
Brainscape  ·  A-Level Biology Practical Skills Cheat Sheet 1

A-LEVEL BIOLOGY

A-Level Biology Practical Skills Cheat
Sheet
At this stage of your A-level Biology revision, it's not just about what you know; it's about how clearly
and precisely you can use that knowledge in the exam. That's why we've created this practical skills
cheat sheet: to bring together the key terminology, methods, data skills, and exam phrasing that
consistently show up across A-level Biology papers.

Think of this as your exam technique companion. Your core revision (especially using tools like
Brainscape's digital flashcards) helps you lock in the content. This guide helps you apply it effectively,
whether you're describing an experiment, analysing a graph, or evaluating a method, so you can
approach practical questions with clarity and confidence.

Use This Cheat Sheet To Revise:
• How to describe common biology practical methods
• How to identify variables, controls, risks, errors, and improvements
• How to answer “suggest,” “explain,” “evaluate,” and “calculate” practical questions
• How to handle graphs, tables, uncertainty, and statistical tests
• How to connect practical work to biological theory

Additional A-level Biology Guides & Resources:
• The Most Common A-Level Biology Mistakes (And How To Avoid Them)
• Revision Planner Template & Exam Countdown Sheets
• Library of A-level Flashcards for Other Subjects & Boards
• Free Revision Timer App (Pomodoro Style)

1. The Universal Practical Skills Checklist

1.1. Before Any Biology Practical, Know These Terms
These are the core terms that sit behind almost every practical question you'll face in A-level Biology.
You should recognise them and use them accurately and confidently in your answers. Examiners
expect you to think like a scientist: to describe variables clearly, explain how a method works, and
evaluate results using the right language. Getting fluent with these terms makes a huge difference,
because it helps you understand exactly what the question is asking and respond in a way that earns
marks.

https://www.brainscape.com/subjects/entrance-exams/a-level-exams/a-level-biology
https://www.brainscape.com/academy/common-a-level-biology-mistakes
https://www.brainscape.com/academy/study-planner-templates/
https://www.brainscape.com/subjects/entrance-exams/a-level-exams
https://www.studytimer.app/
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1.2. The “Practical Question” Answer Formula
When an exam question asks you to describe or design a practical method, don't just write down
everything you remember. Use this checklist to build a clear, logical answer that covers the main details
examiners usually look for:

1 What you changed

2 What you measured

3 What you controlled

4 How you repeated it

5 How you processed the results

6 How you stayed safe

1.3. Common Practical Command Words
Practical questions often use command words that tell you exactly what kind of answer to give.
Learning the difference between words like describe, explain, suggest, and evaluate helps you avoid
vague answers and aim your response at the marks available.
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2. High-Yield A-Level Biology Practical Themes
This section covers the practical themes that appear repeatedly across A-level Biology specifications,
practical handbooks, and exam-style questions. Use it to make sure you can recognise the type of
practical being tested, recall the key method and variables, and explain the biology behind the results.
That way, even if the exam presents an unfamiliar scenario, you'll have the core practical thinking
needed to respond confidently.
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2.1. Microscopy, Magnification & Biological Drawings
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OCR provides this biological drawing skills handbook for GCE Biology A and Biology B, reflecting how
important drawings, scale, and observation skills are in A-level Biology practical work.

2.2. Enzymes & Rates of Reaction

https://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/251799-biology-drawing-skills-handbook.pdf
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2.3. Membranes, Permeability & Beetroot
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2.4. Chromatography & Biological Molecules
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2.5. Microbiology & Aseptic Technique
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3. More High-Yield Practical Themes

3.6. Photosynthesis & Respiration
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3.7. Transpiration & Potometers
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3.8. Ecology, Sampling, Quadrats & Transects
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3.9. Dissection & Organ Systems
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3.10. DNA, Genetics & Molecular Biology Techniques

4. Data, Graphs, Statistics & Last-Minute Exam Phrases
This final section brings together the data-handling and exam-technique skills that often make the
difference between a decent answer and a stronger, more precise one. Use it to check that you can
choose the right graph, present results clearly, understand uncertainty and error, and use practical
vocabulary confidently when explaining or evaluating experimental data.

