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Grade Boundaries 
 
 
What is a grade boundary?  
A grade boundary is where we set the level of achievement required to obtain a 
certain grade for the externally assessed unit. We set grade boundaries for each 
grade, at Distinction, Merit and Pass.  
 
Setting grade boundaries  
When we set grade boundaries, we look at the performance of every learner who 
took the external assessment. When we can see the full picture of performance, 
our experts are then able to decide where best to place the grade boundaries – 
this means that they decide what the lowest possible mark is for a particular 
grade.  
 
When our experts set the grade boundaries, they make sure that learners receive 
grades which reflect their ability. Awarding grade boundaries is conducted to 
ensure learners achieve the grade they deserve to achieve, irrespective of 
variation in the external assessment.  
 
Variations in external assessments  
Each external assessment we set asks different questions and may assess 
different parts of the unit content outlined in the specification. It would be unfair 
to learners if we set the same grade boundaries for each assessment, because 
then it would not take accessibility into account. 
 
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, are on the website via this link: 
http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx 

 
 
 
Unit 1: Digital Media Sectors and Audiences 
 

Grade L1 
Level 2 

P M D 
 

Boundary Mark 
 

14 22 30 39 
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Introduction  
 
This paper was the tenth version sat by learners and the performance has 
been on a par with the expected standards at this time of year.  As more and 
more papers are written against the unit specification it is inevitable that this 
assessment will begin to target less familiar content in the specification (this 
paper had questions that required an understanding of the validity of 
research as well as the difference between qualitative and quantitative 
research methods whereas in the past we have asked questions about the 
difference between primary and secondary research methods). 
 
Centres are reminded that the entire specification is in scope for this exam. 
In addition, the exam covers all media sectors and while many learners be 
less comfortable with audio or print journalism, these remain in scope for 
this assessment.  There was feedback that in some cases in this examination, 
the question stems (inserted to provide some context for the questions) 
confused learners and put them off answering.  In question 4d, the learners 
were given the context that following The Leveson Inquiry, there had been 
calls for press regulation had become more strictly controlled.  They were 
then asked to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of stricter 
regulation for the press.  Learners were able to answer the question (and 
most did) without any reference to or knowledge of the Leveson Inquiry 
itself.  Learners need to be prepared for being able to differentiate what is 
being asked by each question and what form the answer should be in.  In 
particular, the command verb used indicates the level of complexity of the 
response required. 
 
The best performance came from learners who had both breadth and depth 
of their understanding of the subject within the unit.   
 
In the long answer questions learners who were able to give multiple 
arguments about the subject (or give a creative, structured response in the 
final question) performed well.  
 
Overall there was evidence of learners having been well taught across the 
range of unit content, with the extended questions allowing for 
differentiation across learner abilities. 
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Introduction to the Overall Performance of the 
Unit 
 
There was good distribution of marks across the cohort making the 
performance on this paper in line with expectations (although this paper did 
prove to be slightly more difficult for the learners compared with last year).  
There were a number of questions that discriminated particularly well with 
the cohort distributed across all mark traits.      
 
Where questions asked learners to provide three examples of something, 
only the very strongest learners were able to provide three separate and 
valid examples although a large proportion were able to find one.  This type 
of question performed very well.  In many cases learners tended to repeat 
themselves across answers and this limited their ability to gain marks.  
   
Within the “explain” type questions there are still many learners who appear 
unable to link a point to its effect (upon the audience or the media company 
in question).    
 
 
In this paper the multiple-choice questions (that generally require learners to 
recall a term from the specification), proved more difficult for the cohort 
(possibly as the paper moves to cover less well-known elements in the unit).  
Learners should be encouraged to revise the full specification with glossaries 
before taking this examination to give themselves the best chance of 
accumulating marks. 
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Individual Questions 
 
The following section considers each question on the paper, providing 
examples of popular learner responses and a brief commentary of why the 
responses gained the marks they did. This section should be considered 
with the live external assessment and corresponding mark scheme. 

 
 
Q01 
This question performed as expected and discriminated well between 
learners.  Many learners were unable to distinguish between media devices, 
platforms and services (such as YouTube and Netflix).  Most learners were 
able to gain both marks for this question.   
 
This response gained two marks 
 

 
 
The learner has given two valid devices that can stream on demand 
video.  Examiners would accept names of devices (such as iPad, X-Box etc.). 
Learners needed to name two different devices (or types of device) to be 
awarded two marks (e.g. PS4 and X-Box would receive one mark only as the 
learner would have given two examples of one type of device – in this case, 
games consoles).   
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This response gained one mark 
 

 
 
Smart TVs is valid and received a mark.  Smart phones repeated the example 
given in the question and so could not be awarded a mark. 
 
