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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 (Distinction, Merit and 

Pass). The grade awarded for each unit contributes proportionately to the overall qualification 

grade and each unit should always be viewed in the context of its impact on the whole 

qualification. 

 

Setting grade boundaries  

When we set grade boundaries, we look at the performance of every learner who took the 

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 should be 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 test 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 test, because then it would not take into account that a test might be slightly easier or 

more difficult than any other. 

 

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, are on the website via this link: 

qualifications.pearson.com/gradeboundaries  

 

 

Unit 5: Specialist Subject Investigation (31672H). 

Grade Unclassified 
Level 3 

N P M D 

 

Boundary Mark 

 

0 

 

9 19 32 45 



 

Introduction 

 

Unit 5: Specialist Subject Investigation is mandatory for the Pearson BTEC Level 3 National 

Extended Diploma in Creative Digital Media Production. Learners are provided with a Set 

Task Brief (Part A) five weeks before the assessment period directing them to conduct 

research into a specialist subject topic.  They are required to focus on a contemporary 

specialist media issue or debate detailed in the Set Task Brief and use this as a starting 

point to undertake investigations into it using a range of primary and secondary research 

methods and techniques.  This preparatory stage includes 12 hours independent 

preparation and 6 hours undertaken in monitored conditions. 

 

The assessment period includes the preparatory stage prior to a two hour period of 

supervised assessment where learners will respond to the activities and stimulus material 

provided in part B. 

 

There are two assessment opportunities each year and May 2018 was the first external 

assessment opportunity for this unit.  The January 2020 stimulus material required 

learners to research conduct research into the impact of violent content in media products 

within a particular media sector. 

 

 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the 

Unit 

 

Learners responded well to the focus of the stimulus material; responses indicated that 

learners engaged with the topic and were able to access a wide range of relevant research 

sources.  However, many learners chose to conduct research into the topic as it related to 

the games sector, even though their main area of study may have been related to a 

different media sector.  This may have been because learners felt that they had a general 

knowledge or interest in the topic as it related to games, but this resulted in a number of 

responses relying on unsupported opinions, which may have disadvantaged those 

learners. 

 

Most learners responded effectively to question 1 which required them to use the 

research to respond to a statement relating to the topic, but responses to questions 2 to 5 

often lacked detail or, for questions 3 to 5, were unsupported by references to the 

research undertaken.  

 

Primary research conducted by learners was generally purposeful and relevant, but in 

many cases lacked consideration of the validity of the information being obtained, e.g. 

reference to suitability of sample sizes and demographics.  Higher performing learners 

demonstrated a clear purpose and focus to the research they had undertaken. 

  



 

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. 

 

Activity 1  

Analyse the significance of the depiction of violence within a specific media sector 

with reference to the issues/debates mentioned in the statement: 

“Violence depicted in media products is increasing and becoming more graphic.  It 

could be argued that exposure to this violence makes young people more likely to 

commit violent acts”. 

You should refer to the research carried out in the stimulus material and/or your 

own research, making reference to the validity of the sources used. 

For this activity, higher performing learners focused clearly on the statement, referring not 

only to the stimulus material, but to their own research findings, to support a well-

reasoned response.  

Less developed responses often simply summarised the information which had been 

provided in the stimulus material, and identified key themes within it, but provided little in 

terms of interpretation of the data or discussion of the media debates.  Some learners 

summarized their own findings, but without relating them to the statement, which led to 

them then duplicating this in their response to Activity 3. 

The higher performing learners typically presented a detailed and specific response to the 

statement with points well supported by reference to the stimulus material and/or their 

own research, demonstrating a clear understanding of the relationship between the 

research and the statement.  Learners at this level would also typically make judgements 

about the validity of data, e.g. that it was outdated, or was from a reputable source, 

though these often still lacked in depth consideration, e.g. “the source of the information 

is from the NHS website, which is a well-respected organisation so the facts must be 

accurate”. 

  



 

The following response gained 13 marks out of 15.  It clearly discusses the significance 

of the topic and refers to different elements of the stimulus material and the learner’s own 

research to develop arguments to directly respond to the statement provided.  Reference 

is made to the validity of some of the materials, though this is not always detailed or well 

expressed. 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

The following response gained 5 marks out of 15.  The response summarises some 

primary and secondary research conducted by the learner and relates the findings to the 

statement provided.  Though the response demonstrates some understanding of the 

topic, it provides little interpretation of these findings and does not effectively develop or 

support the arguments relating to graphic content desensitizing the audience and leading 

to antisocial behaviour.  The response does not make reference to the validity of the 

sources as required by the activity. 

 

  



 

Activity 2 

Justify the choice of primary research that you used to investigate the key areas of 

the set task topic within a specific media sector. 

For this activity, less developed responses typically 

 Identified the types of research conducted without either; 

 Explaining the reasons why they selected specific research methods, or; 

 Linking the research to the set task topic. 

 Research was typically limited to a questionnaire and interviews/focus group. 

 A lack of explanation of the reasons for the choices and how these linked to the topic 

prevented learners from being awarded marks in the higher grade bands.  

 Learners often included information more relevant to activity 3, i.e. relating to the 

research findings which should be strongly discouraged as it is not rewardable for this 

Activity. 

More developed responses included a wider variety of research types, including 

screenings or participation in game play prior to focus groups, and evaluated in detail the 

reasons for choosing them.  The rationale given for the choice often included information 

re. the validity of the research and, even though this was not specifically required by the 

question, it was rewarded as part of the rationale for the choice. 

