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our GCSE Maths: 
Exemplar student responses

Got any questions?
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maths@aqa.org.uk

• Understand our approach
• See how students responded
• Gain an insight into how marks are awarded

Paper 2 Foundation tier (8300/2F) 1 hour 30 minutes
Paper 1 Higher tier (8300/1H) 1 hour 30 minutes
The performance data for each question shows the percentage of students in the trial who scored each available mark 
on that question. The x row gives the percentage who made no attempt at the question. In this trial, the no attempt fi gures 
were very much higher than we would see in a live exam.



Performance
1 82.7%
0 16.0%
X 1.3%

1

Foundation 

Performance
1 80.1%
0 18.6%
X 1.3%

2

Performance
1 75.6%
0 19.2%
X 5.1%

3



 This was the least well 
 answered of the early 
multiple choice questions with the 
second and fourth options equally 
popular incorrect choices. As with 
all multiple choice questions, we 
try and provide space for rough 
working and students should be 
encouraged to use this.

Performance
1 54.5%
0 37.2%
X 8.3%

4

 The exemplar here shows a  
 common tendency to always 
divide a larger number by a smaller 
one when attempting to reason 
multiplicatively. Whilst this fi rst step 
could lead to a correct answer if the 
5 were understood to be the number 
of rulers per pound, most successful 
students worked out and scaled up 
the unit cost.

Performance
2 55.1%
1 1.9%
0 41.0%
X 1.9%
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Performance
2 93.0% 
1 4.5%
0 0.6%
X 1.9%

6a

Performance
2 57.1% 
1 6.4%
0 31.4%
X 5.1%

6b



 Parts (a) and (b) were well answered but few students
 produced a rigorous comparison as in this example and 
1 mark for a partial response was very common. In this type of 
question, a good response will usually have these features
• As many different points of comparison made as there are 

marks for the question
• Giving fi gures and using words such as ‘a higher percentage 

or proportion’ rather than less precise language such as 
‘more’ or ‘less’ with no numbers

• Actual comparisons made rather than statements about one 
cohort or the other.

6

Performance
2 2.6% 
1 25.6%
0 50.6%
X 21.2%

6c



As in the example here, many students carried 
out the correct calculation for two marks but lost 

a mark through incorrect or no rounding. Careful reading 
and re-reading of the question is essential good practice 
and this is one of several instances in the paper where 
students lost marks that were accessible to them.

Performance
3 50.0%
2 9.6%
1 7.1%
0 30.1%
X 3.2%
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In this example and 
in many of the correct 

responses to this question, 
students used the diagram to 
show their reasoning. Working 
seen on diagrams is always 
accepted and considered good 
practice. We always seek to 
produce clear, large diagrams to 
help with this approach.

Performance
2 31.4%
1 11.5%
0 42.3%
X 14.7%
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Although a new topic, students appear to work naturally with 
frequency trees even though the term is unfamiliar and part (a) of 

this question was well answered. In part (b) a single mark was often given 
for sight of 116 but, as here, use of the correct denominator was often 
absent. In the last part, as here, a reluctance to divide a smaller number by  
a larger one led to a common wrong answer of £2.50.
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Performance
2 28.2% 
1 15.4%
0 34.0%
X 22.4%

9b

Performance
2 76.3% 
1 5.1%
0 11.5%
X 7.1%

9a

Performance
3 7.1%
2 0.6% 
1 16.0%
0 41.0%
X 35.3%

9c



Both parts of this question 
discriminated well. Good answers 

for part (a) tended to be well organised as in 
this example which shows clearly what each 
calculation means. In part (b) the correct 
calculation of income from rolls sales was a 
source of common error with many answers of 
£72 or £720 seen. This only lost a single mark 
as marking followed through on an incorrect 
answer at this point.

10

Performance
4 31.4%
3 28.2%
2 17.3% 
1 3.2%
0 9.0%
X 10.9%

10a

1



Performance
4 12.2%
3 26.9%
2 12.8% 
1 12.8%
0 14.7%
X 20.5%

10b



In this question the fi rst statement 
was most often correctly ticked as 

true whereas the second statement was the 
one most likely to be incorrectly ticked as true. 
In part (b) it was rare to see evidence of the 
reasoning leading to 8 and 4 as the dimensions 
of the rectangle even though many students 
found the right lengths somehow. A common 
wrong answer of 32, as here, again suggests 
students were not checking what the question 
was asking for and lost a mark as a result.
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Performance
3 27.6%
2 53.2% 
1 8.3%
0 1.9%
X 9.0%

11a

Performance
3 14.1%
2 14.7% 
1 0.0%
0 48.7%
X 22.4%

11b



Performance
1 13.5%
0 49.4%
X 37.2%

12b

Performance
3 19.2%
2 7.7% 
1 4.5%
0 33.3%
X 35.3%

12c

Performance
2 41.0% 
1 5.8%
0 31.4%
X 21.8%

12a



Performance
1 16.0%
0 71.2%
X 12.8%

13

This exemplar shows yet again the importance 
of answering fully the question asked. This 

student was rare in that they showed both methods 
clearly and understood where Kylie went wrong. 
However, they did not answer the second question. The 
four words ‘Jack is correct and Kylie is wrong’ would 
have brought 2 additional marks in this case. It was 
more common to see students showing, wholly or partly, 
that Jack was correct and making no attempt to explain 
Kylie’s answer.

