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The Cambridge IGCSE Chemistry (0620) qualification represents a global benchmark in secondary science 

education, designed to provide a rigorous foundation in chemical principles, experimental design, and analytical 

reasoning. For educators and candidates alike, the primary roadmap to success lies not only in the mastery of the 

syllabus content but in the granular understanding of the Mark Schemes. These documents, such as the 0620/33 

May/June 2013 or the 0620/12 Multiple Choiceseries, are more than mere answer keys; they are technical

specifications that define how scientific knowledge is translated into academic credit.

The Architecture of Cambridge IGCSE Chemistry (0620)

The 0620 syllabus is structured to cater to a diverse range of learner abilities through its tiered assessment model. 

Understanding the distinction between the Core and Extendedcurriculum is fundamental to navigating the past

papers and mark schemes effectively. The Extended curriculum, which includes both the Core and the Supplement

material, is designed for students aiming for grades A* to C.

Assessment Components Overview

The assessment consists of three components. Candidates who have studied the Core syllabus take Paper 1 

(Multiple Choice), Paper 3 (Theory), and either Paper 5 (Practical Test) or Paper 6 (Alternative to Practical). 

Candidates who have studied the Extended syllabus take Paper 2 (Multiple Choice), Paper 4 (Theory), and the 

same practical options. This technical differentiation ensures that the Theory (Extended) papers, such as the 

frequently cited 0620/33 variants, demand a higher level of cognitive engagement, requiring candidates to apply 

mathematical models and complex chemical synthesis theories.

Decoding the IGCSE Mark Scheme: Symbols and Conventions

A technical writer must recognize that a Cambridge Mark Scheme is a specialized document utilizing a specific 

notation system. Misinterpreting these symbols can lead to a fundamental misunderstanding of what the examiners 

are seeking. Below is a breakdown of the critical conventions found in documents like the 0620 s18 ms 63 or 0620 

w13 ms 33.

•  / (Forward Slash): Indicates alternative answers for the same marking point.

•  ; (Semicolon): Denotes the separation of marking points. Each point before a semicolon represents one raw 

mark.

•  ( ) (Brackets): Contains words or units that are not required for the mark but add context. Their omission does 

not result in a penalty.

•  _ (Underlining): Indicates words that must be present in the candidate's answer to secure the mark.

•  ecf (Error Carried Forward): A crucial technical allowance where a candidate is not penalized twice for a 

single mathematical or logical error. If an incorrect result from a previous step is used correctly in a subsequent 

calculation, the mark is awarded.

•  ora (Or Reverse Argument): Applied when the converse of the stated answer is equally valid.



Mark Classifications and Their Hierarchical Value

The mark schemes differentiate between various types of credit, reflecting the complexity of the task:



Mark Type Technical Definition Application Context

M (Method Mark) Awarded for a correct method or step 
in a calculation or procedure.

Stoichiometry, titration calculations, or 
experimental setups.

A (Accuracy Mark) Awarded for a correct answer that is 
dependent on a preceding M mark.

Final numerical values in enthalpy 
changes or gas volume calculations.

B (Independent Mark) Awarded for a correct statement or 
step that does not depend on other 
marks.

Definitions, identifying apparatus, or 
stating observations.

C (Compensatory Mark) Awarded for correct intermediate 
steps in a multi-stage problem.

Complex multi-step synthesis or 
molar mass derivations.

Technical Analysis of Paper 3 and Paper 4 (Theory Extended)

The Theory (Extended) papers are the most demanding components of the 0620 syllabus. These papers test 

Assessment Objective 1 (AO1): Knowledge with Understanding and Assessment Objective 2 (AO2): 

Handling Information and Problem Solving. Analysis of the 0620/33 May/June 2013 Mark Scheme reveals a 

heavy emphasis on the application of the Kinetic Theory of Matter  and Redox reactions.

