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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 
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Introduction  
 

This is the third examination series for Unit 7 (Contemporary Issues in 

Science).  

 

The scientific issue covered by the three articles was Food technology – 

genetically modified crops (A1). The articles were: 

 a recent newspaper article which gave a brief overview of genetically 

modified crops for general information 

 a publication (within the last 10 years) against genetically modified Golden 

Rice crops by Greenpeace International 

 a recent journal review paper in favour of genetically modified crops by the 

project manager of the Golden Rice project 

 

The learning aims covered by the questions were: 

 Question 1: understanding the scientific issues in terms of ethical/ social/ 

economic/ environmental impact (A1) 

 Question 2: understanding the influence of different organisations/ 

individuals on scientific issues (A2) 

 Question 3: interpretation and analysis of scientific information (B1); 

evaluation of scientific information (B2) 

 Question 4: potential areas for further research and development (B2) 

 Question 5: knowledge of how science is reported in different media and for 

different audiences (C1); understanding the presentation of science reporting 

and its relationship with the reporting medium and the target audience (C2) 

 

 

 

  



Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 

In general, candidates performed similarly or slightly better on this paper by 

comparison to recent series. 

 

Areas where candidates performed well were: 

 Question 1 – discussing implications from the scientific issues  

 Question 2 – identifying different organisations or individuals from the 

articles 

 Question 3 – discussing the reliability of sources and references in article 3 

 Question 5 – discussing the benefits and concerns surrounding  genetically 

modified crops  

 Question 5 – selecting an appropriate format and tone for the target 

audience 

 

Areas where candidates did not perform as well were: 

 Question 1 – linking different impact areas 

 Question 2 – explaining the sphere of influence of identified organisations 

or individuals  

 Question 3 – identifying and explaining evidence from article 3 to discuss 

the validity of the judgements being made 

 Question 4 – expanding upon the areas of further research or development 

that were identified from the articles  

 Question 5 – addressing the target audience and relevance of the 

information selected 

  



Individual Questions 

 
Question 1  

 

“Discuss the implications of the scientific issue identified in the articles.  

(12)” 

 

This question was typically answered best by learners, placing the majority in 

Band 3. Although this could be that as the first question, candidates invested 

more time and effort, the cohort generally revealed a good comprehension of 

the three articles and preparation to tackle this question. However, it should be 

noted that candidates do need to proportion their time appropriately so that all 

questions are covered sufficiently 

There were very few completely Level 1 responses with most candidates 

appearing to be able to at least identify a reasonable number of scientific issues 

but then failed to give clear implications related to these or consider both sides 

as required for a discussion. A small proportion simply summarised each article 

which revealed a weak understanding of what the question required. 

Most candidates were able to draw out “implications” (ie ethical, environmental, 

economic and social) from the issues raised and this provided a focus. However, 

relatively few would identify and explain a specific issue in the first instance.  

Therefore, the way in which the response was approached determined how well 

it scored. Many candidates tended to either group their responses by article or 

by implication. The former “article-by-article” approach tended to be more 

limiting, as points were either being repeated or would later contradict or ignore 

previous points made. The latter “implication-by-implication” approach tended 

to score better as it allowed for integration of points from the different sources 

or consider differing opinions. However, a drawback with this approach was that 

links between the implications were often missed and therefore candidates 

were unlikely to get into Band 4 unless the other traits were good enough to 

raise the overall mark. Those that grouped their answer by an identified 

scientific issue tended to give gave fuller responses with little repetition and 

good linkage to and between the implications. A few responses at this Band also 

demonstrated research beyond the three articles, which enhanced the scope of 

the discussion.  



Band 4 response 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate begins by considering what the scientific issue of 

genetically modified crops and the four types of impact that it has. The response 

covers four major implication categories (social, economic, ethical and 

environmental) and considers a number of strands within each area but also 

how it links to another. The candidate selects evidence well from the three 

articles to support their discussion, and particularly uses information, statistics 

and quotes to make their point. The response explores positive and negative 

impacts, which provides an effective mode of discussion. The discussion shows 

development of ideas rather than repeating similar points. The response is 

written clearly and coherently, showing a comprehensive understanding of the 

scientific issue and its implications. 

 

  



Band 3 response 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

The candidate has not clearly thought through the structure of their response to 

the question. The response alternates between article-by-article and implication-

based approaches. Information is selected but is not always put them together 

to make a coherent discussion and often reads as a series of facts or quotes 

which do not always relate to the factor. Links between implications are weak, 

and the summary at the end emphasises these as being different.  



