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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 

 

 

 
Unit 1 Information Technology Systems 

 
Grade Unclassified 

Level 3 

P M D 

 

Boundary Mark 

 

0 23 36 49 
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Introduction  

 
This was the third series of the new specification for Information Technology, and 

as such, the third time that assessment has been via an externally set examination 

rather than via centre based internal assessment.  

The question paper followed the same format as the January 2018 paper and the 

sample assessment materials published on the Pearson website. Four scenarios 

were used for assessment; each scenario broken down into a number of questions 

which assessed a range of specification topics.  Learners were expected to 

demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the specification topics and apply this 

knowledge to the given scenarios. 

The intention is to offer as broad a coverage as possible for all areas of the unit 

content. Questions have varying weightings attached to them, with 3 to 6 marks for 

the lower demand questions and 6 to 12 marks for questions where an extended 

response was required, such as discussion, analysis or evaluation. 

Extended response questions were marked using a ‘levels based’ approach to 

assessment. The overall quality of the response was considered rather than the 

specific number of points gained. There was also a focus on the use of suitable 

technical and vocational language and terminology within each response. In line with 

the January 2018 paper, there were only five extended questions on the paper. 

In this series, there were two diagram questions, one marked using a level based 

approach and the other using a points’ based approach. 

The remainder of the questions on the paper were assessed using a ‘points based’ 

approach, where learners gained marks by identifying, for example, a benefit or 

drawback related to the scenario and then gaining additional marks for giving 

appropriate expansion(s). 

 

 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the 

Unit 
 

In general learners are coping slightly better with this type of external assessment, 

although trends identified in January 2018 are still in evidence.   

Learners often failed to read the questions carefully and provided responses which did 

not answer the question set and were therefore not mark worthy.  

Others failed to gain all the marks available on short response questions by not looking 

carefully at the number of marks available for a question. The marks shown in 

brackets on the paper indicate the number of points required in the response. 

As in January 2018 only a minority coped well with the long answer questions, where 

clear and detailed answers covering all sides of an argument or scenario were 
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required and in many instances learners showed lack of knowledge of the overall 

specification content with many blank responses.  
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Individual Questions 
Question 1 

The scenario for this question was based around a designer for an engineering 

company who travels to visit clients. He works on a laptop whilst travelling on which 

he stores personal and financial information.   

Q1a 

Learners were asked to explain two problems that the designer, Hardeep, may have 

while using a mobile data connection when travelling by train. 

The question was marked using a points-based system, learners gaining one mark 

each for identifying the problems and an additional mark for each expansion. In 

general learners performed well with most able two marks. 

Many learners were able to identify two problems but were unable to expand upon 

these. Very few mentioned lack of access to communication e.g. email and, although, 

a few learners have mentioned loss of files, this was aimed more at losing work that 

had not been saved when signal was lost, rather than losing files during transfer. 

This candidate failed to gain any marks. The first response was not mark worthy, to 

gain the mark the learner needed to identify that the connection would be unstable 

because the train travels through areas with variable signals. The second response 

was not mark worthy, as it is does not refer to using his data allowance, merely stating 

that mobile data is expensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following work was awarded three marks. In the first response, the learner has 

identified locations with no signal for his mobile data connection, however, there is 

no expansion that is mark worthy. The second response was accepted in the mark 
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scheme for identifying that he may use his data allowance and the expansion that 

additional data will be expensive.  
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Q1bi 
Learners were required to explain two methods used to ensure that files accessed 

via the VPN are kept secure during transmission. 

 

As above the question was marked using a points-based system, learners gaining one 

mark each for identifying the problems and an additional mark for each expansion. 

In general, responses were disappointing with the majority gaining only one mark. 

 

Most correct responses were linked to encryption, but not many expanded the 

answer to explain about the key decrypting the data.  Many other learners made 

reference to passwords or usernames, but often didn’t mention both or make any 

reference to authorised/unauthorised users and subsequently failed to gain the 

marks.   

 

This response gained a mark for encryption but, as with many, failed to gain an 

expansion mark. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This response gained all four marks, two clear identification marks and expansion 

marks.  

