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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 (Distinction, Merit, Pass and Level 1 fallback).  

Setting grade boundaries  

When we set grade boundaries, we look at the performance of every learner 

who took the 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 

should be 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 test 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 test, because then it would 

not take into account that a test might be slightly easier or more difficult 

than any other.  

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 8: Music and Production Analysis (20375F):  

Grade Unclassified 
Level 1 

Pass 

Level 2 

Pass Merit Distinction 

Boundary 

Mark 
0 17 24 31 39 
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Summary  

This was the fifth sitting of the unit 8 Music and Production Analysis test 

paper and numbers have increased slightly in comparison to the January 

2016 test.  

Evidence shows that an increasing number of learners were more prepared 

for the paper and able to achieve the higher distinction level. There is 

evidence that exam technique is given priority in some centres and 

learner’s approach to questions supports this, however this is not 

consistent. 

There continues to be a number of learners who do not demonstrate 

understanding of the specification content and are unaware of key musical 

vocabulary, in particular musical devices. The responses given in this paper 

showed that learners were providing answers for questions targeting 

Learning Aim A when providing answers relating to Learning Aim B e.g. in 

question 3b) which asks for a ‘musical device’ a significant number of 

responses seen were ‘Reverb.’ This unit requires learners to demonstrate 

knowledge of the key terms and processes of music and music production. 

Knowledge must therefore be balanced and centres are encouraged to 

ensure learners have the necessary understanding to be able to answer 

regarding both music and music production. 

The use of accurate spelling continues to be a cause for concern, 

particularly significant was the misspelling of musical devices and other key 

musical terms. Where possible, learners were credited if the response was 

legible. 

Centres are advised to make use of all support materials available in 

preparing learners for this test through accessing past question papers, 

Lead Examiner’s reports and online training materials. 

  



 
 

 
 
 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

Learners were reasonably confident in identifying the BPM and a good 

number scored accurately. 

 

Q02  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

There were mixed responses to this question as not all learners had focused 

on the question clearly. Some had provided an example of percussive 

instruments. Marks were only awarded for identifying the family of 

instruments and not specific instruments. 

Some also referred to ‘non –tuned instruments’ as examples and this was 

not acceptable. 

The example below was a correct response: 

 

This example was not creditable: 

 

 
Q03a 

 

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

A high number of learners achieved credit for this question. Of those who 

were unsuccessful, the responses were incorrect instruments. 

The below shows an accurate response: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

Q3b  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

Learners’ response to this question was very poor on the whole.  
It was clear that a significant number had not focused on the aim of the 

question in full and had responded by providing a range of non-musical 

devices, which were incorrect. 

Others provided answers relating to the structure and production 

techniques such as delay or described the tone of the voice. It was evident 

that learners were unsure of musical devices. 

A high proportion of learners had not read the question properly and 

assumed this was referring to the production effects. Most answers given 

were reverb and delay. 

Below is an example of an accurate response to this question: 

 

A high majority of learners responded referring to production effects: 

 



 
 

 
 
 

Q3c  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B1 

 

This was very well answered with most learners being able to identify a 

range of effects. Reverb and distortion were the most popular answers. 

This learner responded with ‘delay’ which was an accurate response: 

 

This response referred to a musical device inaccurately: 

 
 

Q04  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

This was a Pass level question and a good number of learners were able to 

identify sustained block chords as the correct response. 

 

Q05  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A3 

 

This was very accessible with a high percentage of learners scoring the full 

3 marks. Those who did not achieve marks had placed the sections in the 

incorrect order. Whilst the question provides the learners with the three 

answers, some did not follow the guidelines which required learners to use 

the given sections. Where this was the case, learners were not penalised 

providing the response was accurate. However, centres are encouraged to 

spend time working on examination technique in preparation for the test 

and to draw attention to this type of question where there is helpful 

guidance. 