Question 2 

 

“Identify the different organisations/individuals mentioned in the articles and suggest 

how they may have an influence on the scientific issue.   (6)” 

 

The majority of candidates were able to identify organisations and/or individuals 

mentioned in the articles and provide some indication of how they were relevant 

to a scientific issue raised in the articles. Most candidates scored in Band 2 for 

their responses, but many restricted themselves to Band 1 or the bottom of 

Band 2 as they did not qualify the organisation/individual’s purpose and 

influence. This suggests that many candidates did not understand what the 

question required in relation to “influence” (eg field of expertise, economic, legal, 

political, etc). Instead reliability or validity was considered, pre-empting the focus 

of Question 3. 

A frequent shortcoming in responses was to give the names of the people or 

organisations and then give a quote from the article without making a point or 

actually explaining who/what they represented. Conversely, some learners 

provided general detail about how a particular organisation influences rather 

than linking this to the issue in the article (eg the European Union court 

influencing a legal outcome). Sometimes there was a disproportionate focus on 

one particular type of organisation (eg Greenpeace) which did not show a 

breadth of consideration. 

A number of responses examined the authors of the articles instead, despite the 

question explicitly requiring the organisations/individuals mentioned in the 

articles. This would occasionally produce some valid points, if the author 

represented a pressure or research group, but more often made for a limited 

response. 

Responses in Band 3 were observed and were generally marked out by first 

clearly identifying the organisation/individual, their background or purpose, how 

they might influence the scientific issue and who they might influence. The 

number of examples given were generally fewer in number than those in a 

weaker learner response but provided a detailed exploration. 

It is not necessary for learners to produce an exhaustive list of all the 

organisations or individuals referenced in the articles but it would be advisable 

to provide an example from each of the categories listed in the essential content 

for Unit 7: Government and global organisations; Non-government 

organisations, professional bodies and associations; Universities and research 

groups; Private and multinational organisations; Voluntary pressure groups. This 

will then allow learners to describe different types of influence. In this particular 



case, it was noted that there was a lack of knowledge concerning Government 

and its agencies and their relationship to one another and to lobbying groups, 

private sector organisations, and foreign and world organisations. 

Band 3 response 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate has structured their response so that an 

organisation / individual is considered. A good range of different types of 

organisation has been given, and this provides different view-points and vested 

interests in the issue of genetically modified crops. The sphere of influence is 

examined in specific cases such as funding, scientific research or who would be 

influenced. The response shows understanding of how or in what way the 

organisation/individual has or may influence the issue, and to what extent. 

 

  



Band 1 response 

 

 

 
 



 

 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate has simply provided a list of organisations and 

individuals that have been referred to in the three articles. Whilst this is a good 

starting point, there is only a brief mention of who they are or what they might 

do. Responses must be able to explain how the identified party would be able to 

influence the issue, who they may influence and to what extent.    

 

 



Question 3 

 

“Discuss whether article 3 has made valid judgements.  (12)” 

 

This question focuses only on one article and provided several cues as to what 

responses should consist of (eg validity, reliability, referencing, etc). Whilst there 

were occasionally good responses, the majority of candidates were in Band 2.  

Some candidates clearly had not read the question carefully and instead of 

focusing only on article 3, wasted valuable time discussing articles 1 and 2. 

Occasionally, credit could be awarded for a comparison but it was generally not 

a good investment of time to look outside of the specified article. Another 

misconception of the question was when candidates offered a critique of the 

format and layout of article 3 and its intended audience – whilst there were 

elements that could be credited, it was again not the requirement of the 

question and is not a measure of the validity or reliability of the article.  

Candidates that did focus on the validity of conclusions in article 3 were not 

always clear what they were trying to achieve. This may be because they found it 

difficult to extract information that demonstrated valid judgements or possibly 

they did not fully understand the terms “validity” and “reliability” in this context. 

At the other extreme, some candidates prefaced their discussion with definitions 

of these terms, reflecting some sound teaching of what to look out for – 

however, this did have to be applied to the article in question and if it was not 

supported by evidence from article 3 then it lacked relevance. In any event, 

many responses did not consider the validity and reliability of the article, which 

restricted them to the lower bands. 

Often candidates were able to gain some credit for understanding that because 

the information was referenced then it was reliable, whilst better responses 

discussed the source, expertise of the authors, currency of the article and the 

quality of its references. However, some candidates did forget that the 

requirement was for a “discussion” and would either hold an overwhelmingly 

positive or negative position on the article. 

Some candidates had investigated some key references which gave further 

scope to their discussion, particularly as the article was largely an overview of 

the issue of Golden Rice and genetically modified organisms. 

