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Differences in study: GCSE v GCSE Plus 

GCSE Study GCSE Plus Study 
Classroom-based work Largely independent work 

Assessed by exam Not assessed by exam – the project is graded by the school and 
moderated by the exam board (like coursework) 

Emphasis on end result (eg essay) Emphasis on process as well as end result (eg how you arrived 
at the final essay) 

Subject content determined by a specification/teacher Subject content determined by the student 

Teacher instructs students Supervisor guides students 

Learning resources are given to the student Learning resources are selected by the student (i.e. Research) 

All students work at the same pace, determined by the teacher All students work at a pace they decide, to best achieve their 
aims and objectives 
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Reasons for doing a GCSE Plus 

 

 
 

 
  

 What is your motivation for 
completing a GCSE Plus? 

Link to career aspirations Relevance to A-level/university 
courses 

Just for fun 

Because I care about this issue 

I want to try something new 

Personal challenge – can I achieve it? 

If I had free time, I’d do this anyway 

Good fit with my skills and 
experience 

I’ve always been curious about… 
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Turning topic ideas into research questions 
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Qualities of good research questions 

• Precise language 

• clear definition/scope 

• significant 

• realistic prospect 

• information is available 

• personal interest to you 

• a real problem to answer/debate. 

 

• Not vague 

• not limitless/unwieldy 

• not trivial/niche 

• not deluded/grandiose 

• not remote/unknown 

• not purely an exercise 

• not descriptive/a simple tour 
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Focusing the research question (RQ) 

Once you have established the broad area or topic of a research project, the next task is to develop the RQ. It is helpful to 
imagine this as a spectrum, ranging from generality to specificity. A skilled researcher understands how to find the right point 
on the spectrum so that a possible RQ has appropriate focus; it needs to be manageable, but should also be ‘big’ enough to 
be significant. It may help to put your ideas into a spectrum diagram: 

Project theme: Elvis Presley in the United States Army 
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Setting aims and developing objectives 

The primary focus of your GCSE Plus should be expressed in terms of aims and objectives: 

 
 

 
  

 

Aims Objectives 
An intention or aspiration; what you hope to 
achieve. 

A goal or a step on the way to meeting the aim; 
how you will achieve it. 

Aims are statements of intent, written in broad 
terms. 

Objectives use specific statements which define 
measurable outcomes.  

Aims set out what you hope to achieve at the end 
of the project. 

eg 
1. Gather research relating to historical 

developments in golf ball technology. 
2. Decide on appropriate criteria by which to 

assess impact. 
3. Assess each development in light of these 

criteria. 

eg To investigate the developments in golf ball 
technology in the last hundred years and 
assess which has been most significant. 

mycourse.solent.ac.uk/mod/book/view.php?id=2744&chapterid=1293  
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SMART objectives 

• Specific – Be precise about what you are going to do. 

 

• Measureable – You will know when you have reached your goal. 

 

• Achievable – Do you have the necessary resources to achieve the objective (eg time, money, skills)? Or are you 
attempting to do too much? 

 

• Relevant – Is your goal relevant to and consistent with your overall aim? 

 

• Time constrained – Determine when each stage needs to be completed. Is there time in your schedule to allow for 
unexpected delays? 

 

 
 

 
  

 



9 

Practice research questions  

1. Certain people have an aptitude for learning foreign languages: truth or myth? 

 

2. Predictive genetic testing ‐ should it be used? 

 

3. Will we be able to create a conscious artificial intelligence within the next 20 years? 

 

4. Is the criminal justice in the UK system institutionally racist?  

 

5. An investigation into the effectiveness of alternative medicine in horse sport injuries. 

 

6. How has the discovery of exoplanets affected the probability of there being life on other planets? 
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Taking a critical approach to sources 

 
When you come across a resource that looks like it might be useful for your project (in terms of content) you should ask 
yourself how believable the writer/source is. 
 
Another word for ‘believable’ is ‘credible’.  
 
So – a key question when selecting and evaluating resources is:  
 
How credible is the origin of this resource? 
 
(The origin of a resource is usually either a person or an organisation). 
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We can assess the credibility of a resource by 
asking five questions: 

1. What is the reputation of the person or organisation responsible for the resource? (eg one politician might have a 
reputation for always being fair and speaking the truth whilst another might have a reputation for being easily influenced 
by external organisations such as businesses). 

2. Does the person or organisation have the ‘ability to see’ the issues directly or rather through factors that might distort 
the issues? (eg the autobiography of an Auschwitz survivor or a scientific research team working on a new medicine 
might be very credible for this reason). 

3. Does the person or organisation have a vested interest to lie or tell the truth regarding the matter in question? (eg a 
policeman has a vested interest to tell/report the truth – it is part of his job – whereas a company might have a vested 
interest to hide particular facts). 

4. Does the person or organisation have expertise in the issues? (eg this is often missing in informal and personal internet 
blogs and can be an issue with resources such as Wikipedia. Also note that a ‘Professor’ might not be an expert in a 
particular field, eg Stephen Hawking’s declaration that ‘Philosophy is dead’). 

5. Does the person or organisation approach the issues in a neutral way? (eg when both sides of an issue are 
mentioned/explored and the writer/organisation has no links with associated parties) – the opposite being bias. 
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Other useful terms for assessing credibility 

1. Corroboration – Research/evidence that agrees with other research/evidence that is independently produced increases 
the credibility.  

