). Candidates performed better with AO1 style questions than when they were 

asked to apply that knowledge to a particular situation. Candidates appeared to have enough time to 

complete the paper, with the majority attempting most of the questions in Section B. 
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Question 11 (a) (i)  
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The majority of candidates attempted to draw a graph. Many candidates added a scale which was 

suitable and labelled the y-axis appropriately including the units. Some candidates attempted to draw 

stacked bar charts. While this is acceptable, candidates should be aware that this will change the size of 

the bars as they must show one value on top of the other rather than one value within the other. The 

majority of candidates remembered to make it clear which bar was which by adding a key or labelling the 

bars. 

 

Question 11 (a) (ii)  

Many candidates achieved 1 out of 2 marks for this question. Many candidates wrote about what they 

thought the data showed about the number or population of insects rather than the mass. Many 

candidates were able to spot a similarity between the two sets of data. 

 

Question 11 (a) (iii)  

Many candidates showed that they understood the term biodiversity by selecting the correct response. 
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Question 11 (b) (i)  

The majority of candidates attempted this question and were successful. A common misconception was 

thinking that the ink should be brightly coloured so that the scientists could spot the insects easily. 
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Question 11 (b) (ii)  

Many candidates were given 2 marks out of 2 for this question. Some candidates scored 1 out of 2 as 

they did not give their response to three significant figures. All candidates should be encouraged to show 

their working out so that marks can be given even if the final answer is incorrect. There was some 

confusion among some candidates regarding what was expected for three significant figures. Some 

converted their initial answer of 1553 to 153 rather than 1530.  

OCR support 

 

Our Mathematical Skills Handbook and check in tasks can be used with candidates to 

familiarise them with the mathematical skills required in GCSE Science, and where they may 

be used. 

 

  

https://teachcambridge.org/item/5d9345ef-69ae-45c5-a0cf-ca819d099727
https://teachcambridge.org/item/8ac7813c-b486-483a-9772-7e75583880b0
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Question 11 (c)  

Many lower performing candidates were unable to select the correct answers. Some candidates put ticks 

in some true boxes and then left the others blank. It is difficult to tell whether this was due to the 

candidate being unsure and so not selecting an answer or trying to represent false with a blank. 

Candidates should be encouraged to select true or false for every statement when presented with a 

similar question. 

 

Question 12 (a)  

Some candidates who were not given marks for this question gave a comparison of a eukaryotic cell and 

a prokaryotic cell rather than a comparison about the genetic material found within them. For example, 

stating that eukaryotic cells have a nucleus and prokaryotic cells do not but not going on to say that the 

genetic material is found within the nucleus in a eukaryotic cell. Higher performing candidates overall 

were generally credited 2 marks as they showed clear knowledge of the genetic material found within 

these cells including the presence of plasmids within prokaryotic cells. 
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Question 12 (b) (i)  

The majority of candidates were able to interpret the information in the table and correctly fill in the 

blanks. Many candidates however completed the description of Gg genotype as heterozygous dominant/ 

recessive rather than just heterozygous. 
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Question 12 (b) (ii)  

The majority of high performing candidates overall were successful in answering this question correctly. 

Some common mistakes seen were giving two pairs of alleles for each parent and giving the offspring 

percentage rather than a ratio.  
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Question 12 (b) (iii)  

Very few candidates were able to suggest why the ratio obtained by the gardener did not match either of 

the offspring ratios. 

 

Question 13 (a)  

Some candidates did not attempt this question. The lower performing candidates did suggest that 

powdery mildew is spread from plant to plant by the wind. Only the higher performing candidates were 

able to recognise that it produced spores/is a fungus. Some candidates showed confusion between this 

concept and pollination.  
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Question 13 (b)  

The majority of candidates were able to link the reduced efficiency of chloroplasts to reduced 

photosynthesis and so achieved at least 1 mark out of 3. 

