
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lead Examiner 
Report 2001 
 

January 2020 
 

L3 Qualification in Computing 
Unit 1: Principles of Computer 
Science 
 
 



 

2                

 

 

Edexcel and BTEC Qualifications 
 

Edexcel and BTEC qualifications come from Pearson, the world’s leading learning 
company. We provide a wide range of qualifications including academic, vocational, 
occupational and specific programmes for employers. For further information visit our 
qualifications website at http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/home.html for our BTEC 
qualifications. 

 

Alternatively, you can get in touch with us using the details on our contact us page at 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/contact-us.html 

 

If you have any subject specific questions about this specification that require the help 
of a subject specialist, you can speak directly to the subject team at Pearson. Their 
contact details can be found on this link:  
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-for-you/teachers.html 

 

You can also use our online Ask the Expert service at https://www.edexcelonline.com 

You will need an Edexcel Online username and password to access this service. 

 

Pearson: helping people progress, everywhere 

 

Our aim is to help everyone progress in their lives through education. We believe in 
every kind of learning, for all kinds of people, wherever they are in the world. We’ve 
been involved in education for over 150 years, and by working across 70 countries, in 
100 languages, we have built an international reputation for our commitment to high 
standards and raising achievement through innovation in education. Find out more 
about how we can help you and your learners at: www.pearson.com/uk 
 
 

January 2020 
31768_2001_ER  
All the material in this publication is copyright 
© Pearson Education Ltd 2019
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http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-for-you/teachers.html
https://www.edexcelonline.com/
http://www.pearson.com/uk


 

3                

 

 

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 

 

Unit 1: Principles of Computer Science  
 

Grade Unclassified 
Level 3 

N P M D 

 

Boundary Mark 

 

0 

 

11 22 36 51 

 

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

This was the sixth examination season for Level 3 BTEC Computing Unit 1 Principles of 
Computer Science 31768. This unit is assessed through a single written examination 
which is two hours in length and the number of marks available is 90.   

  

This unit is a mandatory unit for all learners studying the extended certificate, 
foundation diploma, all diplomas and the extended diploma. The examination for this 
unit will always contain four sections and each section will have a scenario that will be 
used throughout the whole of that section. The scenario will be clearly stated at the 
beginning of each section.   

  

Each section is broken down into sub-questions which will then test learners on 
different areas of the specification and learners should be expected to apply their 
knowledge to the scenario.  Learners will be given an information booklet. They will be 
instructed to look at individual parts / sections of this during the examination in order 
to answer questions.  

 

The information booklet may give learners:   

Information about problems that they need to solve.   

Programming code for them to interpret, analyse or evaluate.   

Requirements or designs for a new program that is needed.   

An algorithm for them to interpret, analyse or evaluate.   

  

At no point during the examination will learners be expected to write code in a 
particular language. Learners will only be given small pieces code to interpret, analyse 
or evaluate.  

  

All sections of the examination paper provide differentiation at all attainment levels and 
the paper is designed to be ramped in difficulty so that a larger percentage of higher 
grade marks are allocated to the later stages of the paper.  
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Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 
The overall performance of learners is similar to the last examination season for this 
unit. The average mark per candidate has risen slightly which shows that centres are 
better preparing learners for the rigor of this exam. However, there is still evidence 
to suggest that there are still a lot of learners who are not fully prepared to take this 
examination. 
 
It is worth noting that the recommended Guided Learning Hours (GLH) for this unit is 
120. It is recommended that centres ensure that this amount of time is used to 
ensure that learners are equipped with the knowledge to allow them to answer a 
range of different questions covering the whole specification.   
  
While learners did not perform well on some of the longer questions, on the whole 
the performance on the shorter response questions appears to have improved with 
many learners picking up some marks on each short answer question. The 
performance on the extended questions has remained in line with the previous 
exam season. Learners still do not fully understand the demands of the higher order 
command words such as discuss, analyse and evaluate. Learners were not able to 
meet the demands of these higher order command verbs which resulted in many 
learners achieving lower marks on the extended questions.  
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Individual Questions 
 
The following section considers each question on the paper, providing examples of 
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. 
 

