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This report contains information in relation to the externally assessed component provided by the 
chief examiner, with an emphasis on the standard of student work within this assessment.  

The report is written for providers, with the aim of highlighting how students have performed 
generally, as well as any areas where further development or guidance which may be required to 
support preparation for future opportunities.  

Key points: 

• grade boundaries 
• standard of student work 
• evidence creation 
• responses to the external assessment tasks 
• administering the external assessment 

 

It is important to note that students should not sit this external assessment until they have received the 
relevant teaching of the qualification in relation to this component. 
 
Grade boundaries  
Raw mark grade boundaries for the series are: 

 

  Overall 
Max 76 
A* 67 
A 58 
B 49 
C 41 
D 33 
E 25 

 
 
Grade boundaries are the lowest mark with which a grade is achieved. 

For further detail on how raw marks are converted to uniform marks (UMS) and the aggregation of the core 
component, please refer to the Qualification Specification.  
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Standard of student work  

Students’ performance varied across tasks, resulting in diverse grades. Proficient students excelled in tasks 
one and three, which demanded higher-order skills and the application of knowledge. However, some 
students found these tasks challenging, highlighting clear distinctions between those who grasped the 
concepts and those who did not. 

During interviews, many students exhibited effective communication skills, albeit struggling to move away 
from their prepared scripts and missing opportunities for follow-up questions. The email task required more 
practice communicating with technical and non-technical audiences and utilising analytical thinking. 

There was notable room for improvement in applying a logical problem-solving approach, as evidenced in 
tasks one and three. Weaker students found it challenging to justify their choices (AO3) and assess how well 
their solutions met the brief's requirements (AO5). This suggests the need for a more structured approach to 
maximise their marks. 

Notably, there was an improvement in the assessment marks awarded for English and mathematics skills 
(AO4) across all ability levels, indicating better proofreading skills. 

Evidence creation  

Most providers effectively presented their evidence, which greatly facilitated the review process. The audio 
files and documents were consistently formatted as mp3 and pdf, ensuring compatibility. However, using 
WAV audio files is discouraged due to playback issues. 

Unfortunately, students' inclusion of hyperlinks in their documents proved non-functional, as all evidence 
undergoes scanning, which results in the removal of links. 

Responses to the external assessment tasks  

Task 1: Troubleshooting document 

In this task, the problem was that the computer attempted to boot in legacy BIOS mode while the operating 
system or the drive was set up for UEFI mode. There were several potential solutions available to resolve 
this issue. These ranged from accessing the BIOS/UEFI (Basic Input-Output System / Unified Extensible 
Firmware Interface) settings and changing the boot mode to UEFI mode to checking the boot order to ensure 
that the UEFI-enabled drive was set as the primary boot device. Some more complex solutions included 
reinstalling/repairing the boot loader or the operating system and checking the hardware and operating 
system compatibility with UEFI. This could involve updating the motherboard's firmware (BIOS/UEFI) to the 
latest version. 

To achieve full marks, students needed to showcase a thorough understanding of the troubleshooting 
process by suggesting various possible solutions. More than one approach would be required to 
demonstrate their knowledge of the troubleshooting process. Students are expected to take a logical 
approach, starting with the most likely solution and moving towards more radical but still relevant solutions, 
such as the ones mentioned above. Students' descriptions should have been comprehensive and highly 
detailed to demonstrate exceptional understanding and earn the full six marks. 

Most students (around 84%) received a band 2 grade, indicating a good understanding of the issue. They 
correctly identified that changing the boot mode to UEFI mode would resolve the problem. They suggested 
other possible solutions, such as resetting the BIOS or rolling it back to a previous configuration, which 
earned credit. 

However, many students missed the opportunity to move up to the top band by not providing a range of 
possible solutions and not detailing the relevant steps and their expected outcomes. 

Only around 8% of the cohort achieved bands 1 and 3. 
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Task 1: Test plan document 

This task presented students with an ‘a disk read error occurred’ error when the computer was turned on and 
asked them to conduct a 'root cause analysis' and then design a test plan to propose changes to rectify the 
problem and verify that it has been resolved by checking that the computer boots and loads the operating 
system correctly, access to resources such as files/folders. 

This error indicates a problem reading data from the computer's storage device hard disk drive/solid state 
drive (HDD/SSD). Performing a root cause analysis should identify potential causes, such as having a 
corrupted Master Boot Record (MBR) or boot sector, loose cable connecting the disk drive, disk drive 
hardware failure, file system corruption, incorrect boot order – primary drive not set correctly, malware 
infection, incompatible hardware and operating system corruption. This is not an exhaustive list of possible 
causes; any other valid recommendations would gain credit. The testing process should include a range of 
approaches, such as using diagnostic tools, such as 'chkdsk', verifications of hardware/system settings, 
malware scans, and maybe using a bootable rescue disk. 

By following a systematic approach, students should investigate potential causes, narrow down the root 
cause of the ‘a disk read error occurred’ message and take appropriate steps to resolve the issue. Additional 
tests are needed to verify that the fault has been resolved, such as that the computer boots and loads 
correctly, applications and work files can be accessed, and any scans show clean results. 

To gain full marks, students have a well-designed test plan using the headings in the brief, followed by a 
logical approach that includes a wide range of steps to resolve the fault. Demonstrate an excellent contextual 
understanding of the given fault, supported by relevant tests. Like task 1 (a), the testing process must be 
understood, and explanations must be detailed and include expected outcomes. 

