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The main aim of this booklet is to exemplify standards for those teaching Cambridge International AS & A Level 
Media Studies 9607, and to show how different levels of candidates’ performance (high, middle and low) relate to the 
subject’s curriculum and assessment objectives. 

In this booklet candidate responses have been chosen from the June 2021 exam series to exemplify a range of 
answers. 

For each question, the response is annotated with a clear explanation of where and why marks were awarded or 
omitted. This is followed by examiner comments on how the answer could have been improved. In this way, it is 
possible for you to understand what candidates have done to gain their marks and what they could do to improve their 
answers. There is also a list of common mistakes candidates made in their answers for each question. 

This document provides illustrative examples of candidate work with examiner commentary. These help teachers 
to assess the standard required to achieve marks beyond the guidance of the mark scheme. Therefore, in some 
circumstances, such as where exact answers are required, there will not be much comment.

The questions, mark schemes and inserts used here are available to download from the School Support Hub. These 
files are: 

9607 June 2021 Question Paper 42
9607 June 2021 Mark Scheme 42

Past exam resources and other teaching and learning resources are available on the School Support Hub:

www.cambridgeinternational.org/support
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate offered a clear analysis of texts from one or more case studies to respond appropriately to the 

question, however their answer focused on two significant producers but did not refer to the institutional structure 
within which they created the texts. 

This section explains how the candidate could 
have improved each answer. This helps you to 
interpret the standard of Cambridge exams and 
helps your learners to refine their exam technique.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Many candidates struggled to answer this question well, and often ignored the organisational aspect. Candidates 

needed make sure their answers fully engaged with all parts of the question.
• Candidates showed a distinct lack of media theory. They frequently cited Henry Jenkins but did not usually explore 

the theory beyond the use of the term ‘participatory culture’. 

Lists the common mistakes candidates made 
in answering each question. This will help your 
learners to avoid these mistakes and give them 
the best chance of achieving the available marks.

Often candidates were not awarded 
marks because they misread or 
misinterpreted the questions. 

How to use this booklet
This booklet goes through the paper one question at a time, showing you the high-, middle- and low-level response for 
each question. The candidate answers are set in a table. In the left-hand column are the candidate answers, and in 
the right-hand column are the Examiner comments. 

Examiner comments are 
alongside the answers. These 
explain where and why marks 
were awarded. This helps you 
to interpret the standard of 
Cambridge exams so you can 
help your learners to refine 
their exam technique.

Answers are by real candidates in exam conditions. 
These show you the types of answers for each level.
Discuss and analyse the answers with your learners in 
the classroom to improve their skills.
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Question 1

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1  The candidate uses evidence 
from multiple case studies to explore 
the chosen area in depth.

2  The candidate chooses an 
insightful and fully appropriate 
selection of examples.

3  This is a relevant theory.

1

2

3
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

4  The candidate demonstrates 
a clear understanding of the wider 
contexts and the critical debates 
raised in the question. 

5  The company is registered in 
the Netherlands. 

4

5
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

6  The candidate uses media 
terminology appropriately to make 
some clear points.

7  The candidate offers a 
contemporary example which is 
insightful and fully appropriate.

8  The candidate uses media 
terminology appropriately to make 
some clear points. 

9  The candidate demonstrates 
a clear understanding of the wider 
contexts and the critical debates 
raised in the question.

9

7

8

6
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

10  The correct names are 
‘Livingstone and Lunt’.

Total mark awarded = 
14 out of 15

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate showed a high level of engagement with the debates as demonstrated in the range of case studies 

they presented. 
• The candidate made some minor errors with important references, for example names of theorists. They also made 

a clear error in reference to Netflix being regulated by Norway when the company is registered in the Netherlands. 
Otherwise, this answer would have been awarded full marks.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Many candidates did not address the question which focused on new media.
• Many candidates relied solely upon UK regulation, usually of films and videogames. Therefore BBFC (British Board 

of Film Classification) and PEGI (Pan European Game Information) were cited. This was compounded by potted 
histories of the organisations which were largely irrelevant.

• Where a candidate used domestic case studies, they often offered no cultural context for the examiner to assess 
their argument. These were often accompanied by historic examples that were frequently incorrect, for example A 
Clockwork Orange. 