Few candidates actually discussed how the article interpreted and analysed 

information, the quality of the statistics and data cited, nor the validity of the 

conclusion and judgements drawn by the article. Those that did attempt to go 

beyond generic statements and provide specifics were able to move into Band 3 

and above. 



 

Band 4 response 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate begins their response well by selecting 

conclusions that the author has drawn and critiquing the validity, based upon 

the data or information presented. This is supported by a discussion of 

limitations of information, the reliability and source of the references, and is 

very specific about where this is observed within the article. The response has a 

well-developed structure, and is coherent and logical.   

 



Band 1 response 

 

 
 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate provides a response with some structure and 

coherence but is limited to basic points. There is comment upon the validity of 

the judgments but it is very general and lacks specific detail. There is 

consideration of bias but the evidence for this is weak. Finally there is some 

reference to the sources of information and reliability, and some points are 

made. However, the candidate has made only a limited attempt to support their 

arguments and many of the points would benefit from greater exploration. 



Question 4 

 

“Suggest potential areas for further development and/or research of the scientific 

issue from the three articles. (5)” 

 

Most candidates were in Band 1 or 2, with equal proportions at each of the three 

marks. A minority of candidates left this question unanswered, suggesting that 

they struggled to understand what was required and/or were running short of 

time. Only candidates that had researched beyond the articles or were able to 

show some creative thinking were able to score in Band 3. 

It was very common to find that learners had simply discussed an article itself, 

regarding validity and intended audience, seemingly as a continuation or 

repetition of Question 3. These learners had clearly misunderstood the focus of 

this question and tended to offer suggestions of how the articles themselves 

could be improved rather than the scientific issues raised. There were 

occasionally ideas around research that crossed over from the article and into 

genetic modified organisms, vitamin/nutrient deficiency and other issues – this 

could sometimes just be credited but the approach restricted learners to the 

lowest bands. 

Others missed the point of research and development posed in the question 

altogether and simply summarized the current situation with genetically 

modified crops and other methods, neglecting to comment upon what could be 

done to develop these techniques in the future. This additionally revealed 

limitations in learner’s understanding of the topic in general.  

Some learners took an approach that was essentially a list of developments that 

they had drawn from the three articles. This could sometimes present itself as a 

call for further research or development, but there were no suggestions to how 

this should be done, or problems/barriers that may be encountered. This then 

restricted these learners to the lower bands. 

Responses that were in Band 3 were rare. The best responses referred to several 

possible areas for further research and development, drawn from all three 

articles, giving a rationale and approach. For example, crops with particular 

properties (eg more efficient photosynthesising, insect resistant, other vitamins) 

to tackle a specific problem, or how to limit/resolve environmental problems (eg 

cross-contamination of other plant species). 

 

  



Band 3 response 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the response is very well structured and developed. It is in clear 

sections, selecting three areas of interest. Each section takes a point from the 

articles and identifies how it could be researched or developed further. The 

candidate has been very specific and clear in suggesting how this could be done 

and why. There is evidence of other research and reading to exemplify the point, 

and exploration of the potential benefits beyond what is established within the 

articles.  

 

  



Band 2 response 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the response shows structure and attempts to expand upon 

identified areas of further research. Although the areas are relevant, there is 

little additional expansion upon the points beyond what is already mentioned in 

the articles. There are a couple of suggestions based upon these areas but these 

are not explored or justified, and have a vague or inaccurate scientific standing. 

 



Question 5 

 

“You are a junior researcher working for the European Commission for Health and Food 

Safety. The European Commission decides whether genetically modified crops can be used. 

Many people have concerns about the use of genetically modified crops.  

Your task is to write a report about the benefits and concerns of using genetically modified 

crops. Your report will be sent to the European Commission, a group of professionals. The 

professionals are not all scientists.          (15)” 

 

The majority of learners were scored in Band 2 with their responses, with equal 

proportions at each of the four marks. About a third of the examination cohort scored 

in Band 3 or above, but Band 4 was extremely rare. Although the majority of learners 

did attempt this question, answers were often too brief, which suggested time 

management issues.  

The required format was a report, and on the whole, candidates responded to this 

with an introduction and discussion of benefits/concerns, occasionally with an 

appropriate title and sections. A conclusion to the report for the European 

Commission was often not presented by the candidate – whilst this did not limit the 

discussion, this would be an effective way to demonstrate summary and synthesis 

needed for the first trait in Bands 3 and 4. In weaker responses, discussions could be 

one-sided or exclusively focused on one issue (eg environmental or health concerns). 

