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Introduction
There were many excellent, well-structured and scrupulously researched reports in this 
January entry. Many centres are confident of what they are trying to achieve and have 
systems in place to guide candidates through what can be a daunting prospect.

There are, of course, more ways than one to produce a convincing report but most 
successful answers share a number of common features. In this examiners' report these 
themes will be touched on with reference to specific questions with practical advice as to 
how candidates can be helped to achieve better results. The obvious difference between the 
pre-release materials and the examination questions is just that: the examination demand 
is in the form of a question. It is something of a truism to observe that weaker candidates 
do not respond to this question – they simply present the findings that they have gleaned 
in the weeks of preparation and leave it to the examiner to sort out the relevance of their, 
sometimes, prodigious amounts of case-study knowledge. Some candidates are challenged 
by the report writing in different ways and in every case there are routes to helping them do 
better.

So, although it is dangerous to generalise, there are a number of common types of 
‘problem’ reports. The table below identifies four of the commonest ‘types’ with symptoms, 
diagnosis and, most importantly, suggested treatments added. Needless to say some 
reports combine several of these features. 

Problem Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment/Cure
Heavily descriptive. A long list of case 

studies, models and 
methodologies but 
very little exploration 
of the question and 
no development of 
an argument.

The apparent 
problem is a very 
predictable structure 
but the real problem 
is that it lacks any 
critical engagement 
with the title.

Practice guessing 
titles from extracts. 
Use past papers and 
examiners’ reports 
and ask candidates 
to guess the 
question. Use just 
the analysis and 
conclusion sections.

Some analysis but 
lacking organisation 
and direction.

Shifts about 
especially in the 
analytical section 
with sudden changes 
of direction. Typically 
the product of a 
candidate who simply 
doesn’t know either 
how to develop an 
argument or how to 
organise a response. 
A number of these 
reports are really 
essays with no 
research programme 
evident at all.

The apparent 
problem is the poor 
structure but in 
reality it is more 
likely to be confusion 
about what the 
candidate is actually 
trying to say. Thus 
they ‘see’ the topic 
and maybe the 
‘focus’ but have no 
direction in what 
they are attempting 
to show, rather 
hoping that a ‘view’ 
will emerge.

This requires a ‘take 
a view’ approach 
to the preparation 
after the pre-
release material 
appears.  Candidates 
should brainstorm 
the possible theses 
that might emerge.
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Analytical but either 
lacking evidence or 
making errors.

There are two 
sub-types here. 
The first are quite 
thoughtful reports 
flawed because 
they are based on 
misconceptions 
so they much 
exaggerate an 
anomaly or an 
exception. The 
second have a 
defensible thesis but 
cannot substantiate 
it with evidence 
suggesting a rather 
relaxed preparation 
period – many 
arguments are 
simply unsupported 
assertions.

Unpersuasive 
reports either use 
evidence with 
jaunty breeziness 
and often highly 
selectively or they 
fail to substantiate 
their ‘view’ so 
despite legitimate 
analytical statements 
being made they 
fail to provide any 
evidential support.

Continual practice 
in recognising 
what constitutes 
an unpersuasive 
argument. To get 
them beyond the; 
‘Why?’ – ‘Because I 
say so’ approach that 
too many candidates 
adopt.

Poorly written These reports 
usually exhibit 
several of the above 
tendencies but also 
have many hard-to-
read sentences that 
are either largely 
meaningless as in 
‘There are many 
different aspects 
to this question’ 
or contorted and 
simplistic statements 
that may contradict 
previous sentences.

Contorted writers 
have often adopted 
a few phrases that 
they think might buy 
a little ‘time’ and 
believe, mistakenly, 
that academic 
writing is about 
inflated phrasing. 
Simplistic writers 
tend to use absolutes 
as in ‘Everyone 
knows….’ – ‘it is 
natural to believe…’ 
phraseology.

Contorted writers 
profit from reading 
back their own work 
and trying to make 
their written work 
as clear as spoken 
work. Simplistic 
writers need ‘models’ 
of good practice.

