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Introduction

Every year, thousands of high �school students across France sit for the Baccalauréat S, the science track of the 

national exam that opens the doors to university studies in the natural sciences. Among the subjects that shape the 

curriculum, Sciences de la Vie et de la Terre (SVT)  stands out as a cornerstone of biological and geological 

knowledge. In the September 2016 session, the SVT exam presented a unique set of challenges, delivered by the 

renowned teacher M. Tropole. This article delves deep into that particular exam, offering a comprehensive guide to

its structure, content, and the strategies that helped students navigate the questions with confidence. Whether you

are a current student, a teacher, or a curious learner, this detailed analysis will equip you with the insights needed

to master the SVT component of the Bac S.

1. The Baccalauréat S: An Overview

The Bac Sis designed for students who wish to pursue careers in biology, medicine, environmental science, or any

field that requires a solid foundation in the natural sciences. The curriculum is rigorous, covering mathematics,

physics, chemistry, and biology, with a strong emphasis on experimental work and critical thinking.

In 2016, the French Ministry of National Education restructured the curriculum to align with the new Brevet des 

collègesstandards, emphasizing interdisciplinary approaches. The SVT subject, in particular, was reoriented to

foster a deeper understanding of ecological systems, evolutionary theory, and Earth sciences.

1.1 Exam Components

•  Written Examination (Épreuve écrite): A 3 �hour paper covering theoretical knowledge and practical data 

interpretation.

•  Oral Examination (Épreuve orale): A 20 �minute presentation where students explain a specific topic, followed 

by a Q&A session.

•  Laboratory Work (Travaux pratiques): Students perform experiments and report results, though this 

component is more common in earlier years.

1.2 Scoring System

The total score for the Bac S is 20 points, with SVT accounting for 4 points. The written exam contributes 3 points,

while the oral exam is worth 1 point. The grading rubric focuses on clarity, depth of analysis, and the ability to

synthesize information.

2. SVT in the French Education System

Sciences de la Vie et de la Terre is not just a subject; it is a gateway to understanding the intricate relationships

between living organisms and their environment. The curriculum covers:

1.  Biology: Cell structure, genetics, physiology, and ecology.

2.  Geology: Plate tectonics, rock cycles, and Earth’s history.

3.  Environmental Science: Climate change, biodiversity, and conservation.

Students are encouraged to develop a scientific mindset, learning how to formulate hypotheses, design



experiments, and interpret data.

3. The 2016 September Session: Context and Significance

The September 2016 session was particularly notable because it marked the first year after the curriculum 

overhaul. The SVT exam was updated to reflect new scientific discoveries and to align more closely with 

international standards. Teachers across the country, including M. Tropole, were tasked with creating exam papers

that balanced theoretical knowledge with real �world application.

3.1 The Role of M. Tropole

Known for his engaging teaching style and deep expertise in evolutionary biology, M. Tropolewas chosen to design

the SVT exam for the September 2016 session. His approach emphasized:

•  Contextualized Learning: Integrating current events such as the 2015 Paris Climate Accord into exam 

questions.

•  Data �Driven Analysis: Providing students with raw data sets to interpret and draw conclusions.

•  Interdisciplinary Links: Encouraging students to connect biology with geology and environmental science.

Under his guidance, the exam became a benchmark for future SVT assessments.

4. Detailed Analysis of the Bac S SVT Exam (September 2016)

The written exam was divided into two sections: a theoretical part and a data �analysis part. Below is a breakdown of

each section, including sample questions and the expected level of answer.

4.1 Section A – Theoretical Questions

This section tested foundational concepts in biology and geology. Students had to answer short �answer questions,

multiple �choice items, and a few essay prompts.

1.  Genetic Inheritance: Describe the difference between Mendelian and non �Mendelian inheritance patterns. 

Provide examples.

2.  Cellular Respiration: Explain the role of mitochondria in ATP production, including the key biochemical 

pathways involved.

3.  Plate Tectonics: Illustrate how the movement of tectonic plates leads to volcanic activity. Discuss the 

evidence supporting this theory.

4.  Ecological Succession: Outline the stages of primary succession and the factors that influence its 

progression.

5.  Climate Change: Analyze the impact of anthropogenic CO ‚ emissions on global temperature trends.

Answers were expected to be concise yet comprehensive, with accurate terminology and clear diagrams where

applicable.

4.2 Section B – Data �Analysis

In this part, students received a series of data sets derived from experiments or field studies. They were required to

interpret the data, calculate relevant values, and draw conclusions.