 

The following response gained 13 marks out of 15. It clearly identifies that primary 

research has been undertaken purposefully and demonstrates how this links to the topic.  

The response also provides a clearly justified rationale, evaluating the reasons for the 

choices and referring to the validity of results generated by the methods used.  

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



 

The following response gained 4 marks out of 15.  The response describes the nature of 

the primary research used and basic explanation is given relating to the benefits of the 

method chosen.  Simplistic reference is made to the choice of media sector but there are 

no links made between the choice of research and its relationship to the topic. 

 

Activity 3 

Explain the conclusions you have drawn from your research and evaluate how these 

support and/or challenge the findings of the stimulus material.  You should make 

reference to your research sources to support your conclusions. 

For this activity, less developed responses typically;  

 Summarised learner findings with a brief conclusion but this was often skewed by the 

limited nature of the research undertaken, e.g. “all three young people interviewed 

agreed that playing games did not make them commit violent acts”. 

 The research was clearly related to topic within the stimulus material but learners at 

this level did not typically comment how their own findings supported or challenged 

the findings of the stimulus material; if any comments of this kind were made they 

were limited to simple generic statements such as “my findings disagree with the 

stimulus material that games make people commit violent acts”. 

Higher performing learners provided detailed information of the information collected, 

including both quantitative and qualitative research.  Learners at this level referred to both 

primary and secondary sources in detail.  They drew clear and logical conclusions from 

this research and made frequent, direct and logical comparisons between their 

conclusions and those of the stimulus material.  The most developed responses often 

included citations within their responses or, where they did not, made detailed reference 

to the specific element of research that supported their conclusions. 

The following response gained 14 marks out of 15.  The response uses quotes and 

statistics drawn from the learner’s own research to develop effective chains of reasoning. 

While it does make relevant comments relating to how the learner research 

supports/challenges the findings of the stimulus material, these would have benefitted 

from more in depth justifications. 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

The following response gained 4 marks out of 15.  The response documents the 

findings of the learner’s own research.  The response includes basic comments about how 

research supports the conclusions of the stimulus material but the reasoning behind the 

arguments put forward is limited, leading to superficial conclusions.  

 

Activity 4 

What changes would you anticipate in the production of future media products in 

your specific media sector in response to the research findings? You should refer to 

your own research and/or the stimulus material. 

For this activity, less developed responses often began the response with phrase like “In 

my opinion…” and went on to give a suggestion that could be logically derived from the 

stimulus material, but without developed chains of reasoning to support this.  A typical 

example would contain statement such as “In my opinion PEGI ratings need to be more 

strictly enforced to stop children playing violent games”.  

More developed responses used specific and diverse elements from both their own 

research and the stimulus material to support a logical argument for the changes they 

suggested.  For example, rather than just using past performance to predict future 

changes, they would draw upon research from a number of sources, often including their 

own secondary research, to provide a detailed argument supporting their conclusions.  

  



 

The following response gained 8 marks out of 10.  The response makes sustained 

reference to research sources to develop clear, and mostly effective chains of reasoning. 

 

 



 

 

 

The following response gained 2 marks out of 10.  Although the response relates to the 

topic of the stimulus material, the suggestions are not supported by appropriate reference 

to research sources. 

 

Activity 5 

Explain what further research could be conducted into this topic and how this would 

help to gain a greater understanding of the impact on young people of the depiction 

of violence in your specific media sector.  

For this activity, less developed responses typically described a number of additional 

research activities, often referring to what they themselves could have done differently, 

e.g. “I could have given out more questionnaires to a wider range of ages”. Where they 

referred to professional research, responses lacked specific suggestions for research, e.g. 

“More people should be interviewed to get a wider range of opinions”. 



 

The best performing learners made logical arguments which follow on from their previous 

responses to support the reason for further research into specific areas of the topic. 

 

The following response gained 9 marks out of 10.  The response provides effectively 

supported recommendations for future research, justified by the use of consistent 

reference to the learners own relevant research but would benefit from more detailed 

discussion of the specific nature of the proposed research. 

 



 

 

 

The following response gained 3 marks out of 10.  The response provides relevant but 

superficial suggestions for further research without providing an appropriate rationale in 

support of these suggestions. 

 
  



 

Summary 
 

Based on responses seen in this session, centres and learners are offered the following advice. 

 

Learners should: 

 Carefully consider their choice of specialist sector prior to undertaking research.  

 Respond clearly and specifically to the statement given in Activity 1. 

 Where required by the question ensure that their responses show consideration of the 

validity of their own research, methods and techniques, and/or those used in the 

stimulus material, e.g. whether information is current, appropriateness of samples 

sizes and demographics, etc. 

 Clearly identify the specific purpose and focus of their own research in Activity 2. 

 Clearly identify the research methods and sources they have used, and discuss these in 

detail in Activity 2, justifying the selection of each source/method and its 

relationship/relevance to the topic. 

 Make clear comparisons between their own research and the stimulus material in 

Activity 3 and specifically discuss how their own research supports/challenges the 

findings of the stimulus material. 

 Clearly justify all conclusions made with logical chains of reasoning and reference to 

the research undertaken, particularly within Activities 3, 4 and 5.  

 

Learners should avoid: 

 Relying heavily on their own opinions and prior knowledge rather than research. 

 Discussing the findings of their own research within the response to Activity 2, these 

should be discussed as part of Activity 3. 
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