 
A large minority of candidates remain reluctant to deconstruct titles. Given the parameters 
set by the pre-release information it is no doubt common practice for centres to end their 
preparation with a review of past questions and the need to give every word in the titles 
equal weight. Given that they know the topic and have a very strong steer about the focus 
what remains is:

1. sensitivity to the command word(s)

2. sensitivity to the various restrictions that might limit the range of evidence that they 
could, and should, deploy. 

One other tip, that many candidates are naturally used to doing in their daily lives, is to 
argue a case with a clear view of where the ‘argument’ is taking one.  As soon as they see 
the question for the first time they should ‘take a view’.  This should be incorporated in their 
plan and they should keep it in front of them both literally and metaphorically. The sensible 
habit of including ‘mini’ conclusions after presenting evidence would be all the more useful if 
a reference was made to the general direction of the argument. This would then permit the 
conclusion itself to be, as it should be, a drawing together of these threads. 
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For this examination paper, the most appropriate, most frequent and certainly most 
defensible views were:

Question 1 –  Very significant but not overwhelmingly so with some important  historic and 
actual exceptions.

Question 2 – There is a wide variety of values and attitudes but their role in determining 
management is largely a question of who holds political power – some interest groups are 
likely to be ignored even if their ‘case’ is legitimate.

Question 3 - Much depends on the definition of ‘drylands’ but in a globalised world this is 
not easy to prove given the role of poverty and other socio-economic factors in determining 
food insecurity.

Question 4 – There are many different factors but the spread of a globalised culture is 
probably the strongest factor impacting on cultural landscapes today.

Question 5-  The relationship is complex but broadly a big ‘yes’ qualified by some comments 
about diseases of development from diabetes to obesity.

Question 6 – Different strategies are used because (i) managers have different objectives 
and (ii) the problems vary greatly and thus require different strategies.

It should be added that many other views are defensible and many excellent answers 
pursued different lines but all provided some evidence to support their view. It is about 
priority – the argument should come first with evidence used as the support structure. 
Showing that, for example, many tectonic hazards occur at destructive margins, in an 
absolute sense is only meaningful in the context of this title if a relative point is also made 
– as in, more than anywhere else. It was encouraging to read answers that ‘took a view’ for 
that is what the structure of this Unit is about.  Here is a topic, here is an issue, now here is 
a view about that issue – do you think it is defensible? 

Finally, it would be helpful if candidates could be clear about the difference between 
'models' and 'theories' which many use as though they are synonymous. Models do not, of 
course, explain anything at all but are often very useful ways of describing reality. Theories, 
by contrast, need to satisfy two conditions: they need to be testable and they need to 
be predictive. A failure to make this distinction can lead to significant issues for some 
candidates as in ‘Such and such a country is currently in Stage 2 of the Clark-Fisher model 
so it will soon….’ or ‘according to the Butler model what will happen next is…’. 
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Question 1

There was a wide variation of performance on this, the most popular 
question.  Stronger candidates identified a clear framework that was adapted to the set 
question and clearly recognised that whilst plate boundaries are indeed very important:

1. Some plate boundaries are more important than others and...

2. Not all tectonic hazards are found at plate boundaries both…

3. … because the impact is occasionally displaced over long distances and…

4. …there are other causes of crustal movement, not all of which are very well understood

They managed to write in an interpretive manner conscious of what is meant by 
'assess'. They married the aspect of plate margins to spatiality, weaving in case studies 
to argue whether or not plate margins are indeed significant in determining the spatial 
distribution of tectonic hazards. They agreed with the statement without forgetting to use 
examples that were not associated with plate margins. In addition, they also had references 
within the text to show that they had actually read the sources as part of their research. 
Weaker candidates tended to have a very broad focus, much of which sometimes appeared 
to be pre-prepared and consequentially lost sight of what they were trying to argue. They 
overlooked the word 'assess'. A significant number of candidates also had a separate section 
on plate tectonics/continental drift but often this was not applied to the question in any 
meaningful way. Most candidates attempted a framework based on concept rather than case 
studies. The most common, and most rewarding, framework was based on the four types 
of plate margin to which they added references to hotspots, ‘old’ fault lines and  hydraulic 
fracturing. Weaker candidates tended to have a list-like approach based on case studies 
that were unrelated to any spatial pattern with the weakest not even attempting any 
empirical evidence. A significant number of candidates showed no assessment whatsoever. 
Most candidates made some attempt to go beyond plate boundary activity. However, for 
some this was just an add-on, with no assessment of the significance of what they were 
stating. The most common case studies mentioned were Iceland, Haiti, various Japanese 
examples, the San Andreas, and Indonesia.
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There is a strong focus on the question with the most productive 
framework for proper assessment.  However, the conclusion is 
a little brief - so Level 4 for Analysis but Level 3 for Conclusions 
and Evaluation.

