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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 
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Introduction to the Overall Performance of the 
Unit 
 
The learners’ answers exhibited a range of abilities and a range of degrees of 
preparation.  A significant number of responses indicated that learners had not 
made the best use of their preparation time. 

Some learners had misinterpreted some of the questions, reflecting possibly a lack 
of preparation within their centres. 

There was variation in the literacy ability of the learners but overall the quality of 
written communication was good and subsequently many of the responses were a 
pleasure to read. 

In some cases poor handwriting made it difficult for markers to follow the lines of 
reasoning being presented by the learners. 

Some responses indicated a suitable amount of preparation, good understanding 
and a high degree of literacy. 
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Individual Questions  
 

Question 1.  Discuss the implications of the scientific issue identified in the articles. (12 
marks) 

Learners were not always clear about identifying the implications of the issue (antibiotic 
resistance) and some were less able to fully explain the impact by linking the 
implications to economic, social, ethical and environmental factors.  Weaker learners 
simply described material from the articles, often not using all three articles; they 
demonstrated limited understanding of the issues or impacts and their discussions 
often lacked structure. A significant few showed a lack of understanding by talking 
about people being resistant to antibiotics or to bacteria being immune to antibiotics.  
Although this paper aims to test understanding of content in articles, rather than 
specific biology knowledge, these errors demonstrated a lack of scientific literacy 
among some of the learners. 

Some learners thought that bees have to be killed in order to obtain honey. 

Some learners approached the task rather mechanistically by listing either the article 
number or the factor as a sub-heading, thus indicating a lack of ability to synthesise the 
information across all three articles. Some learners did not read the question carefully 
and did not make reference to all three articles.  Some learners completely failed to 
identify any factors and submitted responses that consisted of long quotes or précis 
from the three articles. 

In the response shown below the learner has referred to all three articles but is a little 
confused in places, such as the suggestion that antibiotics used for animals means 
there are less available for use on humans and that people become resistant and can 
pass the resistance to each other. The learner has attempted to draw links by referring 
to the financial implications of treatment costs and costs of research to find new 
antimicrobials. The learner has also attempted to make links to social and ethical 
factors.  The discussion shows some structure and coherence.  This response was 
awarded bottom of level 2, with 4 marks. 
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High scoring candidates demonstrated comprehensive knowledge and understanding  
of the scientific issues and structured their discussions by selecting and using relevant 
material from all three articles.  They produced coherent and logical accounts and 
discussed links to and between the factors. 

The response below has selected relevant information and developed a discussion that 
draws a good range of links to and between ethical, social, environmental and economic 
impacts. There is some confusion about how antibiotics are used in agriculture and in 
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places the discussion lacks some coherence. This response is just into band 4 with 10 
marks. 
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Question 2.  Identify the different organisations/individuals mentioned in the articles 
and suggest how they may have an influence on the scientific issue.  (6 marks) 

Most learners identified some organisations with a great many identifying WHO, NICE, 
FAO, WTO NHS and the UN. Individuals such as Dame Sally Davies, Keiji Fukuda and 
Danilo Lo Fo Wong were most often mentioned, although in many cases the learners 
did not demonstrate an understanding of the roles of these individual and how they 
might exert influence on the issues.  In some instances learners struggled to be 
discerning with the individuals they quoted and made unnecessary and ineffective 
references to many individuals referenced in the studies in article three.  Many learners 
were also not clear about how the various organisations could influence the 
development of ideas on the issue by, for example, carrying out research or by 
influencing political policy worldwide. Some learners demonstrated that they had used 
their preparation time well and investigated which organisations were governmental, 
NGO, national or worldwide and some learners also showed understanding of how 
organisations and individuals could have an influence. 

The response below identifies the WHO but the reference to its influence is very basic. 
The response also mentions an individual and two other organisations but there is little 
explanation and the knowledge shown is only just adequate for bottom of band 1 and 
was awarded 1 mark. 
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The response below refers to the WHO, indicating that all three articles have been 
considered.  Throughout the article there are subtle references to how the 
organisations and individuals influence the issue and the response demonstrates good 
knowledge.  The last paragraph is a little confused and the  discussion of the influence 
of R. Carnworth is incompete. This response was placed at the bottom of band 2 and 
awarded 3 marks. 
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In the response below the learner has identified two key individuals and discussed their 
influence.  They have also suggested how the WHO may influence the issue. The 
response indicates comprehensive knowledge and understanding and has made use of 
all three articles.   This response was placed at top of band 3 with 6 marks. 
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Question 3.  Discuss whether article 3 has made valid judgements. (12 marks) 