Question 1a (2 Marks) 

The majority of learners gained two marks.  Most learners were able to identify two 
reasons why string data type should be used for the item code. Some answers linked 
the reasons to the scenario, however this was not expect. 
 

  
 

2 Marks awarded for: 

not used in calculation 1 Mark 
strings can hold numbers and symbols 1 Mark 
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Question 1b (3 Marks) 

Most learners gained three marks. Some learners however incorrectly used the item 
number given in the question as a location code and therefore gained no credit for 
giving the location as Bay 47, Shelf 85, Section 91. 

 

 

3 Marks awarded for: 

Bay: 01 (1 mark)  

Shelf: 01 (1 mark) 

Section: 08  (1 mark) 
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Question 1c (2 Marks) 

Learners often scored 2 marks by identifying the code as a presence check or a 
form of validation. Some learners did not recognise that it was the length of the 
input being tested and suggested that a numeric value of 0 was not acceptable. 

 

2 Marks awarded for: 

 "ensures that the user inputs the item required" (1 Mark) 

 "will keep looping until item is entered" (1 Mark) 
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Question 1d (3 Marks) 

Many of the learners managed to score three marks on this question. Common 
errors included confusing the index with either the item code or the location 
code. Stronger responses recognized the use of index as a pointer to the 
elements in the array.  

 

3 Marks awarded for: 

"increments each time" (1 mark) 

"compares the next index of the array with the item required each loop" (1 mark) 

"comparing every item” (1 mark) 
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Question 1e (3 Marks) 

Some learners were able to score 3 marks on this question, most were able to 
explain that the string needed to be sliced and that selected characters were then 
output to show the location.   

 

 
3 Marks awarded for: 

Demonstrates a clear understanding of the location within the string of the data 
for bay, shelf, and section. There is a description of how lines 9, 10 and 11 print 
out the pair of characters. (3 Marks) 
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Question 1f (3 Marks) 

Many learners found this question challenging.  Although some learners did score 3 
marks.  

 

A significant number of learners only saw 2 items with the same code, normally the two 
at the bottom of the table. Common misconceptions were: 

• The program would stop after the first item 
• The program would only print out the last item 
• The program would be “confused” by three items 

 
A few candidates noticed that the location of the last item did not exist. However, it was 
possible to gain full marks without this being recognised. 

 

 
 

3 Marks awarded for: 

The search goes through all locations (1 Mark) 

Prints location each time a match is found (1 Mark) 

All/three locations will be printed (1 Mark) 
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Question 1g (4 Marks) 

Learners generally did well on this question scoring 3 marks.  

The most common answers were exiting the loop when an item was found, not having 
to search the whole list, and not printing more than one item. A good number of learners 
recognised that using a while loop could mean that the code did not have to be re-
written if more locations were added. 

 
 

4 Marks awarded for: 

Allows the loop to break early (1) because it is a conditional loop (1) 

A while loop would be able to cope with new bays/ items/ data being added (1) without 
updates to the program code (1)  
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Question 2a (2 Marks) 

The majority of learners scored 2 marks on this question. The majority of answers 
identified mouse clicks and actions controlling a trigger function or running code.

 

 

2 Marks awarded for: 

Uses buttons/ mouse clicks/keyboard interactions (1 Mark) 

which could be controlled with a trigger function (1 Mark)  
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Question 2b (2 Marks) 

Many learners were able to score two marks on this question.  A common 
misconception was to refer to changing the number of attempts available. 

 

 

2 Marks awarded for: 

Change the parameters/values (1 Mark) 

In the random function (1 Mark) 
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Question 2c (4 Marks) 

Most learners scored four marks for this question.  Most recognized the logic 
error in line 4 and were able to give the correct logic, however some learners 
missed the wrong variable being tested in line 6.  