Examiner Comments

Remember to refer back to the title throughout your 
analysis. Anyone reading it without knowing the title 
should be able to guess the title from what you write!

Examiner Tip
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This has a reasonable Level 3 introduction but it lacks a 
clear focus on the title.

Examiner Comments

Make sure that you make it clear from the start what 
the question is.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Most candidates were able to give definitions of ‘cold environments’ and often gave 
definitions of the different types of environment.  However, and for some this is where 
it started to go awry,  a surprisingly large number of candidates did not demonstrate 
understanding of the terms ‘values and attitudes’ or ‘interest groups’ in their introduction.

The framework for this report was usually by case study.  The most successful candidates 
considered different types of values and attitudes for a framework whilst others, who kept 
a strong focus on the title, embedded clear references to values and attitudes within their 
‘case-study’ driven analysis.  There were a few really good answers that were based around 
theories such as those of David Berry and Maslin.  

Nearly all the candidates used exactly the same case studies: 

• Antarctica – usually almost totally focused on tourism

• ANWR and elsewhere in Alaska

• The Alps

• Arctic Russia

• Lapland.

Knowledge of these case studies was often too basic and thus quite generalised. It was, for 
example, surprising that whilst almost every candidate used Alaska as a case study, only 
a tiny number of them mentioned the Alaska Permanent Fund, which plays a vital role in 
influencing local opinion to look favourably upon the oil industry and its plans for expansion. 

One ‘case study’ that caused some problems for candidates was the use of the Canada tar 
sands in Alberta. Candidates clearly study this for one of the other units, and indeed one 
can see why, but in the context of polar environments it is, at best, marginal.

Weaker candidates wrote very descriptive answers which often just recounted everything 
they knew about management in cold environments,  with a good deal of superfluous 
information about those environments untied to any commentary about management, let 
alone the values and attitudes that inform those actions.  Consequentially they often wrote 
reports about 'challenges and opportunities' rather than 'values and attitudes'.

Stronger candidates considered different types of values, rather than just stating the 
opinions of stakeholders, which were, in the best reports, linked well to the relevant interest 
groups.   Some related their case studies to theories, both in the body of the analysis and 
as part of their conclusions, which related different values and attitudes not just in terms 
of  economic self-interest but also to cultural traditions and outlooks about the ‘value of 
landscapes’.  The strongest candidates were able to consider a continuum of values and 
attitudes along a spectrum.  
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The framework here is a series of case 
studies. It isn't obvious from this introduction 
that the candidate has quite the right focus 
on 'values and attitudes'. A Level 3 response.

Examiner Comments

Make it clear in your introduction that you 
have grasped the key focus of the question - 
in this case it is values and attitudes.

Examiner Tip
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Different because they are different is the main point of this 
conclusion that does correctly focus on values and attitudes, but 
doesn't explain how the differences impact on usage. Thus a 
Level 3 response.

Examiner Comments

Try to draw arguments together in a conclusion 
which shouldn't repeat material from the analysis but 
evaluate it. How important are values and attitudes?

Examiner Tip
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Question 3

Strong candidates engaged with the 'discuss' instruction, reading the title, correctly, as a 
statement that could be ‘taken on’. The strongest responses demonstrated that drylands 
can indeed  be food insecure (and in some cases extremely so) but they also recognised 
that drylands can be food secure. At the very top level there was also evidence offered that 
non-drylands can be food insecure. In short, they argued for and against the statement 
presenting argument and counter-argument and drawing the appropriate conclusions. 