 
 

 
 
 

Below is an example of an accurate response gaining the full 3 marks and 

using the given sections: 

 

This learner had not identified the correct structure and gained only 1 mark: 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 

Q01  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 



 
 

 
 
 

 

Q06  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

This was a very successful question as a significant number of learners were 

able to identify this as 4/4, however, many were unable to write the time 

signature in the correct format. Very few identified this incorrectly and 

these responses included 2/3, 3/4 and descriptions of the pace of the music 

which was not creditable. 

Q07a  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A4 

 

Learners were able to access this question well with a wide variety of 

responses. It is evident that learners have practised and developed exam 
technique to respond to this type of question. Several responses referred 

to the change in texture and many identified the mood change as sci-fi 
and spacey. These responses were awarded the additional explanation 

mark for identifying the change in mood. Many learners provided more 



 
 

 
 
 

than one point and some examples were very detailed showing a real 

grasp of the musical features. 
There continues to be evidence that learners were not reading the question 

in full and missed marks. In this instance, many gave valid points but failed 

to include details relating to the mood. This prevented the award of the 

additional mark.  

Marks were not awarded for responses which only referred to the mood. 

This response identified two valid points, supported with an explanation for 

the full 4 marks: 

This response did not provide an explanation and did not achieved the 

additional marks: 

 



 
 

 
 
 

Q07b  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B1 

 

Most learners were able to identify the panning as left to right. Some 

provided answers relating to production techniques which were inaccurate. 

Credit was not given where learners had identified one side only. Letters 

were also accepted if accurate e.g. L to R. Panning was not accepted by 

itself. 

This was an accurate response: 

 

Q08  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A2 

 

This question was very well answered with most learners able to identify 

one of the many idiomatic techniques used in the guitar solo. Those who 

did not score had provided answers relating to production techniques or 

provided long descriptions that were not specific in identifying a precise 

idiomatic technique. 

The examples below were two contrasting accurate responses: 

 

 

 

Q09  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

There were a variety of responses to this question and most learners had 

identified the correct texture for this section as thin. Several also identified 

the later change to a thicker section. Whilst most were able to identify the 



 
 

 
 
 

texture, some did not offer descriptions of the change. Best responses 

referred to the thin percussive part at the beginning of the section and the 

absence of the guitar. 

This response was awarded the full two marks available as the learner had 

described the change: 

 
 

 
Q10a  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B2 

 

 
This question discriminated well. Most learners were able to provide a 

response and identify the sound of the audience at the beginning and end 
of the piece. However, very few provided an explanation and were unable 

to access the additional explanation mark. Some provided more than one 
point but no explanation.  

 
A full 2 marks was awarded for the example below as the learner had 

provided a valid explanation which referenced the ambience: 

 

 

The learner below achieved 1 mark as the point had not been explained for 

the additional mark: 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Q10b  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B4 

 

This question discriminated well and most were able to identify two ways 
in which a sound engineer could achieve high quality sound in a live 

recording. A good number of learners achieved the full 4 marks available 
by providing two examples supported with valid explanations. However, 

some learners were able to identify two ways but unable to support this 
by providing examples. 

 
Some referred to ‘after’ the recording. These responses were not credited 

as the question asks for during a live recording. 

This learner had achieved the full 4 marks: 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

Q11  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

Most learners were able to identify this genre accurately as Reggae. 

 

Q12 
 

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

This was an accessible question with most learners able to identify one 

musical device used by the organ. The most popular responses provided 

were riff and repetition. Some had mistaken block chords as arpeggios 

which was inaccurate. 

An example of an accurate response but with a spelling error: 

 

This example was inaccurate: 

 

Q13  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A3 

 

This was a very accessible question where a significant number of learners 

scored the full 3 marks available.  

Those who did not achieve marks had used organ or piano despite the 

instruction in the question. Centres are also reminded that ‘vocals’ is not 

accepted as an instrument for this paper as instructed in previous reports: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

This response gained the full 3 marks: 

 

Q14  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

There was a mixed response to the question where most learners were able 

to identify the type of voice. Some did not identify the ‘type’ of voice and 

had answered by describing the tone, genre, texture or offered the female 

range such as alto. Jamaican was also offered by some which was 

inaccurate. Some responses referred to the placement in the mix: 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

Q15  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

This was a challenging question for many learners and discriminated well. 

