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Common Issues 2024 Insights

• The use of feedback throughout the portfolio – The iterative question

• Client led proposals

• Irrelevant Research

• Specifications

• Quality of design work

• Modelling and Architectural modelling

• Quality of manufacture



Insight 1: The Iterative question

The qualification has at its heart the iterative design process. It is a fundamental objective 

of the qualification, and it underpinned the call for more rigour, both at GCSE and A level, 

when the qualifications were redeveloped in 2015/16. 

Qualification aims and objectives

The aims and objectives of this qualification are, to enable students to:

• Use creativity and imagination when applying iterative design processes to develop and 

modify designs, and to design and make prototypes that solve real world problems, 

considering their own and others’ needs, wants, aspirations and values



The Iterative portfolio – iterative design process

Grids 1, 2 and 3

Consult client and stakeholders. Trigger 

iterations.

Grids 4,5 and 6 

Client designer relationship. 

Trigger iterations.

Grid 7 

Review may trigger iterations.

Grid 6 and 8 

Plan and check for potential 

iterations.

Grid 9 and 10

Potential iterations whilst 

manufacturing.

Grid 11 

Test, evaluate, modify, 

progressively refine, return 

to client and repeat.

Goal

Improve

Create
Plan

Imagine

Define



Insight 2: Client led proposals

Grid One

This is the starting point of the portfolio and is therefore imperative.

Identification of a Design Possibility

• To work in a client centred/iterative way, candidates must identify the problems or needs (possibilities) of a client/user-

group to develop a product that may fulfil those needs. The client/user-group could, for example, be a target market 

opportunity, a local business or organisation, or an individual client.

• Candidates can explore design possibilities, by undertaking market research, conducting identified user group 

interviews, or responding to a number of identified possibilities and justifying the choice of one. 

• We expect that candidates will justify problem starting points from a range of positions. Some candidates will identify a 

range of problem starting points and others may focus on one and justify it. Working with the client they need to make a 

decision on the potential design possibility that they will be working on and then produce a preliminary design brief.

• Once candidates have identified the design possibility, they need a comprehensive investigation to identify the key 

information that needs to be researched to inform the design requirements.



Client led Proposal

Hose Holder exemplar

The candidate in this example does have a 

realistic narrative and identifies areas of 

potential. High Level 2 performance.

This candidate has a real focus on the 

client and talks through lifestyle, refining 

what the problem is with detailed dialogue 

that triggers a final  proposal. This is a 

Level 3 performance.



Rambling Research

Investigation of needs and research

• Candidates should develop their understanding of the needs wants and values of the 

client/stakeholders

• Undertake relevant and focussed research as a result of a thorough dialogue with 

client/users/stakeholders

• Candidates will evidence an authentic link between the needs wants and values of the client, 

and the research undertaken

• The research will be perceptive, as a result of a close designer client relationship

• Candidates must avoid generic research, especially in terms of materials and processes



Insight 3: Rambling Research

It is somewhat 

difficult to 

understand what 

was learned from 

these two pieces 

of research.

Here we see relevant research with 

client input and focus.



Insight 4: Specifications

In this section we are expecting to see evidence of technical and measurable specification points 

that are a product of the focussed research undertaken. This should also be a product of a 

refining/renegotiation narrative with the client or a realistic target market/user group 

• A refined design brief and specification must be produced

• At best, these will reflect the research and analysis previously undertaken and consider 

changes or renegotiations that have taken place between stake holders/client and designer 

during the research

• This narrative is imperative if the candidate is to fully justify the performance requirements

• The specification must have technical, measurable and realistic points. The approach should 

mimic commercial activity

• The candidates would benefit from a test specification methodology



Exemplar Specifications The candidate looked at design styles and 

discussed this with the client, in the research 

section. They looked at the Deco style and a link 

to ‘Smokey Jazz’, including the styling and 

fashion. The discussion led to a high-quality 

specification point.

SPEC POINT

The proposal should develop the Deco theme 

and its connection to 1920’s Jazz, 

measurable against other designs of this 

period.

SHOWS THOUGHTFUL USE OF THE 

RESEARCH, A DISCUSSION WITH THE 

CLIENT AND A MEASURABLE OUTCOME.

This example shows 

measurable elements here.

More measurable 

elements here for 

example.

This is a top-level 

specification.

Here we see a re-worked 

brief, which draws on the 

research and client 

requirements.



Insight 5: Quality of Design Work

Design Ideas

• In this section it is expected that  a range of design strategies are used to produce a range of design 

ideas, that address the specification criteria from the previous section.

• Design strategies include drawn elements such as 2D, 3D, and subsystem details. Other strategies might 

include inspiration materials, work of other designers and cultural/historical influences where relevant.

