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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, 

Pass and Near 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 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 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 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: 

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx 
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Introduction  
 

January 2018 was the first series for this external unit in Anatomy and Physiology for 

Health and Social Care.  

The format of the paper followed the format established by the additional sample 

assessment material published on the Pearson website. 

The paper consisted of seven questions, each based on an area of the specification. The 

questions were broken down into sub questions with different weightings from one to eight.  

The marks allocated reflected the command verb of the question, and therefore the level of 

detail required form the learner.   

The extended responses were marked by a levels-based approach to allow learners to be 

credited for the skills they showed as well as the knowledge recalled.   

 

Introduction to the Overall Performance of the Unit 
 

On the whole learners performed better where they were allowed to explain or discuss 

their knowledge.  Where recall was required in the shorter questions learners struggled to 

provide accurate and specific answers.  There were cases where the learner demonstrated 

in other answers that they had the knowledge but had struggled to grasp the requirements 

of the question or provide a specific enough answer so lost marks.  This suggested a lack 

of familiarity with this style of exam and poor exam technique were issues that centres 

would be advised to concentrate on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

Individual Questions 

 

Question 1   

 

 

Most learners could provide a basic definition of homeostasis 

 
 Expect to comment on every question  

 Give specific examples of learners  responses that performed well and examples 

that did not perform so well  

 Give commentary for each example 

 Consider how your examples and commentary reflect the overall performance of 

the external assessment  

 Please see the following LE Report from June 2016 for the L2 external assessment for 

Creative Digital Media Production.  

 

Question 1a (i) 

Most learners could provide a basic definition of homeostasis, or give temperature 

control as an example.  Few learners could expand this to gain the three marks, either by 

talking about equilibrium and the efficient working of organs or the use of specific 

examples such as glucose or electrolyte levels.  

 

Three marks awarded, factors constant (1), and two identified, pH, temperature, sugar 

etc. (2) 

 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/BTEC-Firsts/Creative-Digital-Media-Production/2013/External-assessments/21526E_unit1_pef_20160824.pdf
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No marks awarded, the learner has not understood homeostasis. 

Question 1aii 

Some learners knew the role of the pituitary, the majority did not.  This was straight 

recall 

Question 1b 

This question was poorly answered. Most learners provided answers referring to the role 

of the kidney in removing toxins or urea from the blood (often inaccurately) Very few 

referred to the role of the kidney in osmoregulation.  The structure and function of the 

renal system is a separate section, B10, in the specification. 

 

 

1 mark awarded.  Water levels are balanced, the rest of the answer is confused and has 

the process the wrong way around.  
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No marks awarded, the learner has not understood the word osmoregulation. 

Question 1c 

Learners generally knew the ureter was part of the renal system.  They often confused it 

with the urethra.  Answers were often not specific enough to gain marks at a level three. 

 

 

This learner has identified the role of the ureter specifically and gained 1 mark. 

 

This learner knew that the ureter is part of the renal system but has not answered 

specifically enough to gain a mark. 

2a 

Many learners knew that amylases were to do with carbohydrates and proteases with 

proteins but few could expand their answers further than that. Many learners did not 

consider that there were four marks on offer and structure their answers accordingly. 
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This learner has provided a full and specific answer, gaining full marks. 

 

No marks awarded, the learner has not understood the role of enzymes.  

2b 

Many learners knew that coeliac disease was a reaction to gluten.  Many described it as 

an allergic reaction.  Few learners could make the link to an autoimmune disease.  Some 

learners seemed unfamiliar with the condition and confused it with many other, different 

conditions.  This was a levelled based mark scheme and marks were available for 

accurate descriptions, they did not necessarily have to cover every specific symptom of 

coeliac disease. 
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This learner has demonstrated accurate knowledge and understanding, with correct 

technical language.  Level 2 4 marks.   A link to the effects of an autoimmune response 

on the intestine, and how this causes symptoms would have improved the answer.  

3a 

A lot of the responses seen were very generic, and generally referred to the role of the 

spleen in red blood cell recycling, without reference to the immune response. This 

suggested that learners could recall specific facts about the spleen but did make the links 

between the different parts of the immune system.  

 

This learner has gained two marks, for the production of lymphocytes and the link to 

preventing infection. 

 

No marks awarded, the role of the spleen is not known. 

3b 
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This answer was very poorly answered. Learners  knew that B and T cells were both 

white blood cells and some could make generic statements about white blood cells but 

few could go further than that, and learners  rarely had the skills to be able to produce a 

comparison. 

 

Three marks awarded, both combat pathogens, 1 B cells involved on antibody 

production, T cells involved with the first response to bacteria (1). 

3c 

Many learners explained the effects of chemotherapy, e.g. hair loss. Rather than the 

symptoms of the leukaemia itself.  Better answers could talk about the inability to fight 

infections.  Learners often referred to symptoms that are the general effect of being ill, 

rather than specifically linked to leukaemia.  

 

This learner has gained four marks. 
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Pale 1 fewer red blood cells 1 

Tired 1 as anaemic/less oxygen available.  

4ai 

Those learners who had learned their cell structure generally got one mark.  Few learners 

could expand their answers or recognized two marks were on offer. A significant 

minority confused ribosomes with other organelles, especially mitochondria. 

 

One mark awarded, for protein production. 

4aii 

Learners could generally answer this question.  They knew that ciliated cells were 

epithelia. 

4b1 

Learners struggled with the word adapted.  Some descriptions of nerves were seen but 

these were rarely linked to the impulse itself. A levelled mark scheme to allow learners 

to expand on the points they knew. 

