
A-Level Course Information hand book 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Sixth Form Handbook 

Biology 
  



A-Level Course Information hand book 

Contents 

 

Contents ................................................................................................................................................. 2 

About the course .................................................................................................................................... 3 

Topics include: .................................................................................................................................... 3 

How you will be assessed ...................................................................................................................... 3 

A Level ................................................................................................................................................ 3 

Practical Work ........................................................................................................................................ 4 

Lab books ........................................................................................................................................... 4 

Plagiarism ....................................................................................................................................... 4 

Lab Health & Safety ............................................................................................................................ 5 

Good laboratory practice .................................................................................................................... 5 

Our Expectations of You ........................................................................................................................ 7 

Course requirements .......................................................................................................................... 7 

Your Notes .......................................................................................................................................... 7 

Independent Study .............................................................................................................................. 7 

Past Paper Questions ......................................................................................................................... 8 

Assessment Grade Boundaries .......................................................................................................... 8 

End of topic tests ................................................................................................................................ 8 

Course Reading List & Materials ............................................................................................................ 9 

Books .................................................................................................................................................. 9 

Useful websites ................................................................................................................................... 9 

Tasks before September ........................................................................................................................ 9 

Who can I contact for help? .................................................................................................................. 24 

 



A-Level Course Information hand book 

About the course 
 

Biology involves the study of a wide range of topics, ranging from molecular biology to the 
study of ecosystems and microorganisms to mammoths. Many areas of biology are at the 
cutting edge of science with vital innovations occurring every year.  

Biology is also a well-recognised and respected course and is identified as a key facilitating 
subject by the Russell Group of Elite Universities. It can lead students on to study many 
different types of science course at university. Students from Poole High School have gone on 
to study pure Biology, Biochemistry, Environmental Sciences, Forensics as well as medical 
related courses such as physiotherapy, medicine, dentistry and nursing.  

 

Topics include: 

 

1 Biological molecules  
2 Cells  
3 Organisms exchange substances with their environment  
4 Genetic information, variation and relationships between organisms  
5 Energy transfers in and between organisms (A-level only)  
6 Organisms respond to changes in their internal and external environments (A-level only)  
7 Genetics, populations, evolution and ecosystems (A-level only)  

8 The control of gene expression (A-level only)  
 

How you will be assessed 
 

A Level 
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Practical Work 
 

The new Biology specification places an emphasis on practical work and you will find your 
skills improving throughout the year. Assessment of these skills will be through written 
questions in the exams and a practical endorsement that you work towards over the two 
years and is assessed by your teacher. Universities will be looking to see that you have 
passed this practical endorsement although it does not contribute towards your grade. 
 
There are twelve required practical’s. Questions in the papers have been written in the 
expectation that students have carried out at least the twelve required practical activities.15% 
of the marks in the papers will relate to practical work. 
 
A-level grades will be based only on marks from written exams.  
A separate endorsement of practical skills will be taken alongside the A-level. This will be 
assessed by teachers and will be based on direct observation of students’ competency in a 
range of skills that are not assessable in written exams. 
 

Lab books 

We expect all students to maintain a clear lab book providing evidence for the practical endorsement. 

• Each page should be numbered and dated. 

• Write in ink. Pencil should not be used for anything other than graphs and diagrams. 

• Cross out mistakes (single line through) and re-write i.e. do not overwrite, erase, or use 
Tippex. 

• Printed information, graphs, photographs and flat “data” such as chromatograms or TLC plates 
should be stuck in flat and not folded.  No work should be covered.  

• Complete a table of contents for additional practicals. You will provided a list of required 
practicals.  

Lab books may contain: 

• title and date of experiment 

• objectives  

• risk assessments  

• apparatus, with sketches/photos of set up 

• method, including all measurements  

• data and observations input to tables (or similar) while carrying out the experiment 

• calculations, including uncertainty – annotated to show thinking 

• graphs 

• analysis and conclusions 

• cross-references to earlier data and references to external information 

Plagiarism 

For some practicals you will need to carryout research.  You must cite sources of information using the 
Harvard referencing system 

• To reference a quotation in the body of your work you put quotation marks “...” around the 
section that you have taken from someone else’s work. After the last quotation mark you put the 
reference in brackets. For books it should include the surname of the writer, the year they wrote 
it and the page number you took the quote from.  