• There was a wide body of media specific research on Effects Theory available but many candidates chose 
Bandura and the Bobo doll experiment which they delivered without comment or analysis. They then made some 
unsubstantiated claims, for example, that 13 Reasons Why led to a surge in teen suicide. 

• Some candidates preferred to use centre taught case studies which were repeated in their answers in varying 
degrees of detail often at great length; these tended to ignore the requirements of the question.

• The use of an occasional historic example in order to make a point about contemporary texts was acceptable, but 
the main focus needed to be on new media. This was particularly true of this question which asked students if new 
media required new forms of regulation. Many candidates wrote lengthy accounts of censorship of printing by the 
Church in the 16th century. 

• Time management was an issue for some candidates. Answers for Question 1 were often far longer than for 
Question 4 which was worth double the marks of Question 1. 

• Some candidates offered ‘common sense’ answers such as ‘kids are weak willed and copycat video games’ with 
hypothetical examples rather than actual case studies.

10
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

1  The candidate picks an example 
from pre-2016. Examples should be 
from no earlier than 2016.

2  The candidate demonstrates a 
clear understanding of and makes 
appropriate reference to the concept 
of hyper reality.

3  The candidate demonstrates a 
clear understanding of and makes 
appropriate reference to the concept 
of ‘irony’.

4  The candidate refers to a 
relevant theory.

1

2

3

4

Question 2
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

5  The candidate refers to another 
relevant theory.

6  The candidate chooses a clear 
and appropriate example.

6

5
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

7  The candidate demonstrates 
a clear understanding of the wider 
contexts and critical debates raised 
in the question.

8  The candidate uses media 
terminology appropriately to make 
some clear points.

Total mark awarded = 
9 out of 15

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate demonstrated a clear understanding of the topic area of postmodernism with their reference to key 

concepts. 
• The candidate’s answer relied upon an analysis of The Matrix as a postmodern text and offered arguments about 

why it should be accepted as such. While this argument was detailed, the syllabus clearly stated that texts should 
be within five years of the examination so for June 2021 this would mean texts from post 2016. The example of 
Britain’s Got Talent as postmodern text was promising. However, they needed to develop this to the same extent as 
they did The Matrix.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Some candidates used historic texts which were often centre taught case studies such as Tarantino’s Inglorious 

Basterds, Pulp Fiction, Kill Bill, pre-2016 episodes of Black Mirror, Pirates of the Caribbean, The Lego Movie, The 
Truman Show, Life On Mars and Donnie Darko.

• Some candidates cited theorists by their first name only. This was possibly cultural but it was difficult to identify who 
they were referring to, which was particularly important in this question because theories were very much linked to 
the work of an individual, for example, Baudrillard or Lytotard.

•  Candidates sometimes offered a list of theories without commenting on them or with no reference to the question. 
•  Some candidates demonstrated a workable knowledge of theory but this was undermined when they did not apply 

them to a text to demonstrate their understanding.

8

7
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Question 3

Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

1  The candidate sets out 
their approach which includes a 
comparison of texts from one or 
more case studies.

2  The candidate includes a 
historic example.

3  The candidate includes a 
relevant theory.

1
2

3
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

4  The candidate demonstrates a 
clear understanding of the context.

5  This is America is an 
appropriate example.

6  The candidate offers a clear 
analysis here. 

7  The candidate demonstrates 
a clear understanding of the wider 
contexts and critical debates raised 
in the question.

6

4

5

7
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

8  The candidate uses media 
terminology.

9  The candidate offers an 
analysis.

10  The candidate shows a clear 
understanding of and appropriate 
reference to some key concepts.

Total mark awarded = 
10 out of 15

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate offered a clear analysis of texts from one or more case studies to respond appropriately to the 

question, however their answer focused on two significant producers but did not refer to the institutional structure 
within which they created the texts.

• The candidate could have developed their answer by looking at the use of social media in the BLM (Black Lives 
Matter) movement and how the viral success of This Is America extended its reach. The video was a product of the 
conglomerate Sony and an exploration of the apparent tension between a major label and a polemical track like 
this would have been interesting.

• The candidate used Birth of A Nation as a comparison. They could have used it more as a minor focus, because 
the comparison between this and the film industry of 1915 might be too distant to be entirely useful. 

