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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 was the fourth sitting of this exam. All questions were attempted by some 

learners, with some learners demonstrating a clear ability to apply the knowledge 

learnt from the specification. However, there were a number of learners who made a 

very limited attempt at answering the paper, leaving many answers blank. Where 

learners had attempted all questions they were able to show a good coverage of the 

unit specification and apply their knowledge to a range of situations. 

 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 

This paper was able to evidence effective ramping of the questions, with there 

being an obvious drop off point where pass level learners struggled to access 

marks in questions which were targeted at merit or distinction learners. The 8-

mark questions were also highly effective in discriminating the level of learner as 

the candidates had to discuss the lymphatic system and how the structure of the 

hoof aids stability.  

 

One area of weakness was the learner’s ability answer questions relating to 

hormones, including reproductive hormones, and hormones of the thyroid gland 

and the role of insulin.  

 

In questions which tested higher level skills, explanations and discussions were 

provided. Where learners did well, they had a good understanding of key areas 

and concepts and were able to relate these throughout the paper. The most able 

candidates were able to apply the knowledge in a range of scenarios, including 

complex situations where a number of cognitive steps were required.  

 

Finally, learners would still benefit from additional coaching on exam technique, 

in particular the way to structure answers for “explain” questions to ensure 

maximum marks are achieved as this continues to be where marks are 

unnecessarily lost.  
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Individual Questions 

 
Question 1a 

This was a labelling question worth two marks. Learners were provided with an image 

of an equine urinary system and were asked to label two parts, the ureter and the 

bladder. As a pass level question this had a mixed response with most learners being 

able to access the mark for the bladder but struggled to correctly identify the ureter. A 

variety of incorrect answers were provided by the learners.  

  

Question 1c 

This was a 4 mark question where learners had to explain two functions of sweat. 

Most learners were able to state two separate functions but only merit learners were 

able to link this with a specific aspect of their function therefore access all 4 marks.  

 

 

2 marks awarded. Two marks for each function, but no explanation provided.  
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Question 1d 

This was a 2 mark question where learners were asked to explain the role of Anti 

Diuretic Hormone (ADH). Learners struggled with this question. Some learners were 

able to state that it was connected to the urine output but many provided incorrect 

answers which were not rewardable. Very few learners were able to access both 

marks for this question.  

 

 

2 marks awarded. Controls water balance (1) by causing concentrated urine (1) 
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Question 2a 

This was a labelling question worth two marks. Learners were provided with two 

images of equine front legs and were asked to identify the conformation fault. 

Learners struggled to answer this question. The answers provided were very varied 

with reference being made to the weight of the horse, the angle of the hoof and 

whether the horse was going up or down hill.  

 

 

0 marks awarded 
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Question 2b 

This question was worth a maximum of 4 marks and asked the candidates to describe 

two types of joint found in the equine leg. While most learners were able to state 2 

types of joint most were unable to provide an accurate description. Other ways that 

learners lost marks was by discussing joints which are not found in the equine leg.  

 

2 marks awarded: 2 joints identified (2) no accurate description provided. 
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Question 2c 

This was the first describe question of the paper. Learners were asked to describe 

how weight bearing changes between trot and canter for 4 marks. This question had a 

good response with learners generally being clear on the difference in footfall 

between the two paces and how this affects the distribution of weight.  

 

 

4 marks awarded. The learner has provided a logical description footfall in both trot 

and canter and has linked this to how the weight is distributed.  
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Question 3a 

 

This was a 2-mark question where learners had to explain one role of Purkinje fibres. 

This questions was poorly answered and many learners left the question blank. 

Where marks were awarded it was generally for basic answers making reference to 

the heart.  

 

 

 

2 marks awarded, 1 mark for the identification of heart fibres and 1 mark for causing 

the contractions of the heart. 
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Question 3b 

This was a 4 mark, describe question with learners being asked to describe the 

structure of the equine heart. This question had a positive response, with many 

learners accessing the full 4 marks. The way learners approached the question was 

varied, with some focusing on the muscular structure and the flow of blood through 

the heart where as other discussed individual structures within the heart. Both types 

of answer were rewarded.  

 

 

 

4 marks awarded: a comprehensive discussion of the anatomy of the heart using 

correct terminology.  
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Question 3c 

This was a 2 mark question where learners were asked to explain the term diastole.  

The question was not well answered with many learners leaving the question blank. 

Where learners did provide an answer they struggled to access both marks, generally 

providing a vague answer about it being something to do with the heart.  

 

2 marks awarded. Correct term explained.  

 

Question 3d 

This was a 4-mark question where learners had to explain 2 ways in which the 

structure of capillaries aid their function.  

Most learners were able to access at least 2 of the marks for this question by 

identifying the features but were unable to offer full explanations as to how this 

benefits the function.  

 

4 marks awarded. The learner has provided two examples: one cell thick (1) to allow 

osmosis (1) and semi permeable (1) to allow diffusion (1) 
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Question 4a 

This was a 2 mark question where learners had to explain the role of simple epithelial 

cells. This question was generally well answered, with most learners recognising the 

cells have a protective function, however there are still a significant number of 

learners who are not providing a link response answer for an explain question and 

therefore are not able to achieve both marks.  