 

 

 

 

4 Marks awarded for: 

Line number: 4 (1 Mark) 

Correction: IF guess > target (1 Mark) 

Line number: 6 (1 Mark) 

Correction: ELSEIF guess < target (1 Mark) 
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Question 2d (4 Marks) 

Learners generally performed well on this question, being able to complete the 
table accurately and gain 4 marks. Although one common error was to write 1 – 6 
or 1 to 6 in the shaded cell for the counter. 

 

 

4 Marks awarded for: 

All 4 values correct in shaded cells (4 Marks) 

 

 

 



 

17                

 

 

 

Question 2e (8 Marks) 

Most learners scored in mark band 1 or 2 for this question, although a good 
number gained mark band 3. Common reasons for not gaining the higher mark 
range included logic errors in the score counter or the number of questions 
counter.  
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7 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band three 

Meets all of the criteria for mark band 3. Logic is correct, flow and conventions are 
correct. The lack of detail on the calculation (i.e. num1 + num2 is not clear that 
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this is the generated total for the question) means it does not achieve the full 
marks.  
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Question 3a (2 Marks) 

Most learners gained 2 marks. Most were able to recognise the string values and 
the errors this would cause in a calculation. A common misconception was to 
state the £1 would be treated as the value 1 and therefore less than the other 
values, this type of response missed the fact that the array was of strings. 

 

2 Marks awarded for: 

A total cannot be calculated (1 Mark)  

because the data is non numerical (1 Mark) 
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Question 3b (4 Marks) 

Most learners picked up some marks on this question with a lot of learners scoring 1 or 
2 marks.  Leaners often simply described a loop without relating it to the scenario.   

 

 

4 Marks awarded for: 

Check total >= 50p (1 Mark) awarded for "if no more than 50p is inserted.....more than 
50p is inserted" 

Check button pressed (1 Mark) awarded for "until button is pressed" 

Print ticket if total is enough (1 Mark) awarded for "and all coins are inserted" 

Check value of coin inserted (1 Mark) awarded for “if the wrong coin is inserted it 
should display error” 
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Question 3c (8 Marks) 

Most learners were placed in mark band 1 or mark band 2 for this question. Most 
learners had a structure for input of coins, and for testing the values. Most also had a 
structure to issue a ticket when the button was pressed. Stronger learner responses 
had structures for dealing with wrong coins, and loops which were conditional on the 
correct amount or more being placed in the machine.  
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6 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band 2.  

A solution that meets most of the requirements with some inefficiencies. 

Structure of the algorithm uses mostly appropriate hierarchies/subdivision to provide 
some clarity and readability. 

Variable/object/process names are mostly appropriate but there is some 
inconsistency. 

Logical operations and sequences/structure of processes used with some accuracy. 
For example, the total is not calculated correctly and there is no loop to check button 
press.  

Accepted conventions have been applied but there are some inconsistencies. 
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Question 3d (10 Marks) 

Most learners were placed in mark band 1 or mark band 2 for this question. The focus 
of this question was on pattern recognition and problem solving. The majority of 
answers identified the calculation of change and the need to have a supply of coins in 
the machine to provide change. The better responses identified the fact that there are 
only two ways to over pay, £1 or 3 x 20p. These learners often described a process of 
then rejecting extra coins after a sum greater the 50p was placed in the machine. 
Learners also gave some good responses based calculation of change. 
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10 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band 3.  
 
Addresses the problems associated with calculating and giving change including the 
need to have coins available in the right value, e.g. if it runs out of 50p and 10p, it can 
no longer give change for a £1. Addresses processes such as calculating the change 
and identifies problems with running out of change/coins.  
 
Demonstrates mostly accurate and thorough/detailed knowledge and understanding. 
 