• Candidates should be thinking like a commercial designer and apply their knowledge of technical skills 

and materials and back it up with the research they have carried out previously, plus any additional 

research that is required.

• It should be obvious that the work has considered the needs established prior to this section.

• Annotation should illustrate the candidate's knowledge and understanding of technical elements such as 

materials, processes and techniques that are relevant to the identified design area.

• Iteration should/could occur in this section – and beyond (you may see linear or cyclical designing.) 

However, the client/stakeholder input should be apparent.



Insight 5 

This is a superb 

example of fluid 

design work. The 

candidate has a 

sketching style 

that exudes 

confidence. The 

annotation 

shows a 

knowledgeable 

grasp of the 

important 

theoretical 

elements that are 

relevant to the 

design sketches.

This is a top-

level example of 

this assessment 

criterion.



Candidate shows a good 

range of ideas and 

evidence of some sub-

systems design

Candidate shows evidence of 

good evaluative commentary 

and well-made final model.

Extracts from the work of Candidates who scored highly 
when taking an architectural approach



Insight 7: Quality of Manufacture Tools and Equipment

This assessment criterion can produce polarised outcomes, with very good performances at one end, or a 
lack of demanding A level processes at the other. Where candidates had modelled products, they were 
often at a low level, and on occasion, relied heavily on a CAM output, with limited interlocking parts. 
That said good quality modelling can allow access to the higher mark levels.

Positive

✓ Candidates should undertake real client dialogue

✓ Candidates should utilise demanding A level skills

✓ Candidates should select processes and tools that show sound technical understanding that are relevant 

to the design proposal

    Negative

× Candidates should be advised against submitting simplistic outcomes, using limited skills and processes

× Candidates should aim to avoid work wholly CAM produced without complexity



Insight 7: Quality of Manufacture Quality and Accuracy

This section should be characterised by demonstrating high level making skills that evidence accuracy, 

leading to a quality artefact, that is a fully functioning prototype that meets the end user needs, identified in 

the specification. We should also see candidates being confident enough to consult with the interested 

parties and amend the design during the manufacturing as a result of this consultation, or indeed in 

response to issues during the manufacturing process, therefore evidencing an iterative approach during 

making.

Positive

✓ Candidates should undertake real client dialogue, illustrate an iterative process.

✓ Candidates should undertake A level demanding manufacturing techniques and making skills.

✓ Candidates should produce an accurate prototype that is well executed and finished.

    Negative

× Candidates should avoid submitting simple outcomes.

× Candidates should avoid submitting inaccurate scale models



A range of high-quality products.Insight 7: Quality of Manufacture



NEA exemplar

We will now look at a single exemplar and use that to illustrate the moderation 

teams thinking as we work through a portfolio.

This portfolio is from this 2024 submission.

Algae Drying



Grid 1

Identification 

of design 

Possibilities





Level 3

Mark Range 7–9 

• Evidence of in-

depth investigation 

of pertinent design 

possibilities. 

• Effective 

identification and 

justification of a 

design possibility. 

• Comprehensive 

investigation of the 

needs, wants and 

values of the 

client/end user to 

inform design 

requirements.

















Level 3 

Mark Range 8–11 

• Mostly developed 

assessment of the 

needs, wants and 

values of the user. 

• Mostly developed 

assessment of the 

needs of the prototype 

with relevant 

consideration of form, 

function, sustainability 

and level of production. 

• Sound links between 

the design needs and 

the research 

undertaken. 

• Sound selection of 

research sources, 

including existing 

products, ergonomic 

information and 

standards, which 

provide a sound insight 

to the design context, 

showing a considered 

understanding of the 

design possibility and 

related design 

problems.





Level 2 

Mark Range 4–6 

• Considered 

design brief that 

reflects most of 

the investigated 

needs, wants and 

values of the 

client/end user.

• Developed range 

of specification 

points which are 

realistic, technical 

and measurable 

in relation to an 

effective design 

problem.

• Sound 

justification of the 

performance 

requirements for 

the prototype.







Level 2 

Mark Range 4–6 

• Considered selection 

and use of design 

strategies to inform 

decisions. 

• Present ideas that 

show sound 

consideration for the 

user needs and 

specification 

parameters. 

• Effective use of 

aesthetic features 

with sound 

consideration of 

historical and 

cultural influences 

showing a sound 

understanding of the 

intended use of the 

prototype. 

• Ideas demonstrate a 

sound understanding 

of relevant materials, 

processes and 

techniques.





Here we see the candidate undertaking further relevant research, this 

enhances the development section and illustrates an iterative approach.