Many students grasped the concept of how to create a test plan. However, some struggled with describing 
the logical sequence of relevant tests needed to resolve the network faults. 

Additionally, a few students failed to understand the significance of running tests to verify that the faults had 
been rectified. For instance, they needed to be made aware of the importance of accessing resources such 
as files/folders and running malware/disk scans to verify that the system was fully operational. 

Nearly 90% of students gained either band 2 or 3, with approximately half gaining 9 to 12 marks. Only 8% of 
students gained a band one grade. 

Task 2: Interview 

The students' performance on this task was generally satisfactory, with about 88% earning three to four 
marks. Most students demonstrated good practical communication skills by asking well-crafted questions to 
gather the necessary information. However, approximately 4% of students received a band one mark due to 
their rigid adherence to pre-planned questions, preventing them from engaging in follow-up or active 
listening. 

The providers' approaches to this task varied significantly, with some offering unsolicited answers or reading 
directly from the provided material. The interviews were more successful when providers paraphrased the 
information and created a more authentic experience. These providers provided answers based on the 
supplied material or logically inferred instead of merely stating, ‘I don't know’. 

Task 2: Emails 

Despite some students adjusting their communication styles to suit their audience better, their efforts 
remained surface level. Students must incorporate more technical terminology in their responses to improve 
their grades and demonstrate excellent analytical thinking and problem-solving skills when tackling scenario-
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based problems. Regrettably, most evidence showcased a need for such proficiency, highlighting an 
opportunity for improvement across the entire cohort. 

Around 56% of students achieved three to four marks for this task, and 32% scored in band one. 

Task 3: Project proposal  

This task assesses the student's understanding of the scenario and ability to resolve the issues discussed. 
The task covers various topics, including current problems, potential solutions, network hardware, software, 
services, and cybersecurity evaluations. 

During the evaluation process, it was observed that many proposals lacked the necessary detail and 
justification. Only a few students were able to achieve beyond the lower two bands. Although some students 
presented potentially good solutions, they required more explanation of the choices made or how the 
specified components would fit together. 

Around 40% of the students scored between five and nine marks, while 40% scored 15 or higher. Since this 
task holds a maximum weightage of 24 marks and has an allocated completion time of four hours, it is 
significant. Some students failed to understand the extent required to achieve higher marks and submitted 
insufficient evidence of only one to two pages, which was insufficient to cover the task's scope.  

Students often duplicate resources, such as purchasing multiple costly servers, while recommending a 
complete cloud solution. While hybrid networks are valid, it is vital to describe the purpose of each 
component carefully. 

Strong responses outlined cloud services, addressed cybersecurity issues, and provided detailed 
descriptions of all required hardware and software while consistently referencing the scenario's requirements 
throughout their evidence. 

Task 3: Mathematics skills 

In this activity, students are tasked with demonstrating their numeracy proficiency in their proposal. Only 
about 64% of students achieved the maximum of two marks, while approximately 8% received one mark due 
to minor inaccuracies in their calculations. Unfortunately, some students (28%) only provided a list of prices, 
often in dollars, without any accompanying calculations, resulting in a score of zero. Outstanding 
submissions included a comprehensive table that outlined the costs of cloud services, hardware, and 
software. They also highlighted quantities, specified whether the expenses were recurring or one-time, 
included subtotals, and presented a final total. Utilising basic arithmetic operations such as addition, 
subtraction, multiplication, or division was often enough to attain full marks, making this a crucial area for 
students to focus on and improve upon. 

Task 4: Testing method – audience testing (sample satisfaction survey) 

It is important to note that some surveys might miss out on crucial elements outlined in the indicative content. 
The use of electronic surveys is good practice, and they are expected to be utilised more frequently. 

Regarding student performance, about 68% of students scored between three and six marks in this task, 
while roughly 28% earned one to two marks. However, some students failed to understand the purpose of 
the survey and focused solely on the company and their system upgrade rather than considering the end-
user's perspective. 

On the other hand, strong responses demonstrated well-structured and pertinent questions, utilising various 
question types to gather qualitative and quantitative data. The questions were formulated using clear and 
concise language. 
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Task 4: Post-project review 

Many students struggled to assess their performance in this task. They often resorted to using descriptive 
language rather than evaluative language. It is noteworthy that just a few students were able to link their 
solution to the initial problem and make judgments on how effectively it fulfilled the requirements. 
Approximately 72% of students scored between three and four marks in this task, with 8% gaining band 
three marks. 

Tasks 2, 3 and 4: English skills 

Some students lost marks, this could have been avoided if they had paid more attention to spelling, 
punctuation, and grammar errors in tasks two, three and four. Students are advised to cultivate the habit of 
proofreading their work thoroughly. Around 72% of the students scored three or four marks, while the 
remaining 28% secured only two marks for their English language skills. 

Administering the external assessment 

The external assessment is invigilated and must be conducted in line with our Regulations for the Conduct of 
External Assessment. Students may require additional pre-release material to complete the tasks. These 
must be provided to students in line with our regulations. 

Students must be given the resources to carry out the tasks, and these are highlighted within the 
Qualification Specific Instructions Document (QSID). 

https://www.ncfe.org.uk/media/4jemqlad/regulations-for-the-conduct-of-external-assessment.pdf
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/media/4jemqlad/regulations-for-the-conduct-of-external-assessment.pdf
https://www.ncfe.org.uk/media/gtxdwzz1/qsid.pdf
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