The stronger reports approached the challenge of assessing vulnerability by introducing 
quantitative measures of food insecurity to 'rank order' their case studies e.g. the  Global 
Hunger Index (IFPRI) or the Maplecroft Index. The same candidates used evaluative 
language to go beyond simple comments such as 'x location suffers food insecurity'. They 
described food insecurity as chronic, or temporary, or sporadic, or seasonal, rare/common 
etc using comparative language as part of their discussion. This is obviously another useful 
way of comparing areas in terms of their vulnerability to food insecurity.

Within the analysis the fundamental causes of food insecurity needed some exploration. 
Many recognised that socio-economic factors are often a very significant impact on the 
geography of food security; often more so than climate, soil or geological factors. The best 
recognised the role of poverty in determining the vulnerable groups with varying degrees 
of food security within areas, which moved them well away from simplistic statements 
which were often remodellings of environmental determinism with a little Malthusian 
theory mixed in. The  vulnerability of female headed households in urban areas and 
politically  disadvantaged tribes/religious groups in rural areas were amongst the most 
impressive of these dissections of food insecurity at a regional or even local level. As soon 
as a candidate strayed beyond drylands the role of socio-economic and political factors 
became self-evident as in discussions about the growth of food banks in UK/USA. 

Within the analysis stronger candidates used models of food security eg FAO access, 
availability, utilisation, stability and others. The best candidates had a framework 
that allowed them to use these models in their analysis, for example the comparison 
of a traditional dryland area most vulnerable to food insecurity linked to availability, 
with slums in a megacity with vulnerability to food insecurity linked to access and 
affordability.Weaker candidates failed to focus on the question by presenting physical and 
human causes of food insecurity in named dryland areas and evaluating which factors are 
the most significant causes of food insecurity. Such candidates often just gave reasons 
and examples that supported the statement. Candidates had to 'discuss'. The pre-release 
was clear: "Research contrasting locations which are experiencing food insecurity, with a 
particular emphasis on drylands." 

The most fertile case-study material was at the regional level because, by definition, these 
‘recognised’ that there were variations within countries which inevitably moved candidates 
away from sweeping and erroneous conclusions about the role of the environment. For 
example, Ethiopia is not uniform dryland but the Omo valley, Ethiopia is indeed a dryland 
area. Mumbai is a megacity and Dharavi is a slum in Mumbai. The choice of China, the USA 
or even  Africa was unlikely to be productive given the enormous range of variation of food 
insecurity within these continental sized global regions. Finally, Malthus and Boserup were 
quoted by many candidates. Sadly only a few applied these theories to the question. 
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There is a very clear focus in this introduction with a clear 
identification of the various restrictions in the title as well as 
the 'discuss' command. This is a Level 4, top band, example.

Examiner Comments

An introduction should have a clear and explicit 
reference to the question asked.

Examiner Tip
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This case study approach does a decent job of assessing how 
these particular drylands are vulnerable but the report lacks a 
conclusion and these areas are not put into any general context 
of drylands as a whole. There is no separate conclusion and the 
sub-conclusions tend just to repeat what has already been said. 
It is at Level 3 for the analysis.

Examiner Comments

Timing is important - the conclusion matters as much 
as the introduction. In fact it matters more!

Examiner Tip
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Question 4

The answers to this question were generally quite strong, although many examiners 
reported that there were fewer extremely good answers than have been seen in the 
past.  As with all other questions, the strongest candidates gave a clear indication in their 
introduction that they understood the focus of the question and, within their methodology,  
how to embark on an evaluation. They gave clear definitions of culture and cultural 
diversity, followed by a good range of influencing factors. However, quite a few candidates 
focused on culture in general, rather than the ‘landscapes’ that might be generated. 

Concepts used included variants on Venn diagrams with culture in the middle and the 
varying influences of migration, globalisation etc,  some applied this by overlapping the 
exemplars used. 

