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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 8: Responding to a Commission 

 

Grade Unclassified 
Level 3 

N P M D 

 

Boundary Mark 

 

0 11 22 34 47 
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Introduction  
 

This is the sixth version of this external assessment that requires learners to 

respond to a commission and the third that had been set following changes to the 

paper recommended by the DfE.  In this version of the paper, there were 

restrictions on the type of notes and content learners were able to bring into the 

examination (particularly images) and a different weighting to the four activities.  

Activities 1 and 2 were one mark more each (16), compared to the original iteration 

of this exam, whereas Activity 4 was worth five fewer marks (20) with the overall 

paper being out of 72 (as opposed to 75 as previously). 

 

In addition, there was guidance in the paper about the amount of time that learners 

spent on each activity as previously, learners were felt to be taking more time over 

the first section (Activity 1 Rationale) than was necessary and then rushing the final 

section (Activity 4 Treatment).  Despite this, many learners appeared to be best 

prepared for Activity 1 and perhaps spent more time than was proportionate on 

this Activity (with 16 marks). 

 

It was clear from the work received for this unit that centres continue to make good 

use of the lead examiner’s report from the previous series, as well as the Sample of 

Marked Learner Work and training events made available by Pearson.   

 

As a result of, many centres appearing to have been influenced by the sample of 

marked learner work (that was commissioned through one centre in advance of the 

first live series of this paper), many learners produced lots of primary research that 

in some cases did not support their ideas development.   

 

There was evidence that some learners went over the word limit for Activity 2 in 

which they are required to pitch their idea to the commissioning client.  Where the 

learners failed to adhere to the word limit they were unable to access the higher 

mark band that requires them to make effective use of this constraint.  Many 

learners in this activity felt it necessary to pitch the idea of making these products 

back to the commissioning body who is asking them to make them which seems 

somewhat implausible. 

 

The two most popular sectors for ideas development were moving image and 

games.  Very few learners developed audio products or websites. 

 

It is clear that the best performing learners in this assessment were those who had 

practiced producing proposals, treatments leading up to this test.  Where learners 

appeared to be unfamiliar with the process they found it difficult to express how 
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they intended to create their ideas.  In some cases, learners proposed ideas for a 

computer game, for example, and then proposed that the production of this be 

outsourced to a third party ‘games designer’ or ‘programmer’ making it difficult to 

have confidence that the learner had a clear understanding of the production 

processes themselves.   

 

Learners are allowed to use specialist software to create visualisations (for example 

for Storyboard This being used for Activity 4).  In most cases, this did not benefit the 

learners as the storyboards produced in this way appeared to be quite limited in 

terms of camera angles and less flexible than their sketched equivalents.   

 

Overall, there were some very creative and well-formed ideas within the learner 

cohort.  Learners performed best where there was a clarity of intention within their 

proposed idea.  Stronger learners were able to precisely define techniques they 

would use to produce their product, knowing why this would benefit the audience 

and be appropriate for the commission.   

 

 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the 

Unit 
 

Learners tended to respond well to the stimulus material that was focused on 

stress at work.  It was evident that some learners were well-practiced in writing 

proposals and creating treatments making it easier for them to precisely 

communicate their ideas.   

 

This paper is broadly in line with the previous January series in terms of 

accessibility.  Both this and the series last year were affected by the changes to both 

the format of the paper (in terms of marks distribution) and the restrictions on 

materials that learners can produce in their preparation stage and bring in to the 

controlled assessment (restricting the ability to effectively create much of the 

storyboard material in advance).  This, as last year, has had more of an impact at 

the top end of the mark range (where it might be possible for learners to get very 

high marks through a carefully constructed treatment that relies on previously 

obtained images) than at the pass boundary.   

 

The scenario of the commission in this paper is felt to be as accessible as the one in 

the preceding series.  In this series, learners were asked to respond to commissions 

connected with a campaign promoting awareness of stress at work.  This is quite a 

straightforward concept to visualise and explain.   
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The best performing learners were able to choose precise techniques and explain 

how these could be utilised as part of a well-formed response to the commission, 

justifying their use through an explanation of the impact on the audience.  Weaker 

learners tended to give generic responses to sections of the paper (particularly the 

proposal) about the legal and regulatory considerations for their ideas and logistical 

implications such as budget and scheduling.  In some cases, and especially with 

activities 1 and 2, some of the weaker learners spent a lot of their time arguing the 

case for the commission back to the commissioner.  Learners should be prepared 

to focus their energies on explaining their idea in terms of content, style and how 

this will be effective for the target audience and commission purpose.  Later the 

learners should focus on how they will make their idea to give the reader assurance 

that the product could be made were the learner awarded the commission. 
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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. 

 

It would be useful to have the unit mark scheme when reading the following 

commentaries on learner work.  The mark schemes for each activity are made up 

of mark bands (vertical columns) describing things indicative of the work for each 

aspect or trait (horizontal rows) of each activity.  If a Rationale, for example 

delivered some initial ideas that were extremely well-justified and this justification 

was linked to existing practice that the learner had reviewed through purposeful 

secondary research, then the response would be meeting the phrase in the 

bottom right corner of the mark scheme for Activity 1 “Justification of approaches 

to response are supported with convincing reference to pertinent existing 

practice.”  This would be referred to in the commentary as Trait 4, Band 4.  