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Many candidates struggled to answer this question well, and often ignored the organisational aspect. Candidates

needed to make sure their answers fully engaged with all parts of the question.
• Candidates showed a distinct lack of media theory. They frequently cited Henry Jenkins but did not usually explore

the theory beyond the use of the term ‘participatory culture’.
• Candidates tended to see social media as a universal good, but a discussion around its impact and structure could

be usefully examined. YouTube and Google are a media conglomerate, TikTok is a media institution, yet candidates
cited them as ‘good’ opposition to ‘bad’ conglomerates.

•  Some candidates referred to ‘cancel culture’ but did not challenge the term which could legitimately be considered
a ‘moral panic’ by many media theorists.

•  There was often lack of contemporary examples. Sonic the Hedgehog was popular but was not always related to
the question and candidates used hypothetical examples, for example stating ‘What if an actor…’ rather than using
actual case studies.

• Some candidates cited the Netflix film The Social Dilemma as academic research. However, they did not analyse
any of the institution’s same approaches towards data collection/algorithms as the social media companies it
appeared to criticise.

8

9

10
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Question 4

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1  The candidate directly 
addresses the question.

2  The candidate refers to a 
relevant theory.

3  The candidate uses relevant 
theories in a sophisticated way to 
explore the question.

1

2

3
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

4  The candidate chooses an 
insightful and fully appropriate 
selection of examples from a wide 
range of texts about Rohingya and 
Cambridge Analytica.

5  The candidate demonstrates 
an insightful understanding of the 
wider contexts and critical debates 
raised in the question, for example, 
key legislation in the debate around 
online hate and misinformation.

6  The candidate demonstrates 
a sophisticated understanding and 
goes on to develop their argument 
which is clearly linked to McLuhan.

7  The candidate makes an 
insightful analysis of McLuhan and 
applies it to Facebook.

4

5

6

7
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

8  The candidate gives an 
example to support the point they 
make.

9  The candidate’s evidence does 
not support the point they make.

8

9
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

10  The candidate makes a sound 
concluding argument.

11  The candidate could develop 
this point further.

Total mark awarded = 
28 out of 30

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate’s answer addressed the question directly and drew upon a highly developed knowledge of the 

contemporary media world.
• The candidate analysed arguments around audience theory, particularly why certain groups were seen as more 

vulnerable or in need of protection than others, for example Sonia Livingstone or Martin Barker.
• The candidate referred to ‘Free Basics in Myanmar’ which could have been more detailed when stressing 

Facebook’s failure to address the issue when they were aware of it and they could also have expanded on their 
Cambridge Analytica example.

• The candidate could have developed their point about persona creation through the work of Buckingham, Deuze 
and Jenkins.

• The candidate referred to statistics linked to the influence of social media, but they could examine these more 
thoroughly and provide more evidence.

•  The candidate could analyse regulation as a ‘safety net’. The potentially hazardous aspects of the web such as 
data collection and closed groups propagating misinformation via Telegram could have been explored in finer detail 
through use of theorists such as Morozov. 

11

10
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

Over the last decade, the world has witnessed the raise in the 
powers of media and it’s ability to alter our lives by through 
changing our pere views on various matters by the voluminous 
inflow of information. Media has also rapidly gained control over 
how individuals interact and therefore the it is very difficult for 
people to deny that our reality is not impacted by media.

Media Ecology suggests that communication mediums and 
platforms are not just a part in our social environment but 
instead they are a social environment in itself. Media Ecology 
entails a study of the social, cultural and psychological impacts of 
the change in environment.
The basis of media ecology is medium theory which is a research 
that considers the medium of communication to be equally, if 
not more important than communication of the content of the 
particular medium. According to Marshall McLuhan “medium is 
the message”.

The media create particular communication environment which 
directly impacts human consciousness and the societal structure. 
Media is our source of information, entertainment but it also is 
capable of persuading people and transmitting cultures.

