
Practical work is a vital part of 
science education. We want the 
new A levels to support students 
in developing valuable and 
practical skills. 

We are making some changes to: 

■	 tackle the problems that exist with some of the 
 current arrangements; such as predictable tasks,   
 leading to narrowed teaching; limited practical  
 work taking place; most students scoring very   
 similar, high marks; and a high risk of malpractice   
■	emphasise the vital role of practical skills in 
 teaching and learning in science subjects 
■	help students develop sound practical skills. 

What we’ve decided about 
assessing sciences at A level 

Students will carry out practical work that covers a 
range of techniques and equipment. Exam boards 
must build this into their qualifications, it is required 
by the rules set out by Government.

How will this be assessed?

Each student will need to carry out a minimum of 12 
practical activities for each of their science A levels. 

The written exams will include questions relating 
to these, and other, practical activities. The 
questions will assess students’ skills, knowledge 
and understanding of practical work. For example: 
do they know and understand how to use a wide 
range of experimental and practical instruments, 
evaluate results and draw conclusions, comment 
on experimental design and evaluate scientific 
methods? To get good marks overall, students 
will need to be able to successfully answer 
these questions. 

Students will also get a ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ grade for their 
practical work, which will be separate from their 
grade for the written exam. The student will only 
receive an overall pass once they have developed 
and demonstrated the necessary practical, technical 
and manipulative skills identified as being essential 
at A level. In addition, they will also be required to 
show they can keep appropriate records of practical 
activities, use appropriate software and tools to 
process data and carry out research and report 
findings.  The bar will be set suitably high to 
reflect this.

The new system means that teachers can make 
practical work an integral part of studying a science 
A level, and students can concentrate on developing 
the practical science skills they need for university 
and work.
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Practical experiments

Practical work carried out throughout the two-year 
course will enable students to develop skills in the 
following areas. 

■	 Independent thinking
■	Using and applying scientific methods and   
 practices
■	Researching and referencing
■	 The safe use of instruments and equipment in the  
 laboratory. 

The actual experiments will vary between each 
science subject and between the specifications from 
each exam board. 

How will this be monitored? 

The new arrangements for the assessment of 
practical work in the sciences mean that students 
will be allowed to develop their skills over the 
two-year course. Only when they have demonstrated 
the sufficient level of skill and understanding will 
they receive a pass.  

So instead of moderating a single exam or test, exam 
boards will monitor the arrangements by which 
students will develop and demonstrate practical skills 
over the whole course.  

Exam boards will be carrying out a programme of 
visits to schools and colleges where they can see 
first-hand how these important skills are being 
assessed.

What we have decided about assessing sciences 
at AS 

There will not be any non-exam assessment of 
practical skills for AS qualifications as the emphasis 
will be on teaching and learning. However, the 
requirement for practical work to be undertaken and 
for the conceptual and theoretical understanding 
of experimental methods to be assessed in the 
exams, remains.

For more information

Contact us on 0300 303 3346 or visit 
www.ofqual.gov.uk  