The first response gained  marks for encryption and reference to the key. The second 

gained marks for user name and password and reference to unauthorised users. 
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Q1bii 

Many learners scored well on this question with many gaining two or more marks. 

However, many used two examples from the third marking point on the Mark 

Scheme, i.e. a minimum length of eight characters / use a mix of e.g. 

letters/numbers/symbols, etc., and could only be awarded one of the marks. In 

addition, others lost marks for only citing two examples for ‘mix’, i.e. letters and 

numbers, where the Mark Scheme required at least 3 of the examples given. 

The following gained no marks for the first response, but gained both for the second. 

More than three types of data are stated for the identification mark and the final part 

of the response is enough to imply ‘hard to guess’ for the expansion mark. 
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This response gained three marks. A minimum of eight characters is identified with 

the expansion that it will be hard to guess. The learner has also identified that the 

password should not be reused, however, there is no expansion given for this 

marking point.   

  

Q1c 

This question asked learners to describe how the operating system manages 

peripheral devices. The question was very poorly answered and produced the 

weakest responses on the paper.  Learners showing very little understanding of the 

topic. A points based Mark Scheme was used with four marks available for four 

separate points.   

The few marks that were awarded were for citing device drivers. However, where 

they were mentioned, rarely did learners expand their answers for further marks. 

The responses shown below are typical of those which gained one mark.  Both 

mention device drivers, but show no understanding of how the drivers are used in 

operating system management of devices. 
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Q1d 

This was the first level based, extended question, on the paper and in general 

learners made a good attempt. Learners were asked to discuss factors, other than 

cost, which should be considered before upgrading a software package. 

The learners who scored higher marks generally gave structured responses. It was 

pleasing that a significant number were able to achieve middle band marks, showing 

some understanding of the topic. 
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The following response was placed in the lower mark band. Several of the points 

made are irrelevant/incorrect in the context of the scenario e.g. the impact on clients. 

The discussion shows isolated elements of knowledge and understanding with major 

gaps.  
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This response was assessed in the upper mark band. The learner has demonstrated 

mostly accurate and detailed knowledge and understanding. Most points are 

relevant to the scenario and the learner has given a well-developed and logical 

discussion, considering a range of different aspects. 
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Question 2 

The scenario for this question was based around a training agency. The agency has a 

LAN with both wired and wireless connectivity. 

Q2ai   

Explain two accessibility features provided by an operating system that can assist 

users with visual impairment. 

In general, learners made a good attempt at the question, with many candidates 

gaining three or four marks. As in earlier questions, some gave two examples from 

the same marking point, e.g. changing font size and using a magnifier, which reduced 

the marks awarded. Unfortunately, some learners did not read the question carefully 

and gave responses which did not relate to the Operating System. 

The following candidate gained only one mark for identifying enlarged text.  There is 

no expansion mark as ‘see better’ is not mark worthy, there must be some reference 

to improved clarity or being able to see in more detail. The second response is not 

mark worthy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following candidate gained four marks for two relevant points identified and 

clear expansions for each. The learner has identified a magnifier and that this makes 

text clearer to read. Text to speak is also cited with the expansion mark given for text 

on screen being read aloud.  
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Q2aii   

Following on the theme from Q2ai learners were asked to identify two peripherals 

that could be used to aid visually impaired users. 

Again, the question was generally well answered with many citing microphones, 

speakers, Braille embossers and Braille keyboards. Unfortunately, many learners 

cited large keyboards rather than large keys and lost potential marks. 

This learner was only able to gain one mark, correctly citing a Braille keyboard, but 

not stating how it is used. The second response gives a function of the Operating 

System and not a peripheral device. 
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The following gained maximum marks, correctly citing a speaker and the expansion 

of hearing the text on the screen and a braille keyboard allowing the blind to input 

text etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q2b  

This question proved challenging for learners, with very few gaining marks outside 

the lower mark band. Learners were asked to discuss why file permissions are used 

and the impact this has on tutors and students. 