This work could be included as part of the initial research but, in this case 

the candidate benefits from this work as a progressive refining of the 

proposal.



Here we see the candidate undertaking further relevant research, this 

enhances the development section and illustrates an iterative approach.

This work could be included as part of the initial research but, in this case 

the candidate benefits from this work as a progressive refining of the 

proposal.

Level 3

Mark range 7–9 

• Perceptive use of research to inform ongoing developmental changes. 

• Accomplished use of an iterative approach to the development of a design 

solution, including perceptive input of client/end user feedback to inform 

decisions throughout the process. 

• Changes and alternatives to designs are informed by the in-depth application 

of technical knowledge of materials and processes. 

• Sophisticated application of modelling/simulation techniques to inform 

decisions showing an in-depth understanding of the need for testing in the 

development of a final prototype.





Level 2 

Mark Range4–6 

• A manufacturing specification that 

effectively addresses the needs and 

wants of the client/end user is 

presented that includes effective 

technical details to allow mostly 

accurate interpretations by a third 

party. 

• Effective refinement of design 

proposals to generate a design 

solution that effectively meets the 

requirements of the design 

specification. 

• Effective project management 

including application of calculations to 

determine material quantities and 

costs related to the production of the 

prototype, showing an effective 

understanding of methods which can 

be applied to reduce wastage.







Level 3 

Mark Range 7-9 

• Mostly developed analysis of the refinements 

made to designs throughout the development 

process, mostly relevant references to 

feedback made by others and consideration 

of materials, components and manufacturing 

techniques. 

• Sound and mostly balanced evaluation of the 

refinements made to designs through the 

development process, which is used to draw 

sound conclusions about the appropriateness 

of the final prototype in meeting the needs of 

the specification. 

• Mostly developed analysis of the designs and 

prototypes made by others, which considers 

a mostly relevant range of factors and makes 

mostly relevant connections between 

elements of the design. 

• Sound and mostly balanced evaluation of the 

designs and prototypes made by others, 

which effectively informs their own design 

decisions







Level 3 

Mark Range 5–6 

• Perceptive selection and 

accomplished use of 

traditional/manual graphical 

techniques to communicate 

design proposals. 

• Perceptive selection and 

accomplished use of 

computer-aided design 

(CAD) techniques to 

communicate design 

proposals. 

• Perceptive selection and 

accomplished use of written 

techniques to communicate 

design proposals.































Level 4 

Mark Range10–12 
• Sophisticated selection of materials, fixtures, components 

and fittings which are fully appropriate for the final 

prototype, showing an in depth understanding of material 

properties, the requirements of the end user, and the 

intended purpose of the prototype. 

• Accomplished use of tools, equipment and techniques to 

prepare materials for the manufacture of the prototype, 

showing an in-depth understanding of the need for 

dimensional and geometric accuracy. 

• Demonstrate a consistently high degree of safe working 

practice for self and others.

Level 4 

Mark Range 15–18 

• Produce a prototype that demonstrates accomplished 

making skills at an advanced level in relation to a 

sophisticated design problem 

• Produce a fully functional prototype which matches the end 

user needs. 

• Produce a prototype that fully meets the design specification. 

• Sophisticated application of an iterative approach to 

manufacture to produce a prototype.



Level 2

Mark Range  5–8 

• Developed analysis of the 

prototype, taking into account 

refinements implemented during 

the development and the 

client/end user specification, 

showing a sound approach to 

testing against measurable 

criteria. 

• Sound evaluation of the 

prototype, taking into account the 

iterative design process and the 

intended purpose of the 

prototype, drawing mostly 

balanced conclusions from 

testing against measurable 

criteria. 

• Developed analysis of the social, 

moral, ethical and environmental 

impact of materials and 

manufacturing processes of the 

prototype 

• Sound evaluation of the social, 

moral, ethical and environmental 

impact of the prototype.



Support



Subject Advisor Support

Our subject advisors are experts in their fields and 

are here to support you throughout the year.

Find the Subject Advisor for your area here and sign 

up to receive regular updates from your Subject 

Advisor on qualification news and support for your 

subject here.

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-for-you/subject-advisors.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/forms/subject-advisor-updates-for-teachers-and-tutors.html


Find out more
 

For more professional development 

courses please see Pearson’s 

Professional Development Academy

https://pdacademy.pearson.com/


Your Feedback 
Matters

Following this event, you will receive an 

invitation to share your thoughts about 

the session. Your feedback is invaluable 

to us, as it helps us tailor our 

professional development materials to 

better meet your needs. Please don’t 

hesitate to let us know what you’d like to 

see more of and what areas you think 

could be improved.
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