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Biology 

Intermediate Level 

May 2017 

Part 1: Statistical Information 

Table 1: Distribution of Grades awarded in May 2017 

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL 

NUMBER 10 28 51 62 77 94 28 350 

% OF TOTAL 2.9 8.0 14.6 17.7 22.0 26.9 8.0 100 

 

Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance 

 
Section A 

 
General Comments 

The overall performance in Section A was satisfactory. Most candidates actually gained more than 

50% of the marks.  

The extremely low marks of certain candidates might reflect that some candidates are sitting for the 

exam before they cover the whole syllabus, a practice which should be discouraged.  

Candidates did not understand particular questions and either did not use biological terms or did not 

use them correctly. 

Poor biological spelling was noted.  

 

Question 1: Organelles 

Overall the performance in this question was very poor, with most candidates rarely gaining more 

than half of the marks allotted. 

a:  Most candidates gave an incomplete definition of an organelle and often did not state that an 
organelle has a specific function. 

 
b: Generally answered correctly. However several candidates incorrectly mentioned the 

mitochondrion as an example of an organelle present in both eukaryotic and prokaryotic cells. 
 
ci:  Although several candidates answered this question correctly, most answers were unclear or 

linked lysosomes to secretion of enzymes out of the cell. 
 
cii:  Most answers were incorrect or not specific. Reference to proteins was often omitted. 
 
ciii: Majority of answers were incorrect. The rough endoplasmic reticulum was often incorrectly linked 

to the production of ribosomes or protecting the nucleus. 

d:  Majority of answers were incorrect. Most common mistakes observed were: 

 Stating that animal cells are larger than plant cells 

 Stating that viruses are the largest of all the structures in the list 

 Stating that organelles are larger than cells (although in part 1.1 the candidate would have 
stated that ‘an organelle is a structure in a cell’) 

 Listing the structures in descending order of size rather than in ascending order. 
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Question 2: Chromosomal Structure 

Overall the performance in this question was very poor, with most candidates rarely gaining more 

than half of the marks allotted. 

a:  Majority of candidates did not define the term ‘eukaryotic chromosome’. Incorrect answers 

typically suggested that ‘eukaryotic chromosomes are found in animals and plants’ or ‘eukaryotic 

chromosomes are surrounded by a membrane’.  

b:   Answers were generally correct. Incorrect answers typically referred to ‘nucleic acid’ or 
‘deoxyribose’ as the monomers of DNA. 

 
c:   Several candidates correctly named the three constituents making up a nucleotide. However 

majority gave unspecific answers e.g. referring to the presence of a sugar or a pentose sugar 
rather than deoxyribose, or the presence of a base instead of a nitrogenous base. 

 
d:   Majority of diagrams were incorrect because they showed a single nucleotide rather than a 

single strand. Others drew a double strand instead of a single one. 
 

Question 3: Human Immune System 

a:  Most candidates named the type of lymphocyte correctly. 

b:  Majority of candidates answered this question correctly. 

c:   Most answers were incorrect or incomplete. The following points are to be addressed: 

 Confusion between antigens and antibodies 

 Confusion between plasma cells and plasma 

 Plasma cells produce antibodies rather than ‘contain’ antibodies 

 An antibody is specific to a single antigen (a point that was rarely mentioned) 

 Antibodies mark the antigen for destruction but do not destroy the antigen themselves 

 Plasma cells are not phagocytic. 
 

d:   Majority of answers were incorrect or partially correct. The following are to be noted: 

 Incorrect responses often suggested that the brother with viral bronchitis has a ‘stronger’ 
immune system than the one with pneumonia and so he did not need antibiotics. 

 Antibiotics were confused with antibodies. 

 Pneumonia and viral bronchitis were identified as the bacteria and the virus respectively 
rather than the disease caused by a bacterium and a virus. 

 The term pathogen was often used instead of a bacterium e.g. ‘Pneumonia is caused by a 
pathogen but viral bronchitis is caused by a virus’. 

 Answers often did not specify clearly which brother was being referred to. 
 

Question 4: Human Nervous System 

a:    Most diagrams were labelled correctly. Common mistakes included: 

 Labelling synaptic terminals instead of dendrites 

 Identifying dendrite in the sensory neuron as the axon 

 Labelling the skin and / or the muscle as the cell body of the sensory neuron and the motor 
neuron respectively. 

 
bi:  Most answers were incorrect, suggesting that the sensory neuron is responsible for ‘the senses’. 

Reference to the Central Nervous System was often omitted. 

bii:  Most answers were incorrect, suggesting that the motor neuron is responsible for ‘movement.’ 

Reference to the Central Nervous System was often omitted. 

biii:  Most answers were correct. 
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c:  The majority of the answers were incorrect. Answers were generally linked to the state of the 

body rather than the voltage across the membrane of a neuron. The typical incorrect answer 

suggested that ‘The resting potential occurs when the body is at rest, whilst the action potential 

occurs when the body is active’. This clearly indicates candidates interpreting the terms ‘resting’ 

and ‘action’ as used in everyday language. Others referred to ‘resting potential’ as ‘not reaching 

the conscious level’ but the ‘action potential’ doing so. 