Performance
3 0.0%
2 16.0%
1 16.7%
0 43.0%
X 24.4%
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Performance
1 15.4%
0 51.9%
X 32.7%

15a

Performance
1 6.4%
0 44.9%
X 48.7%

15c

Performance
2 12.2% 
1 18.6%
0 33.3%
X 35.9%

15b



Performance
1 23.7%
0 43.0%
X 33.3%

16a



Performance
2 10.3% 
1 7.7%
0 57.1%
X 25.0%

16b

Performance
2 18.0% 
1 6.4%
0 39.7%
X 35.9%

16c



Many students picked up 1 or 2 marks here but 
few spotted 3 mistakes. Among the things that 

students thought were errors were
• The line does not go through 0
• One axis goes to 10 but the other goes up to 11.

Performance
3 5.8%
2 23.1%
1 32.7%
0 16.0%
X 22.4%
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This question discriminated well with the full range of marks being used. Well organised 
answers scaling up all possibilities correctly were common. In the example, there is a slip 

of notation in some of the working but this is not penalised as the reasoning is clear and correct.

Performance
4 23.7%
3 8.3%
2 9.0%
1 16.0%
0 14.1%
X 28.9%

19

No student sitting 
the Foundation 

papers in this trial knew 
that two answers were 
expected here

Performance
2 0.0%
1 43.6%
0 20.5%
X 35.9%

18



Few Foundation students were 
successful with this question which was 

common to both tiers. Many were daunted by 
the calculation with fractions of a centimetre and 
those who picked up any marks often did so by 
using the ratio to fi nd the height of the smaller 
pile and stopping there.

Performance
3 6.4%
2 1.3%
1 12.2%
0 26.3%
X 53.9%

20



Performance
1 23.7%
0 39.7%
X 36.5%

21b

Performance
1 43.6%
0 27.6%
X 28.9%

21a



In the trial exam, most 
students did not attempt this 

fi nal question, possibly through lack 
of time as we know some schools 
were not able to give the full 90 
minutes. Those that did attempt 
it often missed that the volume of 
4 spheres was required and only 
picked up a single mark. In the 
second part, it was quite common 
to see volume calculations with all 
lengths half of what they should have 
been, as here. This was treated as a 
special case worth 2 marks. 

22

1

Performance
3 12.2%
2 1.3% 
1 14.1%
0 16.7%
X 55.8%

22a



Performance
2 6.4% 
1 1.9%
0 14.7%
X 76.9%

22c

Performance
4 4.5%
3 0.0%
2 7.7% 
1 9.0%
0 13.5%
X 65.4%

22b



Paper 1 Higher tier 
(8300/1H) 1 hour 30 minutes



Performance
1 91.7%
0 8.3%
X 0.0%

1

Performance
1 63.3%
0 36.7%
X 0.0%

2



Performance
1 43.2%
0 51.4%
X 5.4%

4

3/2 was the most common wrong response to this question, suggesting most students had 
the numerator and denominator in the right place but worked with 12 over 8 rather than 80, 

possibly because they hurried to an answer without writing anything in the working space.

Performance
1 48.2%
0 48.2%
X 3.6%

3



A lot of students lost the last mark in this question by ‘simplifying’ the 
correct answer to 108 π as in this example. Often, further working 

after a correct answer is not penalised if it does not invalidate the answer. 
For example, incorrect cancelling of a fraction that has not been asked for 
in simplest form will not lead to loss of marks. In this case, however, the 
incorrect further work shows a misconception and a mark was lost.

Performance
4 22.3%
3 39.6%
2 4.7%
1 26.3%
0 4.3%
X 2.9%

5



Some students were successful in this question with an approach that 
compared ratios or fractions of blue to red rather than the more conventional 

comparison of blue to total. Such an approach is not recommended as it would not 
have worked if the question had asked for probabilities to be stated and compared. It 
is important in questions like this that, at some point, students state clearly whether 
Jo is right or wrong and show a clear, like for like comparison.

Performance
3 44.6%
2 2.5%
1 38.8%
0 12.2%
X 1.8%
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Performance
1 78.1%
0 14.4%
X 7.6%

7b

Performance
4 49.6%
3 12.9%
2 9.4%
1 15.8%
0 9.0%
X 3.2%

7a



Performance
2 70.5%
1 4.0%
0 20.5%
X 5.0%

8

Performance
2 55.0%
1 4.0%
0 24.5%
X 16.5%

9



The very few students who realised the 
signifi cance of the diameter of the square 

in this problem usually went on to gain full marks. 
The majority of students at both tiers attempted to 
compare areas which gained no credit.