Sadly, there were very few candidates who tried to evaluate the relative importance, in 
terms of suggesting that some factors had more of an effect than others. Those who did so 
generally produced superior reports especially if they recognised that the ‘factors’ are not 
constant in either time or space. 

Strong points included:

• The wide range of interesting cultural landscapes used in the UK and further afield, such 
as London, New York, Marrakesh, Sydney, Bhutan, Machu Picchu, Grand Canyon, Uluru, 
Havana, Oman, Dubai, and Belfast. 

• The topicality of case studies, using very recent sources, and there was evidence of 
individual research by many candidates, and of fieldwork by some, particularly in 
London. 

• Clear frameworks which worked well which were structured by factors such as 
globalisation, migration, religion, level of protection, political decision making etc. 

• The use of clear divisions such as those between rural/urban cultural landscapes 
enabling the relative importance of different factors to be discussed effectively. The best 
candidates showed the multi-layered nature of cultural landscapes, in both urban and 
rural landscapes, as being a product of both historical and modern factors, as well as 
physical and human factors. 

• Good use of specialist vocabulary, such as ethnoscapes, financescapes and clone towns. 

Weaknesses included:

• Long-winded definitions of culture with a lack of coverage of cultural landscapes in their 
introductions.

• A poor selection of case studies leading to a lack of focus on landscapes; the choice of 
case studies is vital.

• Other reports described several cultural landscapes in considerable detail, but did not 
discuss the factors which led to their development.

• There was some inappropriate use of models and diagrams which were not really 
relevant to the question. 

• Case study by case study frameworks tended to lead to descriptive accounts, which 
lacked the focus needed on factors affecting the development of cultural landscapes.



32 GCE Geography 6GE04 01



GCE Geography 6GE04 01 33

 



34 GCE Geography 6GE04 01

This is an exemplary, top Level, introduction 
with a very clear approach to the question 
asked which comes through very strongly 
indeed. The methodology is also very strong 
with an excellent range of sources properly 
evaluated.

Examiner Comments

It is very helpful to evaluate the potential 
problems of bias and reliability in your 
sources because it will help with your 
evaluation.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5

Most examiners reported a much stronger approach to this question than seen in past, with 
many candidates not just showing a strong command of the topic but also using frameworks 
based on well-known models, applied at a range of scales. 

Popular models which worked well as frameworks included the WHO Health Transition 
model, Kuznets curve and also Omran’s epidemiological model but these also included the 
introduction of factors which are clearly unrelated to economic development. Candidates 
using these frameworks established from the start that ‘strongly related’ is not a synonym 
for ‘completely explained by’. Less successful frameworks based on a north/south or LEDC/
MEDC division tended to close off the possibility of other factors playing a role and also 
led to far too strong an emphasis on ‘India is poor so..’ type responses which disallowed 
the reality of huge internal variations within countries, regions and even quite small 
communities. 

Popular case studies focused on indoor and outdoor air pollution and asthma – using 
countries in Africa as well as Mexico City,  Beijing and London (including the expansion of 
Heathrow) - which provided evidence for both argument and counter-argument with respect 
to the title's assertion. Older case-studies appeared frequently, which is of course perfectly 
acceptable, although these were not always convincingly linked to economic development or 
indeed any other variable.

There were a number of interesting case studies demonstrating real research at small ‘local’ 
scales; for example studies of a city such as Bristol contrasting life expectancy and lifestyles 
in a small area and relating this to economic status. A number used local super output 
area data from the health domain. Others at a larger scale used sketches derived from the 
GAPMINDER website very effectively.

Strong points included:

• Showing the two-way relationship between economic development and health risk and 
using data to support the strength of this relationship. 

• A good range of 'degenerative' and 'infectious' risks and comments about genetic risks 
not linked to economic factors e.g. sickle cell disease.

• The use of facts and statistics to back up use of health risks e.g.  air pollution PPM in 
London and Mexico City, prevalence rates of HIV/AIDs.

• A sophisticated treatment of obesity and the medical impact that it can have.