Exemplar 1 

This exemplar is from a candidate who was given 3 marks. They demonstrate knowledge of chloroplasts 

being involved in photosynthesis. They have correctly linked lack of photosynthesis to lack of glucose 

being made which they then identify is needed for respiration. 
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Question 13 (c) (i)  

Many candidates did not attempt to answer this question. Only higher performing candidates overall 

scored 3 marks out of 3. The most common marking point was restrictive enzyme. Some candidates 

confused ligase with lipase. 

 

Question 13 (c) (ii)  

Candidates showed good knowledge of the term denatured. Some higher performing candidates could 

describe what this means and why it makes enzymes ineffective. 
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Question 13 (d)  

Candidates seemed to find this question challenging. Some candidates did identify that the chemicals 

may directly harm other species but did not identify how the chemicals could indirectly harm other 

species either by reducing food for animals higher up in the food chain or by bioaccumulation. 
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Question 14 (a) (i)  

Many candidates successfully answered this question and were given 3 marks. Many candidates who 

were not given 3 marks were able to be given 1 or 2 marks due to them showing correct working out. 

The most common errors were not stating their answer to three significant figures (there was some 

confusion between significant figures and decimal places) and dividing five by their end mass rather than 

their starting mass. 

 

  



GCSE (9-1) Gateway Science Combined Science A - J250/08 - Summer 2024 Examiners’ report 

 25 © OCR 2024 

Question 14 (a) (ii)  

Candidates found it challenging to answer this question correctly. Many candidates referred to the 

amount of mass or water lost rather than using the information in the table. 

 

Question 14 (a) (iii)  

Many candidates seemed to misunderstand the question and answered as to why the soil still contained 

more water at the end of the time in the oven rather than appreciating that the amount of water the soil 

contained was determined by drying out the soil and so therefore must have been in the oven longer. 

 

Question 14 (a) (iv)  

Very few candidates were given this mark. Where candidates did gain the mark, it was generally for 

using a moisture level probe rather than making adjustments to the investigation. 
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Question 14 (b)  

Candidates seemed to find this question challenging. Only the higher performing candidates overall used 

detailed knowledge to explain why soil microorganisms are important for plant growth. Candidates 

should be encouraged to use the correct scientific terminology when describing minerals which plants 

need for growth. The term nutrients should be discouraged when describing what the plants obtain from 

the soil. 

Misconception 

 

Many candidates think that microorganisms are decomposing to return minerals to the soil 

rather than carrying out the action of decomposition.  

Exemplar 2 

This exemplar is from a candidate who was given 3 marks. They demonstrate knowledge of 

microorganisms being required for decomposition. They have named nitrogen fixing bacteria and linked 

protein to growth. As demonstrated here, the candidate is using the incorrect term of nutrient, however 

this did not stop the 3 marks being awarded as they had three other marking points.  
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Question 14 (c)  

This question was successfully answered by the majority of candidates demonstrating knowledge of the 

key terms biotic and abiotic. 
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Question 15 (a)*  
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The majority of candidates demonstrated some understanding of evolution and extinction and were able 

to apply that knowledge to this example. Some responses saw candidates tend to pick out relevant 

information in the stem or only answered in terms of evolution or extinction and so were limited to Level 

1. Other candidates were awarded Level 2 as they were able to develop the information given in the 

stem to explain how the dodo had evolved over time to have smaller wings and how the introduction of 

humans affected their survival. To secure Level 3, candidates had to explain why smaller wings may 

have been an advantage or explain their inheritance in terms of mutations or alleles and explain why the 

dodos were not able to adapt to the arrival of humans. 

Exemplar 3 

This is a response that gained Level 3, 5 marks. The candidate has a mutation occurring to causing 

variation within the species. They have explained that this bird could survive due to lack of predators and 

so the allele was passed down. The candidate has also stated that the dodos were killed and their eggs 

destroyed. They link this and a lack of time to evolve to their extinction. To secure 6 marks, the 

communication around the lack of time to evolve would need to be clearer.  
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Question 15 (b)  

Many vague responses given here incorrectly linked to classification systems and comparing 

characteristics.  
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Copyright information 

Question 12 (b): Pea pods, © DK IMAGES/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY. 

Question 13: Powdery mildew, © DR. TONY BRAIN/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY. 
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