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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://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-
certification/grade-boundaries.html 

 
Music: Unit 8 Music and Production Analysis 
 

Grade Unclassified Level 1 
Pass 

Level 2 
Pass Merit Distinction 

Boundary 
Mark 

 
0 17 24 31 39 
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Introduction  
 

This was the twelfth sitting for Unit: 8 Music and Production Analysis paper and 
learner numbers were slightly less than in the previous session. 

 

The paper discriminated well overall and some of the evidence seen showed a 
number of learners answering confidently, demonstrating an ability to provide 
detailed explanations to support some answers in their response to the two 
pieces. Unlike previous test, one of the set pieces was an instrumental: ‘Alone 
in Kyoto’ by Air and the second ‘Lucky Man’ by the Verve.  

 

There were also good examples of learners showing competent knowledge of the 
specification content and a grasp of the question. Many provided more than one 
musical point to help substantiate their answers. 

 

Whilst some of the learner’s musical knowledge was encouraging, understanding 
and application of music terminology remains problematic with some of the 
learners entered for this paper. Some guess-work was seen in the more technical 
and production questions. 

 

Musical devices continue to challenge learners with some not attempting the 
questions. In order to be successful in this paper, it is important that learners 
can identify both pitch and rhythmic devices in each piece. A common error for 
learners was to provide a range of production answers where devices are tested. 

The items and structure was similar to previous papers. However, there were a 
few questions which enabled learners to express their responses descriptively 
which seemed to have helped many achieve 2 marks.  

 

Learners are better prepared for the 8-mark question with a good number 
achieving into the second mark band. 

 

There continues to be examples of some learners approaching the paper with 
better understanding of music production. Consequently, these learners are 
disadvantaged as they are unable to provide effective answers to many of the 
music questions, in particularly key music terminology, techniques and devices. 
It is essential that learners have a balanced knowledge of both music and music 
production for this paper. 
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Individual Questions 
 
 
1. Identify the genre that best describes the piece. 

 

 
 
2.  Identify the dynamics of the opening section from 0:00 to 0:10. 

 
This was a very accessible question where at best, learners were able to describe 
the quiet beginning followed by a gradual crescendo. Although these identified 
two points, credit was given for the maximum one mark. 

 

Quite a few learners did not demonstrate understanding of the term ‘dynamics’. 
Consequently, a range of responses were seen including references to idiomatic 
and production techniques. 

 

Some Described the tone of the melody which didn’t provide the specifics of the 
dynamics. 

 

There were instances of learners identifying the texture as thin instead of the 
dynamics. This was inaccurate. 

 

The mark scheme accepted various responses that identified the quite opening 
such as p, pp, soft etc. However descriptions of the tone, pitch and production 
aspects were not accepted as answers for ‘dynamics’. 

 

Quite a few learners were confident in their application of Italian musical terms. 
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1 Mark 
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3. Describe two ways the synth part changes between 0:00 and 0:30. 

 

A very accessible question with several learners able to identify the ascending 
and descending sounds. Learners gave a wide variety of responses, however 
quite a few were unable to provide descriptions to support their musical points 
to gain additional credit. 

 

A few gave descriptions of the mood it created which was not the aim of the 
question as this focused on the way the music changes.  

 

Quite a few described aspects of the piece from 0:30 onwards and consequently 
were unable to score fully. 

 

The example below identifies two musical points with one awardable 
explanation. 

 

 
3 Marks 

 
This example identifies two accurate musical points, no explanation is provided 
for the additional two marks. 
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2 Marks 
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4.  Identify the stereo placement of the following instruments at the given 
points: 

• acoustic guitar at 0:36 
• synth at 0:47 
• piano at 1:19. 

 
Write the instruments in the boxes on this diagram of the stereo field. 

 

Most learners were able to identify the piano as centre and a good number 
identified acoustic guitar in the right. 

 

There were instances where learners included more than one response in the 
boxes. Where this was the case, the first response was credited. Centres are 
encouraged to remind learners of basic exam techniques. 

 

A common error observed was for learners to place the piano in the left and the 
synth in the middle. 

 

The example below successfully gained the full 3 marks available. 
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3 Marks 

 
The example below has mistaken the left and right with piano accurate in the 
centre. 
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1 Mark 
 

 
 

5.  Identify a pitch device played by each of the following instruments. 

 

Acoustic guitar from 0:36 to 1:18 Device: 

Piano from 1:19 to 1:35 Device: 

 

Most learners were able to score at least 1 mark in this question, with the 
majority identifying the pitch device of the acoustic guitar as broken chords. 

 

Quite a few learners continue to refer inaccurately to production devices when 
musical devices are tested, even though as in this example, the question states 
‘pitch device’. 