 

Many learners confused access rights with file permissions and while some credit 

was given learners were restricted to the lower band marks. Others failed to refer to 

files in the shared area but to files that would be accessible to teachers and not 

accessible to students due to their log in credentials. 

 

The following response is typical of the lower Mark band. The learner has stated that 

access to tutor files is denied by students i.e. shown one isolated element of 

understanding, whilst it is relevant to the scenario, it is not worthy of a higher Mark 

band. 
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The following response was placed in the higher Mark band. 

The learner has discussed access rights, but has also gone into some detail about 

editing permissions, i.e. modify, read-write, and deleting. There is also clear reference 

to the scenario. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  



20 

 

Q2c 

 

In this question, learners were asked to discuss the factors that the agency need to 

consider before introducing an emerging technology.  

Many learners were able to gain middle band marks for discussing user experience, 

compatibility, cost, training and implementation. However, others went down the 

route of describing particularly, types of emerging technology e.g. virtual reality and 

consequently gained few, if any, marks. 

This response was placed at the top of the lower Mark band. The learner has made 

some reference to user needs; however, the discussion is very superficial showing 

only isolated elements of knowledge and understanding.  
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The following response was placed in the higher Mark band. The learner has 

discussed ease of use, cost, implementation and security, all in some detail and 

referred to the scenario. The response is well structure and logical.   
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Q3a 

 

This was the first of two ‘draw’ questions on the paper. There were and with six marks 

available, marked on a level based system, it was very disappointing to see that the 

majority were unable to achieve more than bottom band marks. 

Learners were guided to include devices and systems that could be used, connections 

and connection type(s), flow of data through the system and annotations.  While 

many were able to identify the four key areas and their associated devices, few 

correctly identified connection types or flow of data. In many cases, where learners 

did identify data flow, this was usually one directional. 

The following was typical of a response at the lower mark band. The four key areas 

are identified, but devices are not. Connections are shown, but with no indication of 

types and the directions are not always correct. There is no indication of the data that 

will be shared. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This response was marked in the middle band. The learner has identified the four 

main areas with the appropriate devices.  Connections are shown, although some 

types are inappropriate. The direction of flow is not always correct and the diagram 

does not include annotations of the data that will be shared among the components 

of the system. 
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Q3bi 

 
In this question learners were required to describe how the sales data (provided by 

EPOS terminals) is used to update the stock control system. A points based Mark 

Scheme was used with three marks available for three separate points.  

 

Responses were disappointing with few gaining more than one mark.  The main 

correct responses cited automatic stock levels being updated after a sale or 

automatic reordering.  However, many learners missed the automated decision to 

reorder stock referring, instead, to members of staff re-ordering when stock was low. 

Very few mention comparison of stock/recorder levels. 

The following response was awarded one mark for ‘scanning the barcode’. The rest 

of the response is very mixed up and does not show any understanding of the 

process. 

 

 

This response gained two marks. The learner has identified that database is updated 

and that the system will automatically reorder.  However, the learner has not 

identified that the current stock level must be compared against a preset value to 

instigate the reordering. 
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Q3bii 

 

Learners were required to explain one impact on PRR Sports of using an automated 

stock control system. This produced some of the weakest responses on the paper. 

Many learners seemed to ignore ‘impact’ and went on to describe the reordering 

process. Where marks were awarded, they were generally for stock levels being 

maintained/not running out of stock. 

 

The discussion focuses completely on system failure and is typical of many responses 

where the learner failed to gain any marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This response gained one mark for correctly stating that the company will not run 

out of stock. Typical of many responses the initial sentence is inaccurate and the 

consequent discussion is irrelevant.   
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Q3ci 

 

This was the second question to require learners to ‘draw’, in this instance they were 

asked to draw a suitable user interface for a screen. Learners were given a partial 

data dictionary showing the fields (with details) to be included in the interface. 

 

A very similar question had been used in the first SAM and it was expected that 

learners would find this straightforward. However, in general, responses were very 

weak. Many lost the mark for the first point on the Mark Scheme by failing to show 

appropriate sized data entry fields. 

 

Where understanding was shown learners did include drop down menus, 

accessibility features and navigation. 