Sometimes, a learner’s work meets some of the Band 4 phrases as well as others 

from different bands.  Where this is the case, a best-fit approach is taken to 

grading the activity.   

 

 

ACTIVITY 1 – RATIONALE 

Within this activity many learners at the Pass boundary would typically include lots 

of primary research about the topic that did not directly inform the development of 

their ideas in responding to the commission.  Typically, learners might survey their 

local peer group to discover that they were all from the same geographical region.  

Ideas themselves would be poorly expressed and somewhat generic so that it was 

unclear how they would effectively target the brief. 

 

At the distinction boundary learners would be able to link the content in the 

commission to their ideas and explain their choices effectively.  In many, examples 

learners would choose appropriate secondary research and discuss how their ideas 

would emulate these responses to a similar brief.  

 

The ideas will be well thought out and detailed enough to give the reader 

confidence that they meet the commission.   

 

  



8 
 
 

The following response gained 16 marks 
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This is an excellent response.  There is a reasoned and well-developed 

consideration of the brief that has led to a clear understanding of the commission 

requirements.  The research is varied and purposeful and leads to some clearly 

expressed ideas that meet the commission.  There is a sense that the interpretation 

of the brief has led to effective research which has then informed a response that is 

linked to the research findings.   

This response is consistently band 4 and achieves full marks for this response.   
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The following response gained 6 marks 
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This a mixed response.  There is a good consideration of the commissioning brief 

within the answer (although in some sections the learner is appearing to sell the 

idea of the commission back to the commissioner).  For the first trait / bullet point 

this is quite strong (band 3).  Overall, there is a literal interpretation of the brief 

(traits 2 and 3 in band 2) and there are no ideas set out to form an initial response 

to the commission (trait 4 in band 1).   

When scoring a response we apply the ‘best-fit’ approach for this paper.  Here, the 

majority of the traits are in band 2 and we have a trait in band 3 and one in band 1.  

This puts the response for this activity at 6 marks (halfway in band 2).  The reason 

this is 6 and not 7 is that the issue with the lack of ideas that have been set out is 

not outweighed by the consideration of the client brief (due to the issue of 

repeating much of the stimulus material.   

 

 

ACTIVITY 2 - PITCH 

 

At the Pass boundary, learners would typically describe an idea without making it feel 

particularly plausible in terms of how the production would be made.  Some learners 

would spend too much of the pitch reiterating the commission back to the 

commissioner or describing the importance of the theme (rather than the reasons to 

choose their idea).   

 

Some learners may have ignored the restriction of the word count (down from 500 to 

350 words) and this would affect their ability to score highly on the trait in the mark 

scheme related to the structure of their pitch.   

 

Mostly learners at pass boundary would have demonstrated an intention to make their 



13 
 
 

pitches persuasive but this may be limited to some generic statements about the quality 

of their work (we always produce the highest quality games so you should have no 

concerns over choosing us).   

 

In some cases at Distinction level the pitches will make effective use of the word limit 

through a coherent structure to the pitch. 

 

Learners' pitches would give the reader a clear idea of their production based on the 

commission. For example, a learner might say – the split screen effect will be lit and colour 

graded so that the version of the character who practises mindfulness techniques is 

portrayed in bright and vibrant colours, whereas the other side of the split screen would be 

slightly de-saturated to convey a more sombre mood.  

 

The ideas will also generally be justified in terms of why they are appropriate for the 

audience. Learners at this level also have made a clear and coherent attempt to sell 

their proposal to the client with the effective use of persuasive language. Ideas would 

be conveyed with precision explaining key features of the production such as the style 

or approach that make it distinctive from generic ideas.   
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The following response gained 12 marks 

 

When considering an audio commission on this paper it is worth remembering that by 

their nature it is perhaps more difficult to demonstrate creativity when devising a 

podcast.  Podcasts are generally, a series of discussions or interviews with guests that 

could perhaps include jingles and other audio sources but are quite straightforward in 

their form / style.   

 

This pitch allows the learner to demonstrate a competent understanding of production 

(trait 1, band 3) and this idea, clearly links to the stimulus material (trait 2, band 3).  The 

pitch is written in a persuasive style and is mostly well-structured (trait 3, band 3).  The 

idea itself is expressed well in terms of content moving the final trait into band 4. 
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The following response gained 5 marks 

 
 

The pitch from this learner does not give a clear vision about how the product will 

communicate with the audience.  We are told that the product will be a video set in 

an office environment but other than this the idea remains opaque, vague and 

difficult to discern.  This point puts the first trait (which refers to how much the 

response gives us an indication of the learner’s understanding of how they are 

going to make the product) into band 1.  It is clear that the learner is targeting the 

requirements of the brief in their intentions (trait 2, band 2) and their pitch does 

have structure to it and is attempting to be persuasive (trait 3, band 2).  The idea 

itself is not fully developed, restricting the fourth trait to band 2.  Overall, 5 marks is 

the score that has been applied to this response using the ‘best-fit’ approach.   
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ACTIVITY 3 – PROPOSAL 

 

At the pass boundary learners were more likely to describe what they would 

produce without going into very much detail about how they were going to do it.   