 

Others offered playing techniques e.g plucking and there were instances of the 
same answer being offered for both questions. 
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A few left the question unanswered. 

 

 
2 Marks 

 
0 Marks 
 

 

 

6. Which one of the following terms best describes the articulation of the 
synth from 0:47 to 1:14? 

 

This multiple choice question requires an understanding of the term to describe 
the articulation of the synths. Although the answer is given, some learners were 
challenged by the selection of accurate terminology. 

 

The response below accurately identifies the articulation as ‘sustained’. 
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1 Mark 
 

 

7.  Describe the rhythm of the vocal part from 1:19 to 1:59. 

 
Learners made a good effort to provide descriptions of the vocal rhythm with 
most referring to the syncopation. A few identified the ostinato which was also 
correct. 

 

Quite a number of learners identified the beat as the 1st and 3rd whilst others 
referred to different articulation techniques which was not the focus of the 
question. Others provided description of the vocal part or identified the type pf 
voice. 

 

There were a few examples of call and response or others who described the 
tone and pitch which was inaccurate. 

 

Meter was also offered as responses ranging from 2/4, 3/4 and 4/4. 

 
1 Mark 
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1 Mark 

 
0 Marks 

 

 

8.  This piece is used in a film to represent a journey through Japan. 

Explain two ways the music reflects this. 

 
This question discriminated well. At best, learners were able to draw links 
between the range of musical features including instrumentation, harmony and 
texture and relate them to the style of the work and Japan. These also referred 
to the Shamisen instrument whilst others identified this as a guitar which was 
acceptable. 

 

There were a few generalisations describing Japan and the Japanese landscape 
that did not relate to any musical points, subsequently they were unable to score 
as in the examples below: 
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0 Marks 
 
The example below provides two musical points but these are unsupported by 
valid explanations and therefore the answer does not gain the additional 2 
marks.  

 

 
2 Marks 
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The second response above gained 2 marks as the learner has identified a 
musical point and has identified and referred to the distinctive sound of the 
Japanese Shamisen instrument. 
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9.  Identify the very high-pitched tuned percussion instrument that can be 
heard between 2:17 and 2:44. 

 

Whilst this is a low level question, a high number of learners had mistaken the 
glockenspiel with xylophone. 

 

 
0 Marks 

 
A few had identified the metallic timbre but answered with chimes which was 
inaccurate. Glockenspiel spelling errors were credited as in the example below: 

 

 
1 Mark 
 
A range of other inaccurate percussive instruments included the triangle and 
timpani. 

 

Learners are reminded to read the question more thoroughly as this stipulated 
‘tuned’ percussion which provided some guidance to learners and distinguished 
against non-tuned such as the triangle. A few had not attempted this question. 
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10.  Mixing is used to ensure that sounds work well together. 

Explain two ways in which mixing techniques are used in the track. 

 
Quite a few learners were able to show a good grasp of mixing techniques and 
gained the full 4 mark available.  

 

Some learners explained the purpose of mixing without identifying a process in 
which this can be achieved. Others gave very broad generalisations without 
showing understanding of music production. 

 

Quite a few gave descriptions of the musical features followed by a justification 
why this helped the mood, clearly misinterpreting the question. 

 

 

The example below shows how the learner has achieved 3 marks by providing 
two examples, but only one explanation is offered. 

 

 
3 Marks 
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0 Marks 
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11. Identify two ways the music changes at 3:30. 

 
This question provided learners with a range of potential responses and at best, 
these were well expressed with clear and accurate musical significance.  

 

A significant number commented on the use of piano and were able to identify 
the strummed chords on the guitar.  

 

A number identified the introduction of the waves which was inaccurate as this 
sound entered in the previous section. Reference to the waves being more 
prominent however gained credit. 

 

There were instances where learners provided rather general responses which 
didn’t answer the question adequately in demonstrating musical knowledge such 
as ‘a shift in the music’, ‘becomes more focused’. 

 

Some provided responses relating to a point a few seconds before the section 
and therefore restricting their ability to gain credit.  

 

Descriptions of the mood or ambience did not gain credit without a specific 
musical point as in the example below: 

 

 
0 Marks 
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2 Marks 

 
2 Marks 

 

 

12.   Identify the time signature of this piece.  

 

This is a low level question requiring the learners to identify the meter from the 
given answers. A significant numbers of learners were able to identify 4/4 
accurately. 
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1 Mark 
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13.  Draw one line to connect each instrument with the production technique 
applied to it between 0:10 and 0:40. 

 

This question discriminated well with a high number of learners being able to 
score at least 1 mark. Most identified the production technique applied to the 
vocals as Delay, whilst the doubling of the acoustic guitar was more challenging. 

A lot of crossing-out answers was seen on some test papers as well as multiple 
answers given. 