• You then have to include the full reference at the end of your report in a ‘References’ section 
e.g. Kennedy, D. (1987) ‘Islands of White: Settler society and culture in Kenya and Southern 
Rhodesia, 1890-1939’ (2nd Edition) Durham: Duke University Press. 
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• Websites also require referencing in a similiar way e.g. Mooney, A. and Blackburn, T. 
(2003) Children's views on childcare [online] Available from: www.childlink.co.uk Accessed [6th 
June 2007].  If the website has no known author, simply skip to "The title of the website" and 
carry on from there. 

 

Lab Health & Safety 

You are more likely to suffer a minor injury - a cut, burn or scald - in a kitchen than in a laboratory. We 
know there are hazards involved in working in a laboratory so Risk Assessments are made for every 
experiment and protective measures are taken to control those risks. In biology lessons most risks arise 
from the use of chemicals, but some other practical activities have associated hazards e.g. heating, 
cutting. Laboratory safety is about minimising exposure to risk, as well as protecting yourself from the 
results of mishaps.  

 

You will be healthy, safe and successful in your laboratory work provided you plan your work taking 
note of the health and safety information provided, you wear eye protection and whatever else is 
recommended and you carry out all instructions thoughtfully and correctly. 

 

All the experiments in this course have been checked for health and safety implications, but you will be 
expected to carry out a Risk Assessment (and have it checked before starting any practical work) for 
some. 

 

A risk assessment is nothing more than a careful examination of what, in your experiment or 
investigation, could cause harm to people, so that you can weigh up whether you have taken enough 
precautions or should do more to prevent harm. The important things you need to decide are whether 
a hazard is significant, and whether you have it covered by satisfactory precautions so that the risk is 
small. 

 

Hazard means anything that can cause harm. Risk is the chance, high or low, that somebody will be 
harmed by the hazard. 

 

Good laboratory practice 

As well as the specific protective measures to be taken when hazardous chemicals are being used, 
there are also general procedures to be observed in all laboratories at all times. 

• Long hair should be tied back and you should not wear 'wet look' hair preparations, which can 
make hair unusually flammable.  

• A long sleeves should be worn to avoid damage to arms. 

• Closed shoes should be worn to avoid damage to feet. 

• Eating, drinking and chewing are not permitted in laboratories.  

• Eye protection should be worn whenever a Risk Assessment requires it, or whenever there is 
any risk to your eyes. This includes, for example, washing up at the end of the lesson and even 
when you have finished practical work, as long as other students are still working. 

• Chemicals that you use will be clearly labelled with the name of the chemical, any hazards, and 
the date of acquisition or preparation. When taking liquids from a bottle, remove the stopper with 
one hand and keep the stopper in your hand whilst pouring from the bottle. This way, the stopper 
is likely to be replaced at once and to remain uncontaminated. Pour liquids from the opposite side 
to the label, so that it does not become damaged by corrosive chemicals. 

• Study carefully the best techniques for safely heating chemicals. Small quantities of solid can be 
heated in test tubes; liquids present greater problems, because of the risk of 'bumping' and 
'spitting'. Boiling tubes are safer than test tubes (because of their greater volume), but should be 
less than one-fifth full. You are likely to point test tubes away from your own face, but do 
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remember the need to do the same for your neighbours. Use a water bath to heat flammable 
liquids; NEVER use a naked flame. 

• You must always clear up chemical spillages straight away. Whilst a few spills may need 
chemical neutralisation or similar treatment, most minor spills can be wiped up using damp green 
paper towels.  

• In the event of getting a chemical in your eye, or on your skin, flood the area with large 
quantities of water at once. Keep the water running for at least 10 minutes (20 minutes for 
alkalis in the eye). Even if the chemical reacts exothermically with water, provided a large quantity 
of water is used, the heating effect will be negligible. We have eye wash stations in each 
laboratory. 

• A heat burn from apparatus, scalding liquids or steam is treated by immersing the area in cool 
water for at least 10 minutes. Preferably use running water from rubber tubing, fixed to a tap. 