 
Q02a 
A surprising number of learners were not able to give a valid example of an 
alternative moving image product to a TV soap opera.  Many learners are not 
clear about what contributes a product, format, device, platform etc.  It is 
important that learners are aware in the way these elements are categorised 
in the unit specification to be able to gain the marks associated with these 
questions.    
 
 This response gained one mark

 
 
A reality show is a valid example of a moving image product so is worthy of a 
mark. 
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This response gained no marks 
 

 
Here, the learner may have confused camera shots with moving image 
products.   
 
Q02b 
Learners did well on this question with those who had been taught the 
elements of ‘mise en scene’ mostly able to gain both marks. 

This response gained two marks 

 
Lighting is a valid element of the mise en scene of the product.  Make-Up is a 
distinct element from costume so this is also valid and received a mark. 

 

This response gained no marks 

 

 



9 
 

Neither the use of colour or audio are valid elements of mise en scene so this 
response was not able to receive any marks. 
 
Q02c 
 
This question split the cohort almost in half, with only just over 50% of 
learners able to identify Synergy as the correct answer.  As mentioned 
earlier, learners would do well to create glossaries that cover all of the terms 
in the specification to help their preparation with the examination.  

 

Q02d 

This question became challenging for learners as the two most typical 
answers about benefits to consumers of accessing content through mobile 
devices were removed in the question stem.  Only around a third of the 
cohort were able to give two valid answers without repeating the ones given 
in their other example or the examples given in the question.   

This response gained 2 marks 
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The first part of the answer refers to accessibility and is valid.  The second 
part of the answer is concerned with the immediacy of the game (being 
instantly available and up to date) which is also a valid benefit to it being 
available on mobile platforms.   
 

This response gained 1 mark 
 

 

Both of these answers refer to the benefit of immediacy, so this response 
received just one mark.   
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Q03a 

This item required learners to give qualitative examples of research.  
Learners had a mixed performance and were broadly distributing across the 
mark traits.   
 
This response received two marks 

 
Searching in a library or the use of websites could produce qualitative 
research so both of these responses are valid. 
 
This response received one mark 
 

     
This answer gave two very similar responses.  Surveys or questionnaires 
would be valid for one mark but could not be repeated for a second mark as 
they are essentially synonymous. 
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Q03b 
Many learners struggled with the concept of research validity with only a 
quarter of the cohort being able to gain full marks for this question.   
Learners who were able to link their way of making the research more valid 
with the result of this (for the programme, producer or audience) were able 
to receive two marks.  There are many ‘Explain’ questions on this paper and 
learners should practice their writing of statements that link an example of 
something with this having an impact (benefit or disadvantage) on the user 
or producer of a product or the product itself.    
 
This response received 2 marks 

 
 
This response received both marks.  The first mark can be given for either 
the way the research is checked through fact checking or using multiple 
sources.  The second mark was given for the reason that they do this (to 
ensure the reliability of the research). 
 
This response received 1 mark 

 
 
 
This response gave the method of checking (one mark) in using multiple 
types of research although the learner did not explain the benefit to the 
research of this or how this would make the research more valid. 
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Q03c 
This question proved to be difficult for much of the cohort of learners taking 
this paper.  Many learners were perhaps unfamiliar with the concept of 
qualitative research (although this has equal prominence to terms such as 
‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ in the specification).   
 
This response gained 2 marks 

 
 
 
The answer was awarded two marks.  The learner linked the researcher 
being more likely to get explanations of what their research subjects think 
(one mark) with this helping them to adapt their product (second mark). 
 
This response gained 1 mark 
 

 
 
This answer received one mark.  The point that the type of research gathers 
opinions is valid and has been credited.  The next point, that this allows the 
researcher to hear negative opinions is not linked to the fact that the 
research is qualitative (quantitative research can give negative feedback too). 
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Q04a 
Learners tended to do well with this question.  Typically, learners who did 
not gain full marks were unable to give three separate or composition 
related answers to this question with many examples of learners referring to 
the content of the newspaper.  The specification has a clear distinction 
between media content and the style of media products.  This should be 
made clear to future cohorts of learners.   
 
This response received 3 marks 
  

 
 
This response received all three marks.  The reference to location of photos 
and articles could be considered to be layout as given in the question 
although this can be awarded as it is a composition consideration. 
 