Case Study: Chemical Energetics and Rate of Reaction

In many Theory Extended papers, examiners focus on the Maxwell-Boltzmann distribution (implied) and 

collision theory. For instance, when asked to explain the effect of a catalyst on the rate of reaction, the mark 

scheme typically requires three distinct points: (1) The catalyst provides an alternative pathway, (2) this pathway 

has a lower Activation Energy (Ea), and (3) a greater proportion of particles possess energy equal to or greater

than the activation energy, leading to more frequent effective collisions.

Mathematical Precision in Stoichiometry

Mathematical accuracy is non-negotiable. The 0620 mark schemes strictly enforce significant figure rules. 

Candidates are generally expected to provide answers to three significant figures. For example, if a calculation 

results in 0.04567, the mark scheme might accept 0.0457 or 0.046 depending on the specific tolerance defined by 

the Chief Examiner. Using the Ideal Gas Law(PV = nRT) at r.t.p. (room temperature and pressure), where 1 mole

of gas occupies 24 dm³, is a frequent requirement in the 0620/33 series.

Core Concepts: Chlorine, Carbon, and Precipitation

Referring to historical data such as the 0620 s07 Ms 2 (May/June 2007) and 9701 w09 Ms 33(A-Level equivalent

often cross-referenced), certain chemical topics reappear with technical consistency. These include the properties

of halogens (Chlorine) and the allotropy of Carbon.

Technical Properties of Chlorine

Chlorine is a recurring subject in the 0620 syllabus, particularly regarding its industrial production via the 

electrolysis of concentrated aqueous sodium chloride (brine). The mark scheme for this process requires

precise half-equations:

•  At the Anode (+): 2Cl { !’ Cl ‚ + 2e { (Oxidation)

•  At the Cathode (-): 2H z + 2e { !’ H ‚ (Reduction)



•  Residual Electrolyte: NaOH (Sodium Hydroxide)

The identification of Chlorine gas using damp blue litmus paper (which turns red then bleaches white) is a staple 

requirement in the Alternative to Practical (Paper 6) components.

Carbon and Organic Frameworks

Carbon is analyzed through the lens of its allotropes—Diamond and Graphite—and its role in the Carbon Cycle.

Mark schemes look for specific structural descriptions: the tetrahedral arrangement of atoms in diamond (all

covalent bonds, no free electrons) versus the hexagonal layers in graphite (held by weak Van der Waals forces with

delocalized electrons). This structural difference explains their divergent electrical conductivity and lubricating

properties.

Procedural Execution: The Alternative to Practical (Paper 6)

The 0620_s18_ms_63 represents the Alternative to Practical paper, which evaluates Assessment Objective 3 

(AO3): Experimental Skills and Investigations. This paper requires candidates to demonstrate an understanding

of laboratory safety, apparatus selection, and data interpretation without physically being in a lab.

Standard Experimental Procedures

In a typical Paper 6 scenario involving Precipitation, the mark scheme identifies specific steps for obtaining a pure,

dry sample of an insoluble salt:

1.  Mixing: Add specific volumes of two soluble salts.

2.  Filtration: Use a funnel and filter paper to separate the precipitate (residue) from the solution (filtrate).

3.  Washing: Rinse the residue with distilled water to remove impurities (soluble ions).

4.  Drying: Place the residue in a warm oven or pat dry with filter paper. Avoid direct heating if the substance is 

thermally unstable.

Data Analysis and Graphing Techniques

Technical accuracy in graphing is a major source of marks. Mark schemes award points for: (1) Axes: Correctly 

labeled with units (e.g., Time / s, Temperature / °C). (2) Scale: Must occupy more than half of the grid. (3) Plotting: 

Points must be within half a small square of the correct value. (4) Line of Best Fit:Must be a single, smooth curve

or a straight line; thick or multiple lines are penalized.

Comparison Matrix: Paper 3 (Theory) vs. Paper 6 (Alternative to Practical)

The following table provides a comparative analysis of how these papers approach the same chemical concepts

from different assessment angles.