Breaks the situation down into component parts and most of the points made will be 
relevant to the context in the question. 
 
Displays a well-developed and logical analysis which clearly considers 
interrelationships or linkages in a sustained manner. 
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Question 4a (6 Marks) 

Most Learners were placed in mark band 1 or mark band 2 for this question. 
 
Stronger responses consider all of the requirements and related the data required to 
fulfil them each, linking the data needed to each requirement. These learners 
considered all of the data that needs to be collected from customers, more than just 
name address as customers might have a different pick up point. 
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4 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band two. 

 

The learner has analysed some of the requirements and has suggested the data 
required. For example, the type of car used by each instructor needs to be matched 
with the needs of the client (automatic/manual).  
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They have also noted the need to have the date of the theory test and linked this to not 
taking a test.  

Demonstrates some accurate knowledge and understanding, with few minor 
omissions/any gaps or omissions are minor. 

Breaks the situation down into component parts and some of the points made will be 
relevant to the context in the question. 

Displays a partially developed analysis which considers some interrelationships or 
linkages but not always sustained. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 4b (8 Marks) 

On the whole this question was not very well answered. Learners did not always focus 
on the inputs processes and outputs, instead they gave generic descriptions of what a 
programmer might do with the data. Also some learners did see the difference in the 
requirements of the question and simply described again the data requirements, 
without mentioning the processing and the outputs required to meet the desired 
outcomes. 
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5 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band two. 

 

The learner makes some good points about the requirement of data and processes. 
However, these are not developed for the top of the mark band to be awarded.  
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Demonstrates some accurate knowledge and understanding, with only minor gaps or 
omissions. 

Some of the points made will be relevant to the context in the question, but the link will 
not always be clear. 

Displays a partially developed discussion which considers some different aspects and 
some consideration of how they interrelate, but not always in a sustained way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 4c (12 Marks) 

Most learners were placed in mark band one or two for this question.  The important 
part of this question was to analyse the use of data structures. The most common 
answers simply described the data structures listed in the question, without any links 
to the scenario. Learners need more guidance in how to answer this type of question. 
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11 Marks awarded for: 

Mark band three. 

 

Fluent and accurate technical vocabulary is used to support arguments that are 
relevant to the issues of the question. 

Most of the points made will be relevant to the context in the question, and there will 
be clear links. 

Displays a well-developed and logical evaluation which clearly considers different 
aspects and competing points in detail, leading to a conclusion that is fully supported. 
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Summary 
Overall learners’ performance dropped in this series both in terms of level of 
knowledge and examination technique. 

 

Based on performance in this examination series, learners are offered the following 
advice to help continue this improvement:  

• Develop understanding of key terminology used in the unit so that you can 
access the context of the question.  

• Ensure that when providing answers/information your response is applied to 
the given context.  

• Continue understanding the requirements of the different command verbs 
used in the unit so that you can structure your response appropriately and 
maximise the marks you achieve.  

• Further support on the requirements of command verbs can be found in the 
specification and in training materials published on the Pearson website. 

• For shorter response questions (5 marks or less), make note of the number of 
marks available this will help you identify the number of points you need to 
make. For example, a 4 mark ‘Explain one…’ style question would need to make 
at least four linked points, three of which expand/exemplify understanding of a 
single point. 

• When producing extended writing responses (6 marks or more) ensure you 
consider a range of points, each of which should be expanded or supported 
with examples and applied to the given context.  

• Do not leave questions blank. If you are struggling, moving on to other 
questions and working your way through the paper is a good idea. But makes 
sure you come back and attempt all questions.  

• Centres are encouraged to consult the ‘Technology Update’ which has been 
published on the BTEC website. This document defines the scope of the 
technologies that may be used in examinations such as defining the range of 
‘common protocols’, ‘input devices’ ‘utility software’ etc. It should also be used 
in conjunction with the specification when planning and delivering content. 
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