1  The candidate directly 
addresses the question and offers a 
clear argument.

2  The candidate demonstrates a 
sophisticated understanding.

3  The candidate shows a clear 
grasp of theory.

1

2

3
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

Keeping social media in mind, it has found a way to rewire 
our brains and perceive each matter differently. Social media 
has allowed consumers to engage with the information which 
means that the flow of information and content has drastically 
increased. This allows us to receive and input from multiple point 
of views which may allows a better understanding of current 
affairs and better decisions. [political, personal, etc.] However, 
it is to be noted that the information overload also means that 
important and urgent news gets buried under the soft news, 
that is generating continuously on social media. Furthermore, 
social media is run on algorithms which are controlled by the 
powerful companies and they have the powers to censor or 
even shadow ban the kind of content they do not support. It 
takes very little time to divert us from things that we need to 
understand about and in real life. Overall media is capable of 
becoming more informed but also that our understanding of 
what’s actually going on.

Our method of communication has completely evolved and 
has directly impacted our interpersonal and intrapersonal 
relationships.

It is important to consider that media isn’t our only form of 
socialisation and the increasing media literacy can help un 
recognise the ongoing changes and better help us in finding a 
way out of the growingly powerful impact of media.

4  This is a contemporary, fertile 
area to explore.

5  The candidate contextualises 
the topic and looks at wider debates.

6  The candidate makes an 
insightful analysis.

7  The insightful analysis returns to 
the theme the candidate introduced 
at the start of their answer.

8 The candidate’s conclusion 
offers an analysis which directly 
addresses the question.

Total mark awarded = 
19 out of 30

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate demonstrated a high level of critical thinking skills and this was reflected in their mark for AO1. They 

could have used media specific terminology more throughout their answer, for example, they used the term ‘soft’ 
news but not the commonly oppositional ‘hard’ news which could have led on to a debate about how social media 
uses algorithms to target specific content at particular demographics, as in Pariser’s ‘The Filter Bubble’.

• The structure of the candidate’s answer enabled connections to be made and a clear argument to develop.
•  There were significant gaps in AO2. Social media was addressed in general terms albeit very subtly and their case 

study could have been clearer. For example, ‘...powerful companies have the power to censor or even shadowban 
content they do not agree with’ was quite a sophisticated concept which demonstrated some knowledge and 
argument. To improve their answer, the candidate could have supplied the evidence of the corporations involved 
and supported this with examples of content which had been treated in this manner. The candidate demonstrated 
an ability to critique ideas and could have explore the theorists in this topic area such as Buckingham, Jenkins and 
Lanier.

•  The candidate could have included some detailed examples of influencers or peers and their impact upon the 
audience. They could have used Two Step Flow Theory to explore their arguments in the penultimate paragraph 
which addressed ‘... interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships’. 

4

5

6

7

8
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

1 The candidate shows 
some awareness of the field 
(minimal references to even 
basic media theory).

1
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

2  The candidate offers a basic 
analysis, from case studies which 
may not be appropriate to the 
question.

Total mark awarded = 
6 out of 30

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate defined the key term of Media Ecology with a McLuhan reference which was promising but they 

needed to develop this and ensure that key terms (including theorists) were correctly spelt. Although they referred 
to Long Tail, they did not apply it correctly.

• The candidate offered little beyond some repeated assertions and general comments which lacked supporting 
evidence. They repeatedly missed opportunities to exemplify the key points, for example ‘...now people can make 
money from social media…’.

•  The candidate needed to offer a specific, detailed case study as it was difficult to determine precisely what the case 
study was.

• To improve their answer, the candidate needed to use subject specific terminology to address the key concepts and 
show their understanding through the use of examples or analysis. 

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Many candidates repeated all the information they knew about Media Ecology but did not differentiate useful 

material from the irrelevant material. Some candidates offered lengthy historical accounts of McLuhan’s theory over 
hundreds of words without any reference to the question and this was not a successful approach.

• Many candidates struggled with time management. This was the question which offered the highest potential 
marks, yet many candidates produced their shortest answer for this question.

• Some candidates did not address the question. Candidates must engage with the question in order to demonstrate 
their knowledge and understanding of the subject.

• Some candidates did not include detailed examples in their answers.
• Some candidates offered ‘common sense’ or ‘general knowledge’ answers which contained no evidence that they 

had studied Media. These answers often referred to internet shopping and Uber as evidence.
• Some candidates praised the smartphone and then listed all of the things you could do with it, such as taking 

photos, tell the time or online shopping.
• Some candidates only referred to theorists by their first name, for example, ‘Henry’ for Jenkins. 

2
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