• Report all accidents at once. 
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Our Expectations of You 
  

At the beginning of the course you will be asked to sign a form to confirm that you have fully 
read and understood the course expectations. 

 

Course requirements  

  

A level Biology builds on the knowledge, understanding and skills that you obtained in your 
GCSEs (including Maths and English). If you are feeling a little rusty you need to dust off your 
revision guide.  

  

The A-level requires a considerably more independent approach than you experienced at 
GCSE.  You will need to make sure you consolidate knowledge outside of lessons and ask 
whenever help is required.  You will not attain a good grade by simply cramming at the 
end.  You will need to actively participate and concentrate fully in lessons from day one. You 
can expect to receive flipped learning tasks before each lesson that you must complete 
before arriving in class.  

 

 

Your Notes 

We expect all students to maintain a well-organised folder. These will be spot checked at 
times during the course. 

  

Your folder should include a minimum of: 

•         Notes of theory – there is a section towards the end of this handbook to help you with   
this. 

•  Flipped learning tasks. 

•  Topic overview sheets. 

•         Completed independent study tasks and questions – with corrections. 

•         End of topic tests – with corrections and next steps. 

  

Independent Study 

To achieve a good grade it is imperative that you work outside of lessons to prepare, 
consolidate and develop the ideas covered during lessons. It is our expectation that from 
the start of the course, for each lesson at least 1 hour of independent study is 
completed.  

 

At the beginning of a topic you can expect a topic overview sheet. This details the lessons, 
success criteria and resources. You will also receive flipped learning tasks, essentially, 
preparation work that must be carried out before the lesson. If you do not prepare for the 
lesson you will often be unable to participate as fully and gain the most from the lesson. 
Continued lack of preparation will result in disciplinary action. 

  

The independent work you may carry out (but are in no way limited to): 
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• preparation work from the topic overview and flipped tasks. 

•        reading/watching videos around the subject. 

•        extra notes as necessary to ensure full understanding, taken after the lesson. 

•        writing up experiments. 

• completing past paper questions. 

• acting on feedback from independent assessments and in class assessments. 

•       answering questions from the book.  

•         completing the workbook. 

•         attending drop in sessions on offer by the department to get 1:1 help. 

  

Past Paper Questions 

You will regularly be set past paper questions to allow you to consolidate your knowledge 
and practice exam technique. Either your teacher will mark these, or they will be self/peer 
assessed in class. It is the expectation that you will use your corrected past paper questions 
to revise. 

  

Any poor performance in past paper questions that is down to a lack of effort will result in 
disciplinary action. Any past paper questions handed in late will result in disciplinary action, 
and will not normally be marked. If you know that you will be away on any deadline date, for a 
school trip or otherwise, then it is your responsibility to get the work in before you leave. It is 
your responsibility to collect a copy of the past paper questions if you are absent. Past paper 
questions are not to be carried out on the evening before the deadline. Start your past paper 
questions as soon as possible and if you have difficulties there will then be time for you to 
seek help.  Progress will be tracked against your target grade.  Underachievement will be 
identified and you will be required to attend additional drop in sessions and retake the past 
paper questions. 

  

Teachers may choose to spend lesson time giving feedback on the past paper questions if 
they feel this is appropriate. Otherwise answers to the past paper questions will be placed on 
the A level Biology google classroom after all classes have completed it.  

 

Assessment Grade Boundaries 

These grade boundaries are indicative only; they may change in either direction depending 
on the content included in the assignment. 

  

            A          80 –100% 

            B          70 – 79% 

            C          60 – 69% 

            D          50 – 59% 

            E          40 – 49% 

            U          0 – 39% 

  

  

End of topic tests 

Further assessment of your progress will be made at the end of each topic, through the use 
of class tests. The format of these is past exam questions. Poor performance in these 
indicates a lack of effort and independent study by the student concerned or a difficulty with 
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the content or exam technique. This will be addressed with compulsory attendance to drop in 
sessions and retaking the assessment paper. An average of these results will be used for 
reports and when predicted UCAS grades are set. 