 

Question 5: Gene Technology 

a:  Most candidates did not define gene therapy. Although most answers referred to the introduction 

of a gene into an individual, this was rarely linked to treatment of disease. The use of the term 

‘healthy’ gene rather that ‘functional’ gene should be addressed. 

b:  Vast majority of answers were incomplete because they did not specify that a vector is actually a 

DNA molecule. Many copied part of the text at the beginning of the question. 

c:  Majority of answers were incorrect because they just referred to bacteria rather than ‘bacterial 

plasmid’. 

d:  Vast majority of answers were correct. 

 

Question 6: Human digestion and Nutrition 

a:  Vast majority of candidates identified the labelled organs correctly. Pancreas was sometimes 

mistaken for the gall bladder. Functions were generally correct but often not specific.  

The following points were noted: 

 As absorption occurs in both the small and the large intestine, the candidate should specify 
which component is absorbed in each case. 

 In the small intestine absorption of products of digestion occurs rather than absorption of 
food. 

 In the large intestine is not responsible for egestion nor for excretion. 

 Reference to ‘release of enzymes’ or ‘passage of food’ are not worthy of credit as these 
practically apply for all parts of the alimentary canal.  

 

b:  Vast majority of candidates were partially correct. Although amylase was correctly identified as 

the enzyme that digests starch, answers did not specify that this is ‘salivary amylase’ or 

‘pancreatic amylase’.   

c:  Majority of answers were correct. 

d:  Majority of answers were correct. 

 

Section B 

Question 7: Respiration  
 
a:    Several partially correct answers. However few candidates gave a molecular description of ATP. 

b:  Answers to this question varied from very poor answers where the candidates gave usually one 

difference of aerobic and anaerobic respiration to few good answers. Some candidates did not 

compare and contrast but explained the processes of aerobic and anaerobic respiration one after 

the other. Very few candidates gave similarities of aerobic and anaerobic respiration. 
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c:  Some candidates described fully aerobic respiration in the previous question including both 

substrate level and oxidative phosphorylation. However they provided a very poor answer of the 

production of ATP in this question. The answer lacked relevant details.  

d:  Poorly answered question with few candidates giving a partially correct answer for di and diii. 

Answers to part dii were mainly incorrect. 

 
Question 8: Genetic Mutations 
 

a:    Several candidates explained that Down’s syndrome is a case of trisomy and described this well. 

Only some candidates described how non-disjunction occurs. This term was hardly mentioned by 

candidates. 

b:   Most candidates referred correctly to Sickle Cell Anaemia as being gene and substitution 

mutation and described the change in the shape of erythrocytes. Very few candidates described 

how the substitution occurs during transcription and its effects in translation. Some candidates 

gave an irrelevant description of different types of point mutations i.e. deletion, addition and 

substitution. 

c:   Very few candidates stated that gene mutations and therefore new alleles or changes in alleles 

can result in variation. Several candidates used the terms adapted and selected for in the correct 

manner. 

 
Question 9: Human Impact on the Environment 
 
a:   The majority of candidates explained correctly how deforestation disrupts the global climate. 

Answers to how deforestation reduces soil fertility and a loss of biodiversity were lacking in detail. 

One main misconception that was very evident was that the large amounts of carbon dioxide 

breaks down the ozone layer. 

b:  This part was poorly answered by the majority of candidates. Candidates referred to one reason 

why organisms become endangered and gave one or two examples of actions that promote 

conservation. 

c:  Again this part was poorly answered. Little detail was mentioned for the treatment of industrial 

waste and that of hazardous/ bulky material. Indeed the term engineered land fill was described 

by only one candidate. The candidates fared better in answering the part of disposal of 

household waste. 

 
Question 10: Cell Division 

a:    Several correct definitions of the cell cycle. 

b:  Some candidates confused nuclear division with cell division. Some other candidates gave the 

main stages of the cell cycle as three stages of mitosis. However a good number of candidates 

were able to describe the three stages correctly. 

c:  Very few candidates listed that the cell is a diploid cell at the beginning of interphase. While 

some candidates stated that during interphase DNA replication occurs and therefore the DNA 

quantity doubles, the majority of candidates gave the DNA quantity at the end of mitosis and 

meiosis. 

d:  Several candidates did not differ between mitosis and meiosis in terms of their biological 

significance but explained the difference in the two processes. 

e:  Several candidates stated correctly that meiosis generates biological diversity more rapidly but 

few gave more than one correct reason. 
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Question 11: Chemistry of Life 

 
ai:  The majority of candidates gave correct answers to this question. 

aii:  The majority of candidates drew a correct dipeptide and labelled the peptide bond correctly. 

aiii:  Several correct answers to this question with several correct examples given by candidates. 

b:  Most candidates answered this part correctly and in detail. However some candidates confused 

the examples of the different groups of carbohydrates especially those of monosaccharides and 

disaccharides. 

c:    Several correct answers to this question. 

 

 

Chairperson 

2017 Examination Panel 