This response received one mark 
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The answer received one mark for ‘heading.’  The other two answers may be 
present on a newspaper page but are not considerations for the 
composition so did not receive a mark. ‘Story’ and ‘Text’ may be contentious 
answers as like images the positioning of these on a paper will form part of 
the composition.  Examiners did not award marks for story, articles or text 
stated on their own as this was felt mainly to refer to the content rather than 
composition. If a learner gave ‘position of an article’ this would have been 
acceptable for a mark. 
 
 
 
Q04b 
Learners have become used to answering questions that require them to 
interpret data from a table or chart and this has resulted in a large majority 
of the cohort answering this question correctly by giving option D.   
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Q04c 
This was the first eight-mark question on the paper.  Learners were given the 
table showing the number of complaints received and resolved by the PCC 
(Press Complaints Commission) between 2009 and 2012.  Following this the 
question stem explained that since the Leveson inquiry there had been calls 
for stricter regulation and then asked to discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages of stricter regulation of the press.  It was possible to answer 
this question without a knowledge of the inquiry itself and there were some 
excellent responses reaching the highest mark band.  Learners who tended 
to do well on this question were able to make links between regulation and 
the impact upon the industry and audiences.  Learners also did well if they 
were able to consider both sides of the argument.   
 
This response received 8 marks 
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This response reached the top mark band of the mark scheme.  The learner 
explained a wide range of points very clearly and linked the issue of 
regulation to a number of outcomes including public trust, the journalism 
workforce, access to important information and more.  There was also a 
degree of fluency and the answer is sophisticated enough to gain full marks 
for this question. 
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This response received four marks 

  
 
 
 
This response just got into the second mark band of the mark scheme.  
There are a number of points made by the learner although none of them 
are particularly well-expressed. However, the learner does give both 
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advantages and disadvantages and some of the points are clear and 
pertinent to the scenario. 
 
Q05a 
This was the easiest of the multiple-choice questions on the paper with most 
learners being able to correctly identify consumer-generated content from 
the question stem.   

 
 
 
 
Q05b 
This question discriminated very well between learners who were able to 
fully explain a benefit to the players (linking a feature to the impact it had on 
the user) and those who could simply state a feature getting one mark only.   
 
This response received 2 marks 

 
 
This response identified a benefit for the players (the ability to discuss and 
share comments) for the first mark and then explained why this is a benefit 
(giving a sense of belonging) for the second mark. 
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This response received no marks 

 
This response gave a reason why players might benefit but this is not related 
to the question.  The learner has linked a sense of control to the player’s 
ability to create user generated content but this does not link to the player’s 
forum in the question. 
 
 
 
Q05c 
Rather than ask learners to explain two benefits, this question and the 
preceding one ask learner to identify benefits for first the audience (in 05b) 
and then the producer in this question.  The performance on each of these 
questions was similar.      
 
This response received two marks 

 
 
This response received two marks.  The learner makes the point that the 
producer will receive feedback from the audience which is a valid benefit 
(gaining one mark) then links this to how this will lead to improvements 
(second mark). 
 
 
 
 
 



21 
 

This response received one mark 
 

 
This response received one mark.  The learner has given a valid benefit 
(about building a fanbase) but this has not been explained to gain the 
second mark. 
 
 
 
Q05d 
It was clear that some of the cohort were not able to recall this theory from 
the specification.  This again highlights the importance of preparing the 
learners with glossaries and revision time with the unit content.   
 
This response received one mark 

 
The learner had been able to identify the correct theory. 
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This response received no marks 

 
Unfortunately, this learner had confused the two main audience theories 
from the specification.   
 
 
Q06a 
 
Another recurring part of the unit is the different stages of the media product 
development process.  Learners need to know the difference between Pre-
production, production, post-production and what happens once the product 
has been made and is distributed to its audience.   
 
This response received one mark 
 

 
The learner had correctly identified the distribution stage of the media 
product development process.   
 
This response received no marks 
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This learner had confused the distribution of the product with the post 
production stage.   
 
Q06b 
In this question the learners were asked to give three different examples of 
types of sound that might be used in the production of a soap opera (other 
than dialogue).  This item differentiated well with most learners (around 90% 
of the cohort) able to score at least one mark but only just under a third of 
the cohort able to identify three different types.  Many learners lost marks 
for repeating different examples of the same type of sound (e.g. sounds of 
cars, street sounds both of which refer to background sounds). 
 
This response received three marks  

 
In this response ‘music’ is a clearly valid example as is ‘sound effects’ (taken 
here to mean sounds that are related to particular on-screen elements in the 
show).  ‘Background sounds’ then, is sufficiently different to receive the third 
mark. 
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This response received one mark 
 
 

 
This answer received one mark for soundtrack.  Voice overs are not used in 
soap operas so this did not receive a mark.  Dynamics did not receive a mark 
as this is a way sound can be treated (in terms of volume / gain) rather than 
a type of sound. 
 