Some had provided descriptions of the rhythm and not read the question 

clearly where it asked for a ‘name’ of the device. Centres are encouraged 

to remind learners of this point when developing exam technique. Some 

had provided production techniques which was incorrect. 

This response demonstrated a good understanding of the device which 

specifically related to the style and genre of the piece: 

This was also an accurate response: 

 
 

 
Q16  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A4 

 

This discriminated well with the most successful responses providing clear 

explanations of the way in which the music communicated the mood of the 

lyrics. Many referred to the major key creating a happy mood supporting 

the lyrics ‘don’t worry’ whilst others gave more sophisticated answers 

relating to the organ, hi hat and backing vocals. 

There were several learners who were not adequately prepared to answer 

this type of question and others who provided an analysis of the meaning 

of the lyrics.  Some found difficulty in identifying the musical features for 

this section to gain the first point. 

There were also many examples of learners not attempting this question at 

all, which was disappointing. 



 
 

 
 
 

This response gained the full 4 marks as both valid points were explained: 

 

This response did not receive credit as the first answer relates to mood only 

and the second describes the lyrics with no musical point given to achieve 

the first mark: 

 

Q17  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A1 

 

There was a wide range of responses here with a significant number 

achieving one mark for identifying a vocal technique. There were many who 

referred to the addition of the backing vocals, but as this is not a technique 

it was not creditable. 

The most popular responses were call and response and ad-lib. Descriptions 

were not accepted and a specific technique was required to achieve credit. 

The following two examples were accurate responses: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

This response was inaccurate: 

 

 

Q18  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B1 

 

This was generally well-answered and most learners understood the 

question. Some provided descriptions of the dynamics as opposed to the 

production effect whilst others explained the fade-out process which was 

credited. 

This was an accurate response: 

 
 

 
Q19a  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B2 

 
 

On the whole this question discriminated well. However, a high level of 
learners did not embrace the question accurately when referring to the 

disadvantages of recording in one take in a production context. Several 
gave reasons relating to performance errors and deficiencies, whilst 

others explained some unfortunate events that occur in a recording 
situation which was not the aim of the question. 

This was an accurate response: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

The response below was not creditable: 

 
 
Q19b  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim B2 

 
This was a very well attempted question with the majority of learners able 

to provide a first valid point, however of those, quite a few were unable to 
provide an explanation of the disadvantage of using tape to record music. 

Quite a few compared tape to digital recording, but comparisons were not 

creditable where an explanation of the point was required.  

Some learners provided several points but no explanations. Credit was 

given to one valid point followed by the additional mark for an explanation 

only and not multiple reasons. 

Several referred to bad quality of sound. This was inaccurate. 

The learner below achieved the full 2 marks awardable: 

 

This response was inaccurate: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Q20  

 Targeted Specification Area: Learning Aim A8 

 

This question require the learners to compare the texture of both pieces 

and follows the same format as in all previous questions set in section C. 

Most learners were able to access the question and provide relevant 

responses. However, a significant number did not read the question 

carefully and several responses included general discussions of each piece 

instead of referring to the textural aspects. 

As seen in previous sessions, learners tend to use the previous questions 

on the paper as prompts for answers. This is unadvisable as it leads to 

irrelevant responses that do not fulfil the specific focus of the question.  

A more thorough approach to exam technique would help the learners 

immensely in this question, where this was in evidence, learners scored 

well and were able to access the higher marks. 

This is a good example where the learner had scored in the higher mark 

boundary: 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

There continues to be a number of learners who prefer to respond by means 

of two columns as an answer frame. Whist this may be helpful for some, it 

does restrict fuller responses and an ability to provide comparisons: 



 
 

 
 
 

 

 

The following example demonstrated limited knowledge and understanding 

of the textural aspects of both pieces: 
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