Many learners did not demonstrate that they understood the meaning of validity within 
a scientific context.  Those that did often started by stating what validity and reliability 
mean.  Most who answered well mentioned the number of references, the publication 
being a peer reviewed journal, time period and reputation of the authors. Fewer looked 
at the evidence of the actual research and few learners demonstrated an understanding 
of scientific method; had they understood this it would have made a useful framework 
for answering the question. Some learners misread the question and evaluated all three 
articles, leaving too little time and space to give a good answer re article 3. A significant 
number of learners criticised the lack of numerical data in table 1, showing that they 
had misunderstood the reason for this table or did not appreciate that tables do not 
always have to have numbers in them.  However, there were some very elegant 
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responses which focused on the evidence and the nature of it, as well as using the 
references; there was often evidence that learners had followed these up.  Higher 
scoring learners recognised that a synopsis of many studies showing agreement could 
assess reliability. Some learners recognised that there were shortcomings in the 
methodology such as the need to consider Gram positive and Gram negative bacteria, 
the need to know how many replicates there were in each study and the need to know 
the actual protocol used for testing the antibacterial properties of honey in vitro.  
Higher scoring learners also recognised that more testing in vivo is needed.  Some 
learners misunderstood the focus of the question and talked about how articles one 
and two could have been improved. 

 

The response below shows understanding of scientific method and comments on the 
lack of statistical tests as well as commenting on more positive aspects of the studies 
covered in the article. The response also includes reference to the trials and to sample 
size.  This response was placed at the bottom of band 4 and awarded 10 marks. Had the 
learner included more detail, for example that peer review is not always infallible or 
made a comment as to why certain concentrations of homey were or were not used in 
the tests or that sometimes there were confounding variables impossible to control 
then this response could have achieved top of band 4. 
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The response below gives a partially supported discussion on the validity of article 3.  
There is some confusion about what the terms validity and reliability mean but the 
learner recognises that more types of honey could have been tested and against a 
greater range of bacterial species.  There is some coherence in the response and this 
was placed in band 2, with 5 marks. 
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Question 4.  suggest any potential areas for further development and/or research of 
the scientific issue, form the three articles.   (5 marks) 

There were some excellent and creative suggestions for further research such as use of 
bacteriophage viruses, indicating that many learners had not only carefully read the 
articles but had also carried out some research.  More able candidates synthesised the 
suggestions for improvement from the articles and used evidence from all three articles 
to explain why these areas were necessary.  Unfortunately, some learners misread the 
question and described how article one’s style could have been improved and some 
learners did not refer to all three articles. 

 

In the response below the learner has presented a range of well synthesised areas for 
possible development and has used evidence from the articles as well as their own 
research to support the decisions. It was placed at the top of band 3 with 5 marks. 
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In the response below the learner has given the response in bullet points which is 
acceptable. However, the learner has not understood the focus of the question and has 
not listed areas for development. Instead they have suggested how the articles could 
have been developed.  However, the fifth bullet point is a reasonable suggestion of an 
area for development but is vague with limited, if any, analysis. It is enough to put the 
response in band 1 and was awarded one mark. 
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Question 5.  You are an infection control nurse. Write an article, for district nurses, 
about the possible benefits and limitations of using medical-grade honey to treat skin 
infections such as leg ulcers.   (15 marks) 

This question gave the more able learners a chance to show the understanding of the 
issue in the articles 1 and 2 and the potential use of honey as an alternative to 
antibiotics, as given in article 3; and to write in an appropriate style.  Some succeeded 
well and showed awareness of their audience and wrote with appropriate tone, 
authority and terminology. Others adopted a tabloid approach which ignored the fact 
that the target audience would have medical and scientific knowledge and 
understanding.  Good responses discussed the limitations as well as the benefits and 
linked some of their ideas to evidence given in article 3.  Some of the less good 
responses adopted a sales pitch approach which was not really appropriate. 
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The example below is a very good response that  synthesises information from all there 
articles to present a balanced discussion. It was placed at the top of band 4 and 
awarded 15 marks. 
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The example below is at the top of band 1 with 4 marks. The learner has attempted to 
give some of the main points but these are vague and not supported by relevant 
evidence. They have not selected material from the articles appropriately as they have 
spent too long on articles 1 and 2 and given very little time to article 3.  The learner 
shows little awareness of the audience and does not use appropriate scientific 
terminology throughout the response. The learner was not penalised for using bullet 
points, which would be an appropriate style for part of the article, but on this occasion 
the points are too brief and have not been supported by evidence. This response shows 
some structure and coherence but is too vague in places. 
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