 

 
2 Marks 
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14.  Identify two idiomatic techniques used on the electric guitar from 0:17 to 
0:38. 

 
A good range of responses were seen in this question and many were able to 
score two marks. Some provided additional explanations relating to how the 
idiomatic technique was used. Whilst these showed excellent knowledge, no 
further credit was available for expansions. 

 

Some students provided non-musical related answers and generalisations such 
as inconsistent playing. A few provided a range of interesting responses that 
were unrelated to the question in terms of the role of the guitar in the particular 
section of the piece. 

 

 
2 Marks 

 
 

  
0 Marks 
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15. Give two ways the music builds intensity from 2:34 to 3:00. 

 
This question was very accessible with several gaining at least 1 mark. Learners 
found a lot of points to discuss. Many responses were expressed in detail, with 
some providing more than two points. Learners were able to provide a wide 
range of responses in identifying the intensity of this section. Several referred 
to the significance of the guitar part whilst others identified the vocal overdub. 

 

Some responses applied a range of adjectives to describe the ambience or mood 
without a musical point. These did not gain credit. 

 

 

 
2 Marks 

 

 
1 Marks 
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16. Explain one musical feature of the string part between 3:01 and 3:18. 

 

A wide range of responses were seen with some learners able to provide highly 
effective and detailed responses, drawing on a variety of musical features. Most 
answers referred to the bowing and increase in intensity. 

 

Quite a few provided information on the overall section as opposed to focusing 
on the string part as specified in the question. Others showed limited knowledge 
of idiomatic playing techniques and a few discussed the features of the guitars 
which was inaccurate. 

 

 
2 Marks 
 

 
2 Marks 
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1 Mark 

 

 

17.  Identify the structure of the piece by inserting the following sections in 
the correct order in the box below. 

 

A high number of learners were able to achieve the full 3 marks available for 
this question, demonstrating sound knowledge of the structure. 

 

Most were able to identify the chorus, but a common error was the mistaking of 
the breakdown with the bridge. 

 

There were a few instances where learners used different terms for the sections. 
Credit was awarded if the terms related accurately to the section. A number of 
learners used the same sections twice. 
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3 Marks 
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1 Marks 
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18. Identify two ways a thinner texture is created from 3:38 to 4:03. 
 
This question discriminated well. 
 
Most learners were able to identify the less prominence of the violins, the drums 
dropping out and the single notes played on the electric guitar rather than chords. 
 
There were some inconsistencies and misinterpretations in relation to the violins, 
where quite a few believed they had dropped out completely. These responses 
were inaccurate. 

 

Some learners misinterpreted the question and provided a range of features 
unrelated to ways a thinner texture is created, whilst others provided non-
musical related answers.  

 

 
1 Marks 
 

 
0 Marks 
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19  Explain two effects used on the electric guitars. 

 
This was an accessible question where a significant number were able to access 
two marks through identifying guitar effects used in the piece ‘Lucky Man’ by 
the Verve. 

 

Whilst most were able to provide examples of effects, explanations of the way 
they had been used in the piece were sometimes limited. Some learners did not 
offer any explanation at all and therefore unable to access the further 2 marks 
available for this. 

 

 
4 Marks 
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4 Marks 

 
1 Marks 
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20.  Compare the key features of the instrumentation, timbre and 
dynamics of the two pieces. 

 

This is the only 8 mark question on the paper and it was evident that a good 
number of learners had prepared well. 

 

The three focus areas also provided ample scope for a range of responses with 
some showing more sophistication in comparing the two pieces.  

 

Most learners were able to provide responses to fulfil the first mark band. A good 
number were able to provide clear and valid responses showing a good grasp of 
both pieces with some interesting comparisons made in reference to the 
instrumentation, texture and timbre. 

 

Many had difficulty expressing the changes in timbre and it was evident that 
knowledge of timbre was less confident than instrumentation and dynamics. 
Similarly, some learners discussed instrumentation in general, but failed to 
specify the names of instruments in their response. 

 

A few learners were able to score into the higher mark range, these responses 
offered a range of valid musical features, referring to each piece’s similarities 
and differences explained in depth. The explanations were considered balanced 
with some interesting and relevant features explored in terms of the three focus 
areas of the question. 
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6 Marks 
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4 Marks 
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2 Marks 
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2 Marks 
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Summary 
 

 
• In order to access the full paper successfully, learners must have a balanced 

knowledge of both music and production. 
 
 

• It is essential that learners develop a more thorough understanding of musical 
devices and techniques. 
 

• In the 8 mark question, learners should respond to all focus areas. In this paper, 
these included instrumentation, timbre and dynamics. 
 

• Prepare well for the test through exam technique and practice. 
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