4.1. Choosing The Right Graph
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Graph Checklist
• Label both axes with units
• Use a sensible scale
• Plot points accurately
• Draw a line of best fit when appropriate
• Do not force the line through the origin unless biologically justified
• Include error bars if asked
• Refer to the graph using data, not vague claims

OCR provides student checklists for graphs, tables, and drawings as part of its A-level Biology practical
support materials, reinforcing that data presentation is an assessed practical skill.

4.2. Tables Checklist
A good results table should:

• Have clear column headings
• Include units in headings, not repeatedly in the body
• Record raw data before processed data
• Use consistent decimal places
• Include repeats and means
• Make anomalies visible

4.3. Uncertainty & Error

Absolute Uncertainty
Usually based on the measuring instrument. For example:

• Ruler marked in 1 mm divisions: uncertainty may be ±0.5 mm
• Measuring cylinder marked every 1 cm3: uncertainty may be ±0.5 cm3
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Percentage Uncertainty
Percentage uncertainty = absolute uncertainty ÷ measured value × 100, where absolute uncertainty =
|measured value − true value|.

Exam-Safe Phrases
• “The percentage uncertainty is larger when the measured value is small.”
• “Using apparatus with smaller scale divisions would reduce uncertainty.”
• “Repeats reduce the effect of random error but do not remove systematic error.”

4.4. Random vs Systematic Error

4.5. Statistical Tests Students Should Recognise
AQA updated its AS and A-level Biology practical handbook in 2026 to clarify statistical tests in relation
to practical work, a useful reminder that practical revision should include data analysis, not just
methods.
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Exam-Safe Phrases
• “A statistical test is used to determine whether the difference or correlation is likely to be

significant rather than due to chance.”
• “The null hypothesis (H�) states that there is no significant difference or correlation between the

variables being tested.”
• “The alternative hypothesis (H� or H�) states that there is a significant difference or correlation

between the variables being tested.”
• “If the calculated value is greater than the critical value, the result is significant and the null

hypothesis can be rejected.” This is the decision-making rule.

4.6. “Improve This Practical” Phrase Bank
Use these when asked how to improve validity, accuracy, precision, or reliability:

• “Repeat the investigation and calculate a mean.”
• “Use a wider range of values for the independent variable.”
• “Use smaller intervals around the apparent optimum.”
• “Control temperature using a thermostatically controlled water bath.”
• “Use a colorimeter rather than judging colour by eye.”
• “Use a larger sample size to make the data more representative.”
• “Use random sampling to reduce bias.”
• “Standardise the mass, size, age, or surface area of biological material.”
• “Calibrate the measuring instrument before use.”
• “Use apparatus with smaller scale divisions to reduce uncertainty.”
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4.7. Final 10-Minute Practical Skills Self-Test
Before the exam, can you answer these?

1 What is the independent variable?

2 What is the dependent variable?

3 What are three control variables?

4 How would you repeat the method?

5 How would you calculate a mean?

6 What graph would you draw?

7 What are the main sources of error?

8 How could the method be improved?

9 What safety issue applies?

10 What biological theory explains the result?

Pair Practical Technique With Rock-Solid Knowledge
Know the content. Use the skills. Practise the exam.

This cheat sheet gives you the practical skills, vocabulary, and exam technique you need to answer
A-level Biology questions more clearly and confidently. But practical know-how is only half the battle.
To really perform in the exam, you also need the core content knowledge deeply stored in long-term
memory, so you can retrieve the right terms, processes, and explanations quickly under pressure.

That's where Brainscape's A-level Biology flashcards come in. They help you systematically ingrain the
facts, definitions, mechanisms, and theory behind the practical questions, giving you the intellectual
arsenal you need to explain results, analyse data, and build precise, mark-worthy answers.

Use this cheat sheet alongside Brainscape's flashcards and regular exam practice for a more complete
revision strategy. And when you download the A-level Biology flashcards, you'll also get three free
A-level Biology practice papers so you can put your knowledge, skills, and exam technique to the test.

https://www.brainscape.com/subjects/entrance-exams/a-level-exams/a-level-biology
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