2. Peer review – Articles in academic journals are often peer reviewed by experts in the field to ensure that the quality of 
evidence and plausibility of claims can be relied upon. However, most of what is published on the internet does not go 
through peer review. 

3. References – Resources that are appropriately referenced tend to be more credible than those that are not. 
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Assessing the credibility of websites 

1. It can be difficult to determine the credibility of internet 
sources. You can work out a fair amount about the neutrality 
and vested interest of an article by the type of organisation 
which has published it - is it a newspaper, journal, university, 
independent organisation, profit-making organisation, 
governmental organisation, non-governmental organisation, 
pressure or fundraising group?  

2. Look at the top-level domain suffix in the URL address. While 
any website owner can register any domain name for a fee, 
the conventions in the box opposite are generally observed. 
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Note taking 

Whatever the subject of your project, it is likely that you will need to take notes at some time. How you take notes is a 
personal choice. You may need to experiment with a couple of different methods of organising and storing notes to see what 
works for you.  

Notes should help you to:  

• Concentrate – making notes keeps you active and involved. 

• Understand – highlight key points and summarise key information. 

• Remember details – of your sources and ideas. 

• Keep a permanent record – so you can refer back, quote accurately and avoid plagiarism.  
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The seven steps to good note taking 

1. Decide how to store your notes. 

2. Scan the source, thinking about the nature and relevance of its content – is it worth a closer look?  

3. Survey the reading material.  

4. Label your notes.  

5. Read. 

6. Recall and review.  

7. Use your notes and reference accurately. 
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How to avoid plagiarism 

To avoid plagiarism you should reference your work appropriately. This is done in several ways: 

• By adding an in-text reference or citation whenever you quote, refer to or paraphrase another person’s ideas/writing. 

• By adding a more detailed reference list at the end of your work of all the sources your have referenced in the work. 

• By adding a bibliography after your reference list giving details of any sources that you did not directly reference but were 
used as background reading.  
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References and bibliographies 

 

 
 

 
  

 

© Using sources. A Guide for students, Ofqual, 2009 
Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government License v3.0 
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How to reference different types of sources 

 

 
 

 
  

 

© Using sources. A Guide for students, Ofqual, 2009 
Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government License v3.0 



19 

What is an argument? 

An argument is a piece of writing or speech that: 
1. contains a conclusion and at least one reason 
2. attempts to persuade you of a point of view. 

 
In an argument: 

• conclusions support reasons 
• reasons are supported by evidence (eg statistics, examples etc). 

 
The stronger this support is, the stronger the argument. 
 
A simple visual representation of how an argument works is the ‘argument pyramid’. 
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The argument pyramid 
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A simple and fictitious example of an 
argument 

A recent survey in the US showed that basketball is the most exciting sport to watch. It also 
involves the most skill and fitness as sports scientists now agree that the sport uses more of 
the body’s muscles than any other sport. Therefore basketball must be the best sport there is. 
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A simple and fictitious example of an 
argument (continued) 
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Visualising your argument – using argument 
maps 

 

An argument map can help you to understand how the different points you want  to make can 
link together to form a logical argument. It can also help you spot gaps, assumptions and 
counter-points in an argument. When you are happy that you understand how your argument 
fits together, you can use the argument map to help you evaluate it systematically – that is, 
assess the strength of each piece of supporting evidence and the logical connections between 
each conclusion and its reasons. 
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A example of an argument map 

 

 
 

 
  

 

Reprinted from Thinking Skills and Creativity April 2013, Volume 8. Article - An examination of the effect of argument mapping in students’ memory and comprehension performance 
by Christopher P. Dwyer, Michael J. Hogan, Ian Stewart with permission of Elsevier. 
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What is evaluation/review? 

 

• A ‘higher-order’ thinking skill – ie one that requires more 
cognitive ability and has more generalised benefits. 

• Making judgments about information (ie sources), validity 
of ideas or quality of work based on a set of criteria. 

• What criteria? With GCSE Plus the criteria are largely the 
aim and objectives you set at the start of the process. 

 

 
 

 
  

 

The cognitive element 
of Bloom’s taxonomy. 
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How to review… 

• No piece of work is perfect. Therefore, always aim for a healthy balance of successes and failures in your review. The 
ability to critically analyse your own work is the key to improvement and success. 

• Be honest. If you try and make up or embellish your review it is will be obvious to the person who is grading your project. 

• Your review needs to be detailed and careful so support it with explanations, eg ‘I found it difficult to find suitable 
resources on this particular aspect of my work because…’ 

• Your review should be completed in the relevant part of the Progress diary. 
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What to review 

You can use AO1, AO2 and AO3 to structure your evaluation. 
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Get help and support 
Visit our website for information, guidance, support and resources at oxfordaqaexams.org.uk 

You can contact the team directly: 

 E: gcseplus@oxfordaqaexams.org.uk 

 

 
OXFORD INTERNATIONAL AQA EXAMINATIONS 

GREAT CLARENDON STREET, OXFORD, OX2 6DP 
UNITED KINGDOM 

enquiries@oxfordaqaexams.org.uk 
oxfordaqaexams.org.uk 

mailto:gcseplus@oxfordaqaexams.org.uk
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