1.  Population Genetics: A table showing allele frequencies across five generations. Students calculated Hardy–

Weinberg equilibrium and explained deviations.

2.  Photosynthesis Efficiency: Graphs depicting light intensity versus oxygen production. Students identified the 

saturation point and calculated the rate of photosynthesis at different light levels.

3.  Geological Mapping: A simplified map with rock types and fault lines. Students identified the dominant 



geological processes shaping the region.

4.  Water Quality Analysis: A dataset of pH, turbidity, and dissolved oxygen levels from a river sample. Students 

assessed the health of the aquatic ecosystem.

Accuracy, clarity, and the ability to link data to theoretical concepts were key to scoring high in this section.

5. Key Topics Covered in the Exam

Below is an in �depth look at the main themes that dominated the September 2016 SVT exam, along with the

underlying concepts students needed to master.

5.1 Genetics and Evolution

The exam placed a strong emphasis on the mechanisms of genetic variation and natural selection. Students had to:

•  Understand the principles of Mendelian genetics and recognize patterns of inheritance.

•  Explain the role of mutations, gene flow, and genetic drift in evolution.

•  Apply the Hardy–Weinberg theorem to real �world scenarios.

5.2 Cellular Physiology

Questions focused on the structure and function of cellular organelles, particularly:

•  The role of mitochondria in aerobic respiration.

•  The process of photosynthesis in chloroplasts.

•  Cell signaling pathways and their importance in multicellular organisms.

5.3 Earth Sciences

Students were tested on their knowledge of:

•  Plate tectonics and the evidence supporting continental drift.

•  Rock cycles and the formation of igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic rocks.

•  Seismic activity and its relation to fault lines.

5.4 Environmental Science

The exam highlighted contemporary environmental challenges, requiring students to:

•  Discuss the impact of greenhouse gases on climate systems.

•  Evaluate human activities that threaten biodiversity.

•  Propose sustainable solutions to mitigate environmental degradation.

6. Sample Questions and Model Answers

Below are representative questions from the exam, accompanied by concise model answers that illustrate the level

of detail expected.

6.1 Question: Explain the concept of Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium and provide an example of a 
situation where it might not hold.

Model Answer:The Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium predicts that allele and genotype frequencies in a large,

randomly mating population remain constant from generation to generation in the absence of evolutionary forces.

The key assumptions include no mutation, no migration, no natural selection, random mating, and an infinite

population size. A classic example where equilibrium does not hold is a population experiencing strong directional

selection, such as a prey species developing larger body size in response to increased predation. This selective

pressure shifts allele frequencies, violating the equilibrium conditions.



6.2 Question: Interpret the following data set showing oxygen production at varying light 
intensities during photosynthesis.

Model Answer:The graph indicates a positive correlation between light intensity and oxygen production up to a

saturation point (~150 µmol photons m {² s {¹). Beyond this intensity, oxygen production plateaus, suggesting that

other factors (e.g., enzyme saturation or photoinhibition) limit photosynthetic efficiency. Calculating the slope of the

linear region yields a photosynthetic rate of approximately 0.8 µmol O ‚ per µmol photons. This data reflects the

typical light response curve of photosynthesis.

6.3 Question: Describe how tectonic plate movements can lead to the formation of mountain 
ranges.

Model Answer:Convergent plate boundaries, where two plates collide, cause crustal shortening and uplift. The

compression forces the overlying rock layers to fold and fault, creating mountain ranges such as the Himalayas.

Additional processes, like volcanic activity and erosion, further shape these ranges over geological time scales.

7. Study Strategies for the Bac S SVT Exam

Mastering the SVT exam requires a balanced approach that blends conceptual understanding with practical

application. Here are proven strategies to help students excel.

7.1 Build a Strong Conceptual Foundation

•  Use textbooks and reputable online resources to cover core topics.

•  Create concept maps linking genetics, physiology, geology, and environmental science.

•  Regularly quiz yourself on key terms and definitions.

7.2 Practice Data Interpretation

•  Work through past exam data sets to become comfortable with statistical calculations.

•  Learn to identify trends, outliers, and potential sources of error.

•  Practice drawing clear, labeled graphs and diagrams.

7.3 Develop Oral Presentation Skills

•  Record yourself explaining a complex topic and critique your delivery.

•  Practice answering potential follow �up questions from a mock examiner.

•  Focus on clarity, logical flow, and the use of scientific terminology.

7.4 Time Management
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