 

Five marks awarded. The answer demonstrates accurate knowledge and understanding. 

There is sustained coverage of the features of nerve cells.  There could have been a more 

specific reference to the passage of the nerve impulse to gain full marks.  
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No marks awarded, the learner did not understand the term neuron. 

4bii 

Learners struggled with this question and often confused the endocrine system with the 

nervous system.   Those learners who referred to the endocrine system specifically often 

referred to specific glands and hormones but did not talk more generally about hormones 

being passed through the blood supply and receptors on target organs being stimulated. 

 

Two marks awarded. Hormones produced 1 that travel through the blood 1.  If the next 

part about then hitting receptors on target organs had been made, full marks would have 

been obtained.  

4c 

There was a definite disparity between those learners who were familiar with the 

condition and those who appeared to be very unfamiliar with it.  This did not seem to 

link to the ability of the learner.   

The better learners could talk about the disruption to the nerve impulse, and the effect on 

either motor skills or brain function. 
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2 marks awarded, impulses not getting through leading to mobility issues. 

 

No marks awarded, the learner has confused the condition with cystic fibrosis.  

5ai 

Learners either knew or did not know this, with a few making imaginative guesses.  For 

those who knew their heart structure the only problem was the pulmonary artery which 

was sometimes identified as the vein. 
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Full marks awarded. 

 

 

One mark awarded, the left ventricle is correctly identified. 

 

5aii 

Any problems caused by this question tended to be problems with the language of the 

question.  Some learners struggled with the word features and wrote anything they knew 

about arteries.  A significant minority listed the differences between arteries and veins, 

forgetting about capillaries (and the pulmonary vessels) 

 

 No marks awarded, they are not the only vessels that carry oxygenated blood, and 

‘biggest’ is a generic word that could be claimed by the vena cava. 
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Two marks awarded, thick walls 1, elastic walls 1 (muscular walls could also have been 

credited) 

5b 

There were very few full mark answers to this question. Learners did not appreciate that 

hypertension is a ‘silent ‘condition with no symptoms.  Those who gained marks could 

identify increased chance of heart attack and stroke as long-term effects. 

 

One mark for the increased chance of coronary heart disease.   

6c 

Many learners misread this question and described the cardiac cycle rather than the 

control of the cycle.  The reference in the specification is to the regulation of the heart 

rate, but few learners could make the link between the heart rate and the cardiac cycle, or 

the regulation and control. This was unfortunate as some of the answers showed that the 

learners knew the cardiac cycle well. Higher level learners are expected to be able to 

make links between body systems, there was opportunity here that was rarely seen.  
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The learner starts the answer well, identifying the involuntary nature of the process. 

However, they then do not go on to talk about how the nervous system controls things.  

The answer is level 1, showing isolated elements of knowledge and understanding but 

limited attempt to address the question. 
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A level three answer, the learner has understood the question and answered 

appropriately.  There are links between the cardiac, nervous and endocrine systems.  The 

parasympathetic and sympathetic nervous systems are described accurately.  

6ai 

Learners answered this well, some answered the question generally, some ion terms of 

genetic testing specifically.  Where answers were poor they tended to rephrase the 

question.  ‘testing to diagnose something’    where they needed to go on to stipulate that 

the test was to find the cause of a preexisting symptom, rather than general screening.  

6aii 

Learners answered this well.  Those who knew it generally were awarded 3 marks, they 

did not take the explanation on to say that the chromosomes have to be examined under a 

microscope or similar.   
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Three marks awarded, needle 1, sample of fluid from the amnion 1, identify chromosome 

disorders 1. 

6aiii 

Where learners knew this topic, there were some excellent answers seen. Some learners 

did not know the difference between congenital disorders and genetic disorders.   There 

is a list of congenital disorders in the specification under B11 that can be used to 

illustrate this.  Genetic disorders come under A5.  The only exception is Downs 

syndrome which is a chromosome disorder, that many people consider to be congenital 

and was accepted as a valid answer on this paper. 

 

Two identified accurately, foetal alcohol syndrome and Downs syndrome which are then 

explained fully for six marks.  
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6b 

Most learners answered this well.  Where they had learnt to do a Punnett square they 

picked up marks quickly.  Some learners did not explain the probability of the child 

having PKU well once they had worked out the genetics.  They needed to identify that 

the sufferer is homozygous recessive and the parents were heterozygous, and 3:1 is a 

25% probability. 

 

Six marks awarded, a correct Punnett square with parents identified as having one 

recessive allele, the probability, is identified correctly (1 in 4 is 25%) 

7  

This question was answered well. It gave the learners with some understanding of the 

unit, who struggled to recall facts an opportunity to demonstrate their understanding.  

This demonstrated that they can apply exam technique when given information. 
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A level three answer, there are interrelationships made leading to a judgement, and the 

answer is well developed and balanced with logical reasoning. 
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Summary 

Based on their performance on this paper, learners should 

 

 Revise and be able to recall the basic anatomy of the body systems as listed in 

the specification 

 Learn the functions of the systems listed and be able to link the functions to the 

relevant anatomy.  

 Use the additional sample assessment material and other support material 

available on the website to practice answering exam questions, paying particular 

note of the command verbs and marks available to structure their answer.  

 Ensure that they can make links between the different body systems listed in the 

specification and describe the interrelationships. 

 Use as many resources as possible, including exam papers from other related 

subject areas, e.g. ‘A’ level biology to become as conversant as possible with the 

command verbs used, and how they link to the structure of the answers required.   
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