 

2 marks awarded. Protective barrier (1) against external environment (1) 
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Question 4b 

This was a 4-mark question where learners were asked to explain two roles of 

tendons 

This was a more advanced question, requiring learners to investigate the range of 

roles that the tendons have.  

Only distinction level learners were obtaining more than 2 marks for this question. 

They were able to identify and explain two separate functions. Most learners were 

able to state that tendons connect bone to muscle to aid moment. .  

 

 

3 marks awarded. Connects muscle to bone (1 mark) providing strength (1) and 

stability (1). 
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Question 4c 

This was a 4-mark question where learners had to describe the structure of striated 

muscle.  

Most learners were able to correctly identify that striated muscle had a striped 

appearance and therefore able to access 1 mark. However many learners struggled to 

access any of the higher end marks.  

 

3 marks awarded. Made of many fibres (1) Shape is long and thin (1). Appear striped 

(1) 
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Question 5 

This was the first 8-mark question of the paper where learners had to discuss the 

structure and function of the equine lymphatic system.  

 

As a banded question there were 3 marks available for pass learners and these were 

obtained through basic statements including the function of the system and 

recognising key structure (e.g. glands / lymph nodes). Pass level learners were not 

able to access additional marks as they struggled to provide a greater depth of 

knowledge as to how the system works. Many learners struggled to access more than 

one mark, indicating that they were not confident in their knowledge of this topic.  

 

 

6 marks awarded. A detailed and thorough account of equine lymphatic system. Use 

of appropriate terminology. Structure and function discussed in a logical format. 
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Question 6a 

This was a 1-mark question were learners were asked to state the location of the 

thyroid gland in equines  

This question was well answered, with most learners stating the equine neck.  

 

1 mark awarded. Correct location stated.  

 

Question 6b 

 

This was a 4 mark question where learners were asked to explain the action of two 

hormones released by the thyroid gland. Most learners struggled to correctly identify 

the hormones in this question and therefore were not able to access any of the 

marks.  

 

2 marks awarded. The learner has identified one correct hormone (thyroxine) (1) and 

its action (regulates metabolism) (1). 
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Question 6c 

This was a 4 mark question where learners were asked to describe the hormonal 

control of ovulation in equines. While learners appeared to have good knowledge on 

the topic of reproduction they did not always answer the question, rather they 

discussed the development of foetus or reproductive behaviours shown by the mare.  

2 marks awarded. Oestrogen decreases (1) if eggs are unfertilised (1) 

 

0 marks awarded. No rewardable answer. 
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Question 6d 

This was a higher level 4 mark question where learners had explain two actions of 

insulin. While most learners were confident in the effect of insulin on blood sugar 

most struggled to identify a second function and therefore were not able to access 

the more than two marks.  

 

 

2 marks awarded. Regulates blood sugar (1) by reducing blood sugar (1)  
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Question 7a 

This was a 2 mark recall question where learners were required to state two divisions 

of the vertebral column. This question was very well answered with most learners 

correctly identifying two areas.  

 

 

2 marks awarded. 2 correct answers provided  

 

Question 7b 

This was a 4 mark question where learners had to describe the bones in the equine 

lower from leg. There were two ways in which learners could answer this question, by 

listing, in order the bones or by providing a physical description for two of the bones. 

Both types of answer were seen and learners were generally accessing 3 or 4 marks 

for this question.  

 

4 marks awarded. This is a comprehensive answer where the four marks could have 

been achieved in a variety of ways.  
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Question 7c 

This was a 4 mark question where learners had to describe the structure of osteons. 

This question was poorly answered with many learners leaving the answer blank.  

 

3 marks awarded. Central canal (1) known as Haversian canal (1) Have a nucleus (1) 
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Question 8 

 

This was an 8-mark question where learners were asked to discuss how hoof 

structure effects equine stability. 

 

In order to access band two marks the learners were required to have made some 

reference to stability rather than just discussing the structure of the hoof. Many 

learners quoted “no hoof, no horse” but then struggled to back up the statement with 

any evidence. There we a number of learners who provided detailed accounts of the 

hoof structure but did not make clear links to the impact these structures have on 

stability.  
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6 marks awarded. A detailed discussion of a range of cell shapes has been provided 

with a good depth of knowledge demonstrated. There are clear links between the 

structure and function of each cell type.  
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Summary 

 
Based on their performance on this paper, learners should:  

 

Carefully read the question and keep the answer focused on what the question is 

actually asking. i.e if the question is about reproductive hormones then hormones 

and not behavious should be discussed.  

 

Develop explain answers to allow the maximum number of marks to be awarded.  

  

Provide answers for all questions. This paper had a significant number of questions 

where learners did not attempt an answer.  

 

Based on the performance of this paper, centres should: 

 

Ensure learners are famillair with the whole of the specification. 
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