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MEST 1: Investigating Media  
 
This was the ninth examination on Unit 1 Investigating Media (MEST 1) for the AQA GCE 
Media Studies specification which has been running since September 2008. There were 
3077 students who took the examination this series. 
 
Section A: Products, Concepts and Contexts 
 
The Embrace Life road safety advertisement worked well for the vast majority of students. 
Most were able to analyse the product closely and apply the key concepts effectively and 
with confidence. 
 
Students from across the ability range were able to access all four questions and there 
seemed to be no stand-out problem question or major issues with stamina this series. 
Moving the institution question to number one helped many students perform better with 
what has traditionally been the more difficult key concept. 
 
Question 1: Media Institutions 
 
Pleasingly students performed very well on this question with just under a half of all 
responses achieving a level three or above and thus exhibiting at least sound knowledge and 
understanding. This was the second most well-answered question overall. 
 
The majority of students were able to successfully place the advertisement against the 
context of traditional road safety shockvertising and in turn discuss its originality with 
confidence. Many cited the original techniques on offer such as the use of physical theatre, 
unusual home setting and classical music.  
 
The way in which the advertisement provided a more positive approach was also explored 
well by the majority of students. The narrative resolution, high key lighting, final slogan and 
promotion of family values being chosen as key aspects. 
 
Some students only achieved level two or lower as they decided to discuss the original 
distribution of the advertisement (via new media) rather than the features of the product itself. 
Again students should be reminded that all ideas should be firmly rooted in the media 
product itself and detailed reference made to how meaning is created through the use of 
media language (in turn allowing media terminology to be fully utilised). 
 
Question 2: Media Forms 
 
Positively this was the most well-answered question overall. Just under a half of all 
responses achieved at least a level three or above with almost a third scoring eight marks or 
over. 
 
Many students were very comfortable with the term mise-en-scène and were able to closely 
examine specific details of the product’s construction such as the living room setting, the use 
of costume, props, lighting and colour as well as the characterisation offered through the 
choice of actors and their expression and gesture. Strong level four responses fully 
considered impact linking the use of mise-en-scène to the appeal of the advertisement and 
its strong message. Weaker responses tended to just describe the mise-en-scène without 
fully considering why it had been used. 
 
Disappointingly there were several students who clearly misunderstood the term mise-en-
scène and in turn considered all aspects of the film language used. In the spirit of positive 
marking these responses sometimes still achieved well if they managed to comment on 
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aspects linked to mise-en-scène. However, some floundered and focused solely on music, 
editing and camerawork, outside of the remit of the question. 
 
Question Three: Media Representations 
 
Unfortunately only just under a third of responses made it into level three for this question. It 
was the third least well-answered question overall. 
 
The key discriminator was whether or not students were able to consider family as an 
institution/concept or whether they merely commented on the representation of the specific 
family within the advertisement. Again many schools/colleges would do well to encourage 
their students to consider the wider social and cultural implications of representations within 
media products; many students presumed that the family merely reflected reality. 
 
Pleasingly though many students picked up on the (post-) nuclear nature of the family and 
the gender roles on offer, clearly seeing the family featured as an ideological construct. 
 
Some responses also just listed how (the) family was represented rather than fully examining 
how the representation was constructed through media language and audience positioning. 
Again detailed product analysis is important to enable students to show how meaning is 
created. 
 
Question Four: Media Audiences 
 
Only just under a third of responses for question four achieved a level three or above; this 
was the second least well-answered question overall. 
 
Unfortunately many students still want to regurgitate audience theory rather than address the 
specific demands of the question itself. Sometimes this can be relevant (eg Uses and 
Gratifications enabling the consideration of how a wide audience will identify with the range 
of family roles on offer within the advertisement), however all too often it is superfluous and 
instead exposes weak knowledge and understanding (eg the Hypodermic Needle Effect 
rarely being used appropriately to consider a wider audience’s acceptance of the 
simple/direct message of the advertisement). 
 
Those responses who did not make it into level three decided to focus on the distribution of 
the advertisement (via YouTube and social networking) presuming that this alone would 
make it somehow popular. Better responses considered the actual features and 
characteristics of the advertisement itself and why these would appeal to such a wide 
audience and enable the product to go viral (its brevity and emotional impact being reasons 
often cited here). Many of these answers picked up on the global appeal of the 
advertisement (through its lack of dialogue), its use of innovative techniques, its appeal to a 
range of age groups, its strong family values and its original approach to road safety 
advertising. 

Section B: The Cross-Media Study 
 
Pleasingly the majority of schools/colleges appear to be preparing their students well for the 
cross-media study. A range of contemporary media products (linked by topic) from across 
the platforms are usually evident in responses with varying degrees of critical autonomy and 
independent student selection. 
 
Some schools/colleges, however, are still taking a single product case study approach. This 
tends to be self-penalising as often such responses will lack an appropriate range of 
examples and in turn be pushed to the lower end of the level awarded. Such an approach 
also means that students find it almost impossible to bend their limited palette of product 
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examples to meet the specific demands of the questions set. This in turn leads to a lack of 
question focus and descriptive responses. 
 
Indeed, there are still a very small amount of schools/colleges teaching the cross-media 
study by rote with all students using exactly the same examples linked to just one core 
product. Again these schools/colleges need to be reminded that whilst some teacher-
modelling of how to approach the cross-media study is inevitable it is in the spirit of the 
specification that students then explore their own cross-media links to a range of media 
products. In turn a greater understanding of not only the cross-media topic being studied but 
also the contemporary media landscape will be achieved. 
 
Question Five 
 
This was by far the most popular Section B question. Pleasingly almost a half of all students 
achieved level three or above and just over a quarter scored 20 marks or higher.  
 
Successful responses focused fully on the question and did not merely describe the new 
technologies within their cross-media study but evaluated why they were used (some 
considering this from an audience perspective and others from an institutional one). Music 
cross-media studies stood out as some of the best answers. 
 
Many students, however, were guilty of either ignoring the question almost completely and 
just providing a descriptive overview of their cross-media study, or of answering a previous 
question from a past paper (many answers focusing on synergy and reasons for cross-media 
links rather than new technologies). 
 
The print platform was sometimes an issue for students to consider in their responses. 
However, many strong responses provided examples of QR codes, photo-manipulation and 
convergence on the e-media platform. Some students also took the opportunity to question 
the lack of new technologies within an old platform and in turn evaluate the reasons for this. 
 
Question Six 
 
This question was only answered by a minority of students. Of those who did, just over a 
third achieved a level three or above and just under a quarter scored 20 marks or higher. 
There was much evidence of critical autonomy in responses to this question with many 
students thinking on their feet well to produce some interesting and refreshing responses. In 
turn there was far less evidence of the regurgitation of practice questions from past papers. 
 
Film cross-media studies worked very well with strong responses showing how genre 
references and motifs were used across the platforms not just for promotion but also for 
audience pleasure and recognition.  
 
Some students unfortunately found their Lifestyle and Documentary cross-media studies 
difficult to fit to the remit of the question and would do well to spend longer selecting the right 
question.  
 
Planning was also an issue as those who took on board the simple definition offered by the 
question (ie ‘the way in which media products make reference to other media products that 
producers assume audiences will recognise’) and had broad cross-media studies prepared 
were able to tease out interesting and relevant examples (not always purely linked to cross-
media promotion). They successfully took an audience approach and considered how the 
understanding and enjoyment of cross-media references was only possible through prior 
knowledge of other media products in other platforms. 


