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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. 
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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 
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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 7: Contemporary Issues in Science 

Grade Unclassified 
Level 3 

N P M D 

 

Boundary Mark 

 

0 

 

8 16 26 36 

  

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


 

4                

Version 1.0 

L3 Lead Examiner Report 1901 

(Applied Science Unit 7: Contemporary Issues in Science) 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 

Overall the performance of learners was slightly improved in comparison to the 

first sitting of this unit in June 2018. In most cases, learners were able to give full 

answers to the five questions.  

 

The degree of preparation for the examination remains an important factor in the 

success of learners. It was evident from some of the responses that learners may 

not have used the allotted preparatory time prior to the examination to read the 

articles carefully and then to look at the references given in the articles.  

The learners that were the most successful, were able to use information from 

the three articles appropriately in response to the questions. The best responses 

showed that there was a good deal of preparatory work done, a clear 

understanding of the topics raised in the articles and a high level of literacy.  

In this examination the articles related to aspects of nanotechnology and their 

application in general to exploration and then more specifically in the 

construction of a space elevator. Many learners were able to engage with the 

articles and draw from them the ideas that were sked for in response to the 

questions. Weaker responses lacked focus and, in many cases, confused ideas 

relating to the last article with ideas in general presented in the first article, for 

example some learners thought that the space elevator, (last two articles), was a 

device that used the idea of nanosatellites, (first article), to operate.  

Many learners were able to give ethical, social, economic and environmental 

examples to the implications or uses mentioned in the articles for question 1. 

Weaker learners confused these ideas, for example suggesting that an ethical 

impact was the issue, when what was being discussed was a social or 

environmental issue.  

 

Many learners were not confident of the use of key words used in the questions 

and assessment criteria for this unit. Words and phrases such as ‘Ethical Issue’, 

‘Environmental Issue’, ‘Social Issue’ and ‘Reliability’ were examples among many 

that were not used correctly in responses and led to a clear view that some 

learners had not prepared well for this unit. Teachers and Learners should be 

aware that on page 96 of the specification for this unit there is a list of key terms 

used and what they mean. Knowing what the terms mean would greatly assist 

learners in their preparation for this unit. 
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Individual Questions 

 
Q1 Discuss the implications of the scientific issues identified in 

the articles, (12 marks) 

 

In this response the learner scored Band 4, 12 marks. 
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The learner was awarded all the marks as the answer shows comprehensive 

knowledge and understanding of the articles, using short quotes to exemplify 

their answer. The learner has identified implications and drawn on all of them in 

the answer.  The learner has drawn links between the implications, balancing 

some of the environmental and cost implications. The response has a well-

developed structure and is logically presented and keeps to the point. 
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In the next response the learner scored Band 4, 10 marks. 

 

The learner has drawn upon information from all of the articles and has 

considered implications relevant to the topic. The discussion is considered to be 

comprehensive in its use of information from the articles. There are some links to 

the economic, environmental, social implications, but these are not all well 

developed. The discussion has a well-developed clear structure.  

Weaker learners quoted from the articles but did not draw links and treated each 

article one by one. In addition, weaker learners confused information regarding 

nanosatellites in article one with space tether development in articles two and 

three. Some learners had  

The three articles need to be considered holistically in order to gain a mark in the 

highest band. 
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In this response the learner scored band 2, 4 marks. 
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The learner has shown some limited knowledge and understanding and has 

made a number of generalised comments. There is an attempt to draw links to 

environmental and social implications, but these are not developed. There is 

some structure to the answer. Overall the answer has aspects of a band one 

response with some from band two.  The lack of detail, the limited attempts at 

draw on the implications and the structure of the answer gave it a mark of 4. 

 

The learner makes some comments that relate to the tether affecting the Earth’s 

orbit. Such comments were ignored, as the paper does not test specific 

understanding of the underlying Physics, but such comments do indicate a lack of 

scientific literacy and use of the articles and other texts, as there are is no 

mention in the texts or in other reputable research material that this would be an 

issue.  

 

 

Q2 Identify the different organisations/individuals mentioned in 

the articles and suggest how they may have an influence on the 

scientific issue (6 marks) 

 

Learners were able to identify NASA and the ESA and the IAA as major influences 

on the development of nanotechnology in space exploration. In addition, 

individuals were identified that had made major contributions to the field. In 

many cases where there was an identification of an institution or individual, the 

contribution was not given in any detail. Learners wrote in general terms, such as 

‘making a big contribution’ or ‘a major influence’ but not saying exactly how. It was 

evident from some learner answers that there had been a good deal of additional 

work done in the preparation time to research the background, and qualifications 

of some of the individuals mentioned. In the best examples the learners went on 

to use this information to show how they had influenced the issue, in others, 

there was no more than a biography of the person, with no link to the issue. 
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In this response the learner scored band 3, 6 marks. 
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The learner has demonstrated comprehensive knowledge and understanding of 

how some key organisations and individuals can influence the scientific issue and 

have then gone on to explain how these may have influenced the issue and linked 

it to the articles. 
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In each example in the answer, there is information regarding the role played by 

the institution or individual, be it in research and development, funding, or 

international cooperation. Weaker answers omitted these. It should be noted that 

learners are not expected to produce an exhaustive list and the parts played to 

gain a band three mark. The requirement is for the identification to show a 

comprehensive knowledge. 