  

 

Course Reading List & Materials 
 

Books 

You will be expected to borrow Oxford University Press ‘AQA BIOLOGY’ from the library. This 
book covers everything (almost!) in the specification. Like all textbooks they contain a contents 
page and index, with a glossary towards the back.  Most chapters also contain ‘How science 
works’ or ‘Maths’ features, Synoptic links, Study tips and Hints. Summary questions throughout 
the book (answers at back) will help you think about what you are studying. At the end of each 
topic you will find exam-style practice questions to help you check your progress. There are 
additional sections towards the end of the book dedicated to mathematical and practical skills.  
The books are a guide through the course however you will need to supplement these with 
additional reading and independent study. 

 

You will also be given the opportunity to purchase A level Biology workbooks. These contain 
past paper style questions on each topic and the answers are in the back of the book.  

 

Similarly there will an opportunity to purchase a CGP revision guide at a reduced price, these 
have proved helpful for students as an alternative source of revision notes. 

 

Biology classrooms will contain several copies of ‘Essential Maths Skills for A level Biology’ 
published by Hodder Education. These will be available for you to use during drop in sessions. 
 

Useful websites 

 

Physics and Maths Tutor 

http://www.physicsandmathstutor.com/biology-revision/a-level-aqa/ 

Website contains additional notes and questions. 

Tasks before September 
 

The summer task below is part of the first topic that is to be covered in September. The content 
contains a great deal of new vocabulary that I would like you to learn so we can maximize class 
time for working on exam technique and addressing problems. Following the tasks are pages 
that can be used for reference. You may also, of course, use any other sources of information 
you wish, however, it is important to check that your sources are the same level as the attached 
pages. 

 

You are expected to complete the tasks below. If you have a problem with this please see Mrs 
Home. Your work will be checked during the first lesson of the year. During the second week 
of the year you will be given an appropriate assessment on the content of the summer 

http://www.physicsandmathstutor.com/biology-revision/a-level-aqa/
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task. Poor performance in this assessment will result in discussion and a second assessment 
after a further week. Continued poor performance will put your suitability for a place on the 
course in question. 

Cells 

 

SECTION A: Methods of studying cells 

a) Describe a light microscope and how it works. 

b) Draw a table detailing the units of measurement of length, their symbol and their 

standard form equivalence in metres. 

c) Define magnification. 

d) Write the equation for calculating the magnification of an image. Also, draw this in the 

triangle form. 

e)  

The drawing shows an electron micrograph of parts of epithelial cells from the small intestine. 

 

The scale bar on this drawing represents a length of 0.1μm. Calculate the magnification of 
the drawing. Show your working. (2) 

 

f) Define resolution. 

g) Explain how cell fractionation and ultracentrifugation can be used to separate cell 

components. You may wish to include diagrams for clarity. 
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SECTION B: The electron microscope 

a) Explain why electron microscopes were developed (refer to magnification and 

resolution) 

b) Describe the two types of electron microscope. 

c) Draw and complete a table to show the features and limitations of an SEM and a TEM. 

 

SECTION C: Eukaryotic cell structure  

a) Label a diagram of an animal cell including the following organelles:  

• cell-surface membrane  

• nucleus (containing chromosomes, consisting of protein-bound, linear DNA, and one or more nucleoli) 
• mitochondria  

• Golgi apparatus and Golgi vesicles  

• lysosomes (a type of Golgi vesicle that releases lysozymes)  

• ribosomes  

• rough endoplasmic reticulum and smooth endoplasmic reticulum  

 

b) Label a diagram of a plant cell including the above plus the following organelles:  

• chloroplasts (in plants and algae) 

• cell wall (in plants, algae and fungi)  

• cell vacuole (in plants).  

 
c) Draw a table of the organelles in plant and animal cells with a brief description of the 

function of each organelle  

 

You must now learn this content. Use the strategies that you used for revision for GCSE to 
help you. REMEMBER: you need to force yourself to recall the information at least 3 times at 
different intervals in order to remember it. 

 

I look forward to teaching you in September. Enjoy ☺ 
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Who can I contact for help? 
 

Mrs Home (Head of Biology) v.home@poolehigh.poole.sch.uk 

Room 50 

 

mailto:v.home@poolehigh.poole.sch.uk