Sometimes, there was little to distinguish candidates’ answers from what was actually 

an essay.  

It was not entirely evident that answers reflected an awareness of the audience and 

the tone that the report should take, but credit was awarded to responses that 

showed clarity, informed the reader, were balanced and provided a justified opinion. 

The context indicated that the audience were professionals but not all scientists, and 

the tone of voice of responses was, in general, appropriate avoiding slang and 

colloquialisms. However, candidates that gained higher marks did use more 

scientifically appropriate language and were discerning in their selection of evidence 

from the articles for the audience.  

The focus of the report was genetically modified crops, so better responses tended to: 

 outline what genetically modified crops were and what problems they solved or 

caused 

 consider different factors that would influence the use of the crops (ie technology, 

economic, environmental, political, etc) 

 discuss each point in a balanced way 

 justify points made with information from the articles 

 provide an overall conclusion or recommendation on their use  

Band 4 response 
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Lead Examiner comment: 
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In this example, the candidate begins their report with a title and introduction to 

genetically modified crops, outlining what this is and providing an overview for the 

reader. Advantages are listed and considered in detail with well selected examples 

drawn from the articles. This is also done for disadvantages. This is concluded with a 

weighing up of the benefits and risks, to provide the reader with the candidate’s 

judgement. 

It is not entirely clear who the report is intended for as it does not specifically relate to 

the European Union, but it has been written in an accessible way with a consistent 

tone, which would be appropriate for a professional audience. The layout and 

effectiveness of the report could be improved to provide sub-headings and sections 

for ease of reference and to break up the text a bit more. There are a few flaws in 

spelling and grammar which should have been corrected by the learner on re-reading, 

but overall the report has a well-developed structure that is coherent and logical 

which would allow it to reach Band 4. 
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Band 2 response 
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Lead Examiner comment: 

In this example, the candidate would appear to make little attempt to produce a 

report and could be regarded as an essay. There is no title but there are section 

headings which consider advantages or disadvantages of genetically modified crops. 

The discussion in each section is narrow but generic in its focus, often with little 

reference to the articles and showing no attempt to synthesise points. There is no 

summary or conclusion to provide the reader with the candidate’s judgement on the 

issue. 

It is not clear who the report is intended for and holds a global / general position. It 

has been written in an accessible way with a consistent tone, but would be rather 

basic for a professional audience. The layout of the response is also basic, and flaws 
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in grammar and punctuation are noticeable. Overall the response has some structure 

and coherent which would allow it to reach Band 2. 

Summary 
 

Question 1: 

 Candidates should clearly establish the scientific issue/issues before examining 

evidence from the articles for the implication areas 

 Responses that simply take an article-by-article or implication-by-implication 

approach are unlikely to show links to and between implication areas 

 Candidates must be careful to proportionate their time so that they do not spend 

too long on this particular question 

 

Question 2: 

 Candidates must provide more depth than simply provide a list of 

organisations/individuals mentioned in the articles and should investigate who 

they are and what they represent as part of their preparation for this examination 

 Responses need to consider how wide and deep the organisation or individual’s 

sphere of influence is in respect of the scientific issue. This may be evident from 

the article but further research may be needed 

 Consideration of a range of different organisations or individuals will allow 

candidates to discuss different view-points and motivations 

 

Question 3: 

 The key focus of this question is the validity of the judgements being made by the 

article, so candidates must identify what the conclusions are and whether these 

are justified and supported 

 Whilst candidates need to be clear about validity and reliability, they must be 

taught to be able to recognise and articulate the evidence for this within the 

article 

 The question requires a discussion so positives and negatives must be drawn out 

 Candidates should try to avoid reliance on generic statements such as the 

number and currency of references 

 

Question 4: 

 Identification of areas for further research or development within articles is a 

good starting point, but candidates must be able to extrapolate from this within 

their own suggestions and ideas 

 Whilst there should be reference and identification of areas from the articles, 

candidates should undertake their own wider research to integrate with what 

they have learnt from the articles 
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Question 5: 

 Candidates need to respond to the format of the evidence required by the 

question eg a report would generally be expected to have a title, introduction / 

background, discussion and conclusion / recommendation 

 Responses need to consider their target audience. Some key considerations are 

who is the audience, what is relevant to the audience, what is the level of 

understanding of the issue, what should be the tone they should be addressed in, 

and should the evidence be advising or informing. 

 Candidates must be careful to proportionate their time so that they have 

sufficient time on this particular question, which is almost one-third of the marks 

available. 
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