 

Some learners produced a list of individuals or organisations, without further 

comment. This restricted the mark available to band 1. 

 

This response scored band 1, 1 mark. 

 

 

 
 

The learner has identified some organisations but has not given anything 

creditworthy in terms of the influence they would have. There is a basic 

explanation, but in very generalised terms.  
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Q3 Discuss whether article 3 has made valid judgements. (12 

marks) 

 

Learners were expected to focus on the final article to answer this question. The 

quality of the answer related to the learner’s interpretation to the idea of validity. 

Many learners solely focused on the way the article was written and did not 

discuss how the article interpreted and analysed the scientific information to 

support the conclusions being made. There was for some learners a focus on the 

validity and reliability of the data and in referencing. Some learners’ confused 

reliability and validity, and some offered a critique of the article in terms of the 

layout of graphs and charts.   

 

This response scored band 4, 12marks. 
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The learner has focused on some of the scientific information in article three. The 

validity and reliability of the data has been considered, together with 

consideration of references. Towards the end of the answer the learner considers 

how the article has interpreted and analysed the scientific information presented. 

There is a well-developed structure to the answer that is able to be followed 

easily. The learner concludes the answer by summarising some of the evidence 

and using it to make a judgement on the validity and reliability of the article.  It 

should be noted that not every aspect of the scientific information in the article 

needs to be considered to access the top band marks. 
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This response scored band 1, 3 marks. 

 

 
 

The learner has made some rather vague statements and in a limited way has 

attempted to consider some aspects such as the scientific information presented 

and the validity and reliability of the data. In addition, the comments on 

referencing a vague.  There is some creditworthy material in the answer, but it is 

not well structured. 

 

 

 



 

24                

Version 1.0 

L3 Lead Examiner Report 1901 

(Applied Science Unit 7: Contemporary Issues in Science) 

Q4 Suggest any potential areas for further development and/or 

research of the scientific issues from the three articles. (5 marks) 

 

Learners were expected to use all three articles to suggest further research or 

development of the ideas presented. Some learners considered widening the 

range of uses of materials for the development of SMART clothing of for further 

development of sensors. Other learners considered developments in tether 

design or means of powering the elevators.  

Some learners drifted off the point and moved onto considering the reasons for 

or against developing space elevators. 
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This response scored band 3, 4 marks. 

 

 
The learner has suggested some areas for further development and has gone 

some way to provide evidence from the articles to do this, but not used all the 

articles as required for full marks but has addressed issues in two of the three.  

The learner has used knowledge from some of the articles to support the ideas 

presented. There was just sufficient here to support a mark in band three. 

 

 



 

26                

Version 1.0 

L3 Lead Examiner Report 1901 

(Applied Science Unit 7: Contemporary Issues in Science) 

This response scored band 1, 1 mark. 

 
This response does not address specific issues. There are some areas of further 

development identified, but these are vague and there is limited use of the 

articles. This is more of a general set of concerns about the space elevator project 

than a consideration of areas of development. 
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Q5 You are a research assistant for the UK Space agency. Write a 

report on the advantages and disadvantages of participating in 

an international project to build a space elevator. Your report 

will be sent to a UK House of Commons Committee who are not 

scientists. 

 

The most able learners were able to take the scenario and use the information 

from the articles to produce a well-structured coherent document that addressed 

the brief of the question. Some learners were aware of the audience and wrote 

accordingly, selecting aspects such as economic advantage and disadvantage, 

social improvement, job creation, international co-operation, environmental and 

defence considerations, all of which would be concerns for the target audience.   

Some responses were limited to considering the design of the elevator in some 

detail, rather than the major advantages and disadvantages in terms of economic 

and social interest, national security and national prestige. Some learners looked 

at the appropriate information and considered the main advantages and 

disadvantages but presented the information in a way that was inappropriate to 

the target audience. A tabloid, spectacular scoop approach was not appropriate in 

the scenario given. 
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This response scored band 4, 15 marks. 
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The learner has briefly identified what a space elevator is, which to a non-

specialist audience is an important start.  

The learner then goes on to consider cost, research and development 

opportunities, international co-operation, and environmental issues. There is a 

conclusion that suggests that the funding needed for this could be best spent 

elsewhere.  

 

The learner has used the information in the articles and given advantages and 

disadvantages using material from the articles to support the report. The tone 

and presentation are fit for the purpose intended in the question and the answer 

has a well-developed structure and is logical.  
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This response scored band 3, 12 marks. 
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The learner has considered advantages and disadvantages and has looked at the 

key aspects of cost, defence, environmental and social impacts. The learner does 

not identify all of these directly but does look at the issues in the answer. The 

learner has not formed a conclusion which would help advice the committee and 
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this limits the mark to band three, in addition some of the points made are not 

well supported from evidence in the articles.  

 

 

 

This response scored band 2, 6 marks. 
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This answer is a description of the workings of the space elevator, and where it 

would be sited and the issues surrounding research and development of the 

materials to be used. To a large extent it does not answer the question set and 

are going to be irrelevant to the committee making a decision of supporting this. 

There are towards the end of the answer some points made about cost, and 

security and other relevant aspects. Overall these are some main points 

summarised with some advantages and disadvantages and some idea of the 

audience. Learners should look carefully at the scenario given and write an 

answer for that scenario. There were good points made in this answer, but not 

the question set. 
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