Feature Paper 3 / 4 (Theory) Focus Paper 6 (Practical) Focus

Analytical Goal Explaining "Why" (Mechanisms 
&amp; Principles)

Describing "How" (Procedures &amp; 
Observations)

Quantitative Tasks Theoretical Yield, Molar Mass, 
Enthalpy Change

Reading Burettes, Measuring 
Cylinders, Thermometers

Observation Tasks Predicting color changes based on 
Reactivity Series

Recording actual colors (e.g., 
"colorless" vs "clear")

Problem Solving Designing a synthesis route Identifying sources of error and 
improvements

Marking Weight Heavy emphasis on A-marks 
(Accuracy)

Heavy emphasis on B-marks 
(Procedural/Independent)

Troubleshooting Common Errors in IGCSE Chemistry Exams

Based on Examiner Reportsaccompanying the mark schemes, several recurring failure modes have been

identified among IGCSE candidates. Addressing these is essential for reaching the top grade thresholds.

1. Lack of Precision in Language

Students often use "clear" when they mean "colorless." In the technical context of a mark scheme, a solution can

be blue and clear (transparent). Therefore, "colorless" is the required term for a solution that lacks hue. Similarly,

using "mass" and "weight" interchangeably is technically incorrect in a scientific context, though sometimes

tolerated in lower-tier papers.

2. Incorrect Ionic Charge Representation

When writing ionic equations, especially for Precipitation (Chemistry) as seen in 9701 w09 Ms 33, the charge 

must be clearly indicated. Writing Cl2- instead of 2Cl- is a structural error that results in the loss of both the method 

and accuracy marks. The mark scheme requires the state symbols(s, l, g, aq) to be correct, particularly in

precipitation reactions where (s) denotes the formation of the solid precipitate.

3. Failure to Show Workings in Multi-step Calculations

As per the 0620 w13 ms 33 guidelines, a correct final answer without workings may only receive partial credit if the 

intermediate steps are not visible. This is because the M (Method) marks are assigned to the logical flow of the 

calculation. If a student makes a transcription error but follows the correct logic, the error carried forward (ecf)

rule can only be applied if the workings are shown.

Integrating Mark Scheme Feedback into Study Workflows

To maximize the utility of the Cambridge IGCSE Chemistry 0620 resources, a systematic approach to past paper 

analysis is required. This involves more than just answering questions; it involves a Reverse Engineeringof the

mark scheme.

•  Step 1: Active Retrieval. Complete a paper (e.g., 0620 s07 Ms 2) under timed conditions without external aids.

•  Step 2: Blind Marking. Use the mark scheme to grade the paper, but pay close attention to the "Reject" and 

"Ignore" columns. These columns provide insight into common misconceptions that the examiners are explicitly 



looking to penalize.

•  Step 3: Gap Analysis. Identify themes. If marks are consistently lost in "Organic Chemistry," focus on the 

technical naming conventions (IUPAC nomenclature) and functional group tests (e.g., Bromine water for 

unsaturation).

•  Step 4: Annotation. Annotate the original question paper with the specific keywords required by the mark 

scheme. This builds a mental library of "trigger words" that satisfy the marking points.

Broader Implications for Secondary Science Pedagogy

The technical rigor of the 0620 Chemistry mark schemes reflects a broader shift toward evidence-based 

assessment. By demanding specific terminology and precise mathematical application, the Cambridge 

International Examinations (CIE) ensure that the IGCSE remains a reliable predictor of success in higher-level 

programs such as the GCE A-Level (9701) or the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme.

For the student, the mark scheme is the ultimate transparency tool. It removes the ambiguity of subjective grading

and provides a clear, objective standard for what constitutes "mastery." For the educator, these documents serve

as a diagnostic tool to identify class-wide weaknesses in conceptual understanding or experimental logic. In the

evolving landscape of global education, the ability to decode and apply technical standards—as exemplified by the

0620 mark schemes—remains one of the most valuable skills a learner can acquire, transcending the boundaries

of the chemistry laboratory and preparing them for the rigors of technical and professional life.
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