Weaknesses  included:

• Long-winded  treatments of health risks with insufficient focus on economic 
development. 

• The poor selection of case studies led to a lack of focus on causes rather than 
consequences, the selection of appropriate case studies is vital. 

• Introductions which just listed definitions, often through a bullet pointed list, which 
prevented candidates from developing a focus to their report.

• There was some inappropriate use of models and diagrams which were not really 
relevant to the question. 
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This is a very well-organised piece of work that focuses 
on the title and keeps it at the centre of the report with 
excellent sub-headings and conclusions woven into the 
analysis. Top level 4.

The conclusion is very impressive with a successful 
evaluation and weighing up of evidence. A top level 
response.

Examiner Comments

Mini-conclusions are a useful method 
of keeping one's mind on the title!

Examiner Tip
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A clear introduction with the sensible technique of explicitly 
identifying the focus. Strong methodology with evaluation in the 
table too. At the very top of Level 3 for both D and R.

Examiner Comments

If the introduction is strong it sets the report on 
the right pathway - that is to say a pathway which 
addresses the question set and not the 'topic' in 
general.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6
Many examiners reported that there was an improved standard of report structures, with 
the ‘essay’ approach a thing of the past. Thus most candidates wrote their introduction 
section followed by a methodology section that led into analysis and conclusion with some 
referencing and the use of helpful diagrams, usually of models.  A significant number had 
both sub-conclusions and a bibliography. The stronger candidates tended to include a 
spectrum of reliability for their methodology that had a range from Wikipedia and blogs at 
one end to academic journals and up-to-date text books at the other end. Some candidates 
tried to interweave their methodology into the analysis section of the report but that didn’t 
work too well. It worked better when numbers were allocated to specific resources in the 
methodology and then applied where used within the answer. 

Some candidates found the question challenging because it required them to focus not so 
much on the different strategies which many did but the reasons for the differences between 
these strategies.  The weakest answers simply ignored ‘the reasons’ and reconstructed the 
title as ‘Describe the strategies used to manage tourism’. These reports not only lacked any 
assessment but also much contrast between management strategies (other than simple 
statements about their differences). They also lacked any attempt to differentiate between 
leisure and tourism and, very occasionally, forgot that ‘rural’ is the requisite context in an 
Option entitled ‘Consuming the Rural Landscape’.

Strong points included:

• Many quoted up-to-date research or their own primary data collection, which when used 
well was rewarded.

• When using case studies, the better candidates justified their choices.

• It was a joy to come across case studies that had not been seen before.

• Some candidates considered the strategy of ‘do nothing’ and its implications and applied 
this to the question posed. 

Weaknesses  included:

• Quoting Chaffey 1996 seems somewhat dated for a rural case study.

• Weaker candidates tended to just provide case study material and in some cases this 
was irrelevant.

• Focus on strategies could become a focus on the challenges instead.
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There are strengths in the introduction but it could be improved 
with better focus on one of the title's keywords - 'different'. These 
are addressed on the second page but not with any clarity. 

A Level 2 response.

Examiner Comments

If the introduction includes an explicit mention of the 
keywords and focus on the question it helps keep the 
report on track.

Examiner Tip
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There is good case study information in the analysis but it would 
be significantly stronger if the reasons for difference were more 
explicitly addressed.

The conclusion rather confirms that tendency to 'drift' opening, as 
it does, with a statement about the efficacy of models in assessing 
the level of tourism.

Level 3 for both A and C on this report.

Examiner Comments

Be careful not to let the title slip from your mind! Write 
a note to yourself - keep it relevant to the question!

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
There are many encouraging trends in the last few series of this examination; not the least 
of these is the increasing sophistication of centres in preparing candidates to answer the 
question that they are set rather than offering broad overviews of the topics in which they 
are embedded. In other words taking a view!

Based on their performance in this examination, candidates should:

• make sure their answer has a clear introduction which has explicit reference to the 
question

• be careful to include only appropriate case-study material

• give an overall conclusion and perhaps some mini-conclusions, as they write their 
report, to remind them of the question

• ensure they know the difference between models and theories.
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