 
Q06c  
This question required the learners to explain how the soap opera might 
represent their audiences.  The learner would need to give a valid example 
of how the soap opera would do this (for one mark) and then explain how 
this helped the audience relate to the programme (for the second mark).  
Many learners were unable to complete the second part of this answer.     
 
This response received 2 marks 
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This is an excellent response that identified a typical trait of the genre 
(stereotypical characters) for the first mark and then explained how this 
helps the audience (for the second mark). 
 
This response received 1 mark 

 
 
 
This response gives a valid trait of soap operas (real life experiences like 
everyday shopping) and gains a mark.  The response has no explanation of 
how this helps soap operas representing their audiences so no further mark 
is awarded.  Here is a good example of a learner who has not been fully 
prepared to respond to questions with ‘Explain’ as the command verb.  
‘Explain’ requires a reason why the example links to the context in the 
question in order to receive full marks.  With the high proportion of these 
type of questions in the paper learners can accumulate (or lose) a high 
number of marks in this way.   
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Q07a 
 
In this section of the paper, learners were asked to respond to questions 
related to a poster.  For this one-mark item, learners were asked to give the 
name of the regulator for print advertising.  Surprisingly only around one 
third of the cohort were able to correctly give ASA (or Advertising Standards 
Authority).  Examiners accepted any answer that had ASA (even if the exact 
wording did not match). 
 
This response received one mark 
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Q07b 
 
This multiple-choice question required learners to identify the correct term 
for making the image black and white.  This was so that this stylistic code 
could be taken out of the following question to increase the demand of Q07c 
(mostly, learners have been able to give the fact that the poster is black and 
white as creating the meaning that the poster deals with a serious subject). 
 
Just over half of the cohort were able to identify the term ‘Desaturation’ 
which is a low response rate for a multiple-choice question that only 
demands direct recall of a term in the specification.   

 
 
 
Q07c 
Learners are generally well prepared to answer questions based in the 
stylistic codes in a given poster or advertisement.  Here, most of the learners 
were able to gain marks although there was still a section of the cohort who 
were not able to distinguish between the style of the poster (as asked for in 
the question) and the content (the fact that there was a website and phone 
number or social media icons is content and not style). 
 
This response received two marks 

 
This response found a valid stylistic code (the writing across the model’s 
face) for one mark and then explained how this creates meaning for the 
second mark. 
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This response received 0 marks 

 
This response used the stylistic code that has been given to the learners in 
the previous question so cannot receive a mark. 
 

Q07d 

In this the final question in the paper and second eight-mark item, learners 
were required to give an idea of how audio could be used to create an advert 
for the same campaign promoted by the poster.  Learners did well if they 
were able to give specific examples of how sound could be used with correct 
technical language.  The best responses had a structure to the advert and 
contained creative ideas of how the audience could become engaged in the 
product (with consideration of the impact of the audio choices being made 
upon the listener).   
 
This response received seven marks 
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The learner has proposed some very good, creative use of audio in their 
answer.  There are numerous examples of specific uses of sound, described 
fluently with a consideration given about how this would impact upon the 
listener and add meaning to the product.  What this response lacked is a 
fluency in the response overall. The response is almost like a list of options 
without the learner giving us an overall idea or theme for the product. This 
restricted the score to the bottom of the top mark band. 
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This response received four marks 

 

 
 
There are one or two well-considered ideas within this response and some 
technical language included (diegetic / non-diegetic) although there are two 
few specific examples of the use of audio and some of the justifications are 
too weak for this response to gain more marks. 
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Summary 
Based on their performance on this paper, learners should:  
 

 Revise using the terminology in the unit specification and create a 
glossary so that they understand each element.  All parts of the 
specification are in scope for this examination.   

 Use appropriate technical language throughout their responses, i.e. 
Use the correct names such as transitions, cuts, fades, shot types and 
angles etc. 

 Tailor their response based on the command word in the question, 
e.g. explain will require an expansion of a point, discuss requires 
looking at both possible points/arguments, evaluation will require 
some form of conclusion. 

 Use the number of marks awarded as a guide to the depth of 
response required. 

 Be clear about terminology used in the specification as these words 
will be repeated in the exam paper, e.g. edits, camerawork, use of 
sound. 

 Know the different theories be able to apply them in different 
contexts 

 Have a clear understanding of the different stages of product 
development as set out in the unit specification 

 Have a clear understanding about the difference between media 
products, devices, formats and platforms as set out in the unit 
specification 

 Differentiate between style and content of media products 
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