 

This is typical of a lower end response. The learner has given the six fields required, 

however, there is no indication of differing field lengths and subsequently no mark 

can be awarded. 
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The following response was awarded four marks. The learner has drawn the six fields 

with indication of length. They have included drop down menus to ease data entry, 

added accessibility features and given some on screen prompts for the user. 

Unfortunately, no navigation/buttons are shown and subsequently no further marks 

can be awarded.  

 

  



29 

 

Q3cii 

  

In this question, learners were asked to explain two methods that could be used to 

ensure that (customer’s personal) data is accurate and kept up-to-date. The question 

was points based with one mark for each correct identification and one for a sensible 

expansion. Many learners made a good attempt at the question, citing contacting the 

customer by email and asking them to check the data.  Where learners identified 

validation or verification they failed to gain additional marks for expanding upon 

these responses. 

 

The following response was awarded one mark for asking the customer to check the 

data.  However, the mark for contacting the customer could not be awarded as there 

is no indication of the method used e.g. email/phone etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following learner was awarded three marks. In the first part of the response, 

verification is given with no rewardable expansion. The learner has then gone on to 

correctly discuss contacting the client via email to ensure that the data is correct. All 

three marks were available in the first response, the learner has then repeated this 

in the second response. 
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Q4a 

 

This was a level based question with ten marks available and it was pleasing to note 

that the question produced some very good responses, with many learners gain 

marks in the middle mark band. 

  

Many learners discussed relevant implications of using online surveys and face to 

face focus groups e.g. face to face groups making sure they have the right audience, 

and customers having to travel to the venue which is time consuming and costly. A 

significant number mentioned that an online survey requires access to technology 

and some customers may not have this, or the IT skills required. 

 

However, many responses were superficial, listing some points, but failing to expand 

on them. Many learners focused on people not bothering to answer online surveys 

or being more truthful in face-to-face meetings. 

 

This response was assessed in the lower mark band. There are relevant points made 

at the beginning, however as with many responses learners assume that the surveys 

have open access and that this will skew results. The learner makes only very brief 

reference to face to face meetings. 
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The following learner was assessed in the top mark band. There is discussion of both 

online surveys and face to face meetings which show accurate knowledge and 

understanding, although there are some gaps. The response is clearly linked to the 

scenario and the discussion is well developed and logical.   
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Q4b 

 

This question required learners to evaluate the implications of the move to an 

online-only booking system for Ay-to-Bee travel agency and their customers and, as 

such, it is expected that learners will produce either a conclusion as a final paragraph 

or make evaluative comments throughout their response. 

 

Whilst many were able to gain Mark band two responses, few were able to gain higher 

marks by failing to relate answers to the context. In addition, many responses 

focused on setting up the online booking system, which, had they read the question 

carefully, clearly stated that the system was already up and running. This lead to a 

great deal of irrelevant discussion about how it would be implemented / downtime 

etc. 

 

A number discussed overhead cost savings in premises, store staff etc., whilst others 

discussed the implications for staff resulting from job losses arising from store 

closures. Poor computer literacy skills and lack of the requisite technology were only 

occasionally discussed as a reason for some clients go elsewhere.  Similarly, the loss 

of customers who prefer using an in-store was rarely mentioned. 

 

The following response was assessed in the lower mark band. The learner has 

shown some isolated knowledge with a discussion which focuses entirely on staff 

job losses and customer issues. There are no evaluative comments throughout or 

end conclusion provided. The clear links to the scenario places the work at the top 

of the mark band.  
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The following response was placed in the top mark band. The learner has presented 

a range of different aspects in a well-developed and logical discussion. There is an 

accurate and detailed knowledge shown and they have included evaluative 

comments throughout   
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Summary 

Based on their performance on this paper, learners should:  

• read the question carefully to ensure they fully understand what is being asked 

• read the question carefully to identify the command verb  

• where the question asks for two methods/reasons ensure that two responses 

are given 

• where a question asks for a description/explanation look at the marks that can 

be gained to indicate the number of points that should be made 

• produce responses in a structured manner, particularly in extended questions 
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