Performance
3 4.0%
2 0.7%
1 0.4%
0 79.5%
X 15.5%

11

Many students only gained a single 
mark here for calculating 10m correctly. 

As in the example, many students misread the 
question and tried to work with the situation 
where the ball lost rather than reached 20% of 
its previous height. 

Performance
2 41.4%
1 51.8%
0 5.4%
X 1.4%

10



Many students gained a mark for 
converting the two mixed numbers to 

top heavy fractions but made no further useful 
progress. As in this example, a number of 
students attempted the unnecessary step of 
fi nding a common denominator and a number 
attempted the wrong operation or the right 
operation in the wrong order.

Performance
3 9.4%
2 1.1%
1 35.3%
0 41.0%
X 13.3%

14

Performance
1 51.4%
0 44.2%
X 4.3%

12

Performance
1 19.4%
0 75.5%
X 5.0%

13



Two marks for 56 and 14 were common but few could correctly 
work out the intersection and simply wrote down 30 as here.

Performance
5 5.0%
4 0.7%
3 9.0%
2 34.5%
1 28.1%
0 13.7%
X 9.0%

15



A lot of students got credit for a correct expansion of 
the brackets and went on to do some simplifi cation and 

rearrangement, often without making progress. The student in 
the example got very close but did not appear to appreciate the 
key principle of equating coeffi cients.

Performance
4 16.5%
3 15.5%
2 26.6%
1 8.6%
0 12.9%
X 19.8%

16



Most students appreciated and gained credit for 
a comment related to the size of the sectors. Far 

fewer students commented that multiplication rather 
than addition of the probabilities was required.

Performance
2 19.4%
1 67.3%
0 6.1%
X 7.2%
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This was a challenging but familiar rearrangement question with only the 
strongest students able to isolate the d successfully by factorising and dividing.

Performance
4 9.7%
3 5.8%
2 9.7%
1 10.4%
0 51.1%
X 13.3%

18



It was unsurprising that not many students 
in the trial were familiar with the equation 

of a circle which is not part of the current GCSE 
specifi cation. It was perhaps more surprising 
how few were familiar with ½ ab sin c which is on 
the current specifi cation though, of course, the 
formula is currently given which was not the case 
for this trial and will not be the case for the new 
GCSE where such formulae are expected to be 
known.

19&20

Performance
1 15.8%
0 73.4%
X 10.8%

19

Performance
1 20.1%
0 72.7%
X 7.2%

20



Performance
3 9.7%
2 6.8%
1 2.2%
0 59.4%
X 21.9%

21



A single mark for calculating the sale price of the scarf 
and then no further progress was common. This may 

be one question where trial students gave up or were short of 
time but students in a live exam would show greater resilience 
and make more progress.

Performance
5 3.6%
4 0.4%
3 1.4%
2 1.8%
1 49.3%
0 30.2%
X 13.3%

22



 The correct answer for the cube root of 8 was 
often seen and gained a single mark. Many 

students appeared unfamiliar with the meaning of 
negative indices and got no further with this question

Performance
3 9.0%
2 5.4%
1 27.7%
0 21.6%
X 36.3%

23



A good number of students were able to realise that 
expressing Ravi’s wish as a probability was the right 

starting point in this problem but few recognised the next step 
of fi nding the square root of the fraction. Those that did almost 
always went on to complete the problem successfully.

Performance
4 9.0%
3 0.4%
2 0.4%
1 34.5%
0 24.5%
X 31.3%

24



Performance
2 0.4%
1 1.4%
0 24.5%
X 73.7%

25b

Performance
2 1.8%
1 0.7%
0 28.1%
X 69.4%

25c

Performance
1 0.4%
0 37.1%
X 62.6%

25a



Dealing with this complex 
diagram was a problem for many 

students. Those who had some success 
usually annotated carefully and it was 
more common to see x found correctly 
than y. 

Performance
4 4.0%
3 2.2%
2 6.5%
1 15.5%
0 49.6%
X 22.3%

26



Students who attempted this question 
often got a single mark for dealing with 

√12 successfully but struggled to rationalise the 
denominator.

Performance
3 8.6%
2 2.9%
1 19.4%
0 24.5%
X 44.6%

27



More students attempted and made some progress with this question 
than some of the other challenging questions at the end of this paper. 

Elimination rather than substitution approaches were generally seen. As 
here, a few students got through all the hard work of fi nding both values of x 
and then lost the last mark by not working out the y values.

Performance
6  3.2%
5 1.8%
4 0.0%
3 1.4%
2 8.6%
1 19.1%
0 41.7%
X 24.1%

28
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