Some sections of the proposal template may have generic or limited information in 

them (particularly around aspects such as legal considerations, planning and 

scheduling implications and technical consideration).  

 

In moving image proposals there would likely be a disconnection at this level 

between the content described and the techniques chosen to realise them.  In 

some sectors, there may be an admission that others would need to be hired to 

create the product (e.g. a games designer).  Some Proposals belied a sense that the 

learner proposing the solution to the commission had never made a similar media 

product in this format and that they were discussing media production processes in 

a superficial way.   

 

With distinction boundary proposals, learners will have covered all sections more 

evenly than weaker learners.  

 

Learners will have selected specific techniques and approaches will be conveyed 

with detail and these will be informed by the commission requirements. 

 

When completing the scheduling section there will be a realistic timetable that 

belies an understanding of the production processes. There are likely to be 

pertinent examples of where the producer would need to consider legal and ethical 

issues. Learners will have covered all sections more evenly than weaker learners.  
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The following response gained 20 marks 
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This is an excellent proposal and receives full marks.  Throughout the proposal, 

there are examples of the precise application of media techniques that have been 

purposefully selected to generate meaning for the audience and support the theme 

of the product.  These technical choices are expressed with clarity and build to an 

excellent idea being expressed in detail. 

 

All traits are in the top mark band and this response receives 20 marks. 
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The following response gained 12 marks 
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This proposal scores highly for its consideration of logistical issues associated with 

this project.  There is little in the proposal that explains the structure or the 

techniques that will be used in the production meaning that the marks for this 

activity span a range of the mark scheme.  It is quite difficult for learners who 

choose the podcast option to demonstrate creativity in their approach (podcasts 

are somewhat generic in their stylistic approach) so we will be looking at the 

decisions made about contributors and content in these scripts.  For the 
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understanding of practices and the proposed structure of the product, this 

response in in the second mark band (trait 1, band 2).  The proposal, however is 

realistic and has been communicated well (trait 3 in band 3) and as previously 

mentioned the logistical implications are very well discussed (trait 4 in band 4).   

 

 

ACTIVITY 4 - TREATMENT 

 

The realisation of the idea at this level would also be somewhat unclear and lacking 

in detail (we see an office worker who is obviously stressed).  Print responses would 

perhaps not include designs that were appropriate for the target audience or client 

(using multiple varied fonts and layout designs without justification, for example).   

 

Learners at the lower level would perhaps not create a storyboard across the 

duration requested in the paper, leaving some cells or entire pages blank.  

Justification sheets may be used, however the justifications at this level are likely to 

be mostly descriptive.    

 

The treatment will include detailed justifications that makes clear links to the 

requirements of the commission. There will be a consideration of the target 

audience and why the styles used would be effective at communicating the 

necessary message to them. Overall, styles and techniques will be used 

purposefully with an intent to meet the needs of the brief. 

 

With the treatment the distinction boundary work does not necessarily need to 

demonstrate high levels of technical skill although the intention of the proposal has 

to be clear. Storyboards should include clear references to timing, audio and shot 

transitions. The sample text for print commissions should be written in an engaging 

style that meets the targeted audience for this commission. 
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The following response gained 16 marks 
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This treatment consists of a very well realised storyboard with detailed justifications 

and explanations of each shot.  The justifications and explanations demonstrate 

production techniques being deliberately chosen to have a specific effect on the 

audience (trait 1 is in mark band 4).  The idea itself is excellent and would certainly 

target the requirements of the commission (trait 2, mark band 4).  Finally, the idea is 

skilfully communicated through a well-drawn and detailed storyboard (trait 3, mark 

band 4).  The reason this response does not receive full marks is that there are 

some omissions (timings on the second page) and a lack of annotation as the 

treatment progresses.  Overall, this was awarded 16 marks. 
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The following response gained 11 marks 
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This response shows the content of the product very well but there is only a 

superficial demonstration of the learner’s understanding of production processes 

(trait 1, band 2).   

 

The idea is clearly strong (from the content pages) moving trait 2 into band 3.  The 

idea is also well communicated in the most part although this could have been 

realised with more clarity (trait 3, band 3).  Overall, this response receives 11 marks. 
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Summary 

Based on their performance on this paper, learners should:  

 

 Practice creating proposals, pitches and treatments under time constraints to 

prepare for having to this in the examination.   

 Communicate clearly, using precise terms and technical language throughout. 

 Ensure an appropriate amount of time is given to each task (based on the 

marks available for each activity and guidelines in the question paper) 

 Explain both what they are proposing to make as well as how they are going to 

achieve this using precise technical language 

 Constantly refer back to the client commission to ensure that the ideas meet 

the requirements of the target audience and the client.  

 Deliberately make stylistic decisions about a product and then justify why these 

would be effective in meeting the commission. 
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