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Introduction
As in previous series, this paper demonstrated the best and the worst answers from 
candidates. Excellent case-study knowledge (which was focused on the questions set) saw 
generally high marks for many in the last section of the paper, but explanations were mostly 
absent. Section A, once again, revealed patchy skills with OS map-skills especially weak 
from some candidates. Competency in understanding the relevance of technology, census, 
GIS etc. and its application to how it could provide additional data / information were also 
notably absent from many responses (Question 3). Many candidates seemed very prepared 
for AO1 questions where there was basic recall, but failed to make broader geographical 
linkages required for AO2 and AO3.

Once again, the greatest discriminator was often a lack of clarity about what to do, with 
command words too often ignored and problems of scale and context all too apparent when 
looking at the map extract. 

As in previous series, there were a few candidates who looked as if they may have run out 
of time since there were some blank responses on occasion towards the end of the exam. 
In this year’s exam, Question 5(b) had a high tariff at 9+4 marks so it should have been 
attempted if at all possible. Please remember to advise candidates that they really should 
only need to use the answer-space provided, and not over-write. 

This was the fourth series since the introduction of SPAG.  As before remember that the 
4 SPAG marks are based both on the technical quality of written communication, e.g. 
sentence structure, full-stops and capitals as well as the complexity of the writing and the 
use of technical geographical language and / or complex terms. A candidate who scores a 0 
response for the answer, i.e. incorrect, would normally be given 0 for the SPAG since there 
is a requirement to write in the ‘context of the demands of the question’.

Compass skills are the ‘bread and butter’ of this part of the exam, yet even at this tier there 
were a number of candidates who were unable to link the map to the ground evidence from 
the photograph. This is clearly a skill that needs continual practice from Year 7 upwards. 
This will also be an essential skill for the new 2016 GCSEs as well.  

This report will provide exemplification of candidates’ work, together with tips and/or 
comments, for a selection of questions. The exemplification will come mainly from questions 
which required more complex responses from candidates.
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Question 1 (b)
Generally this question was answered well with most candidates having an understanding of 
the concept of what impacts a settlement’s site. Due to the large range of potential site 
features, many candidates could have scored maximum marks a number of times over. 
Candidates did not achieve full marks when they did not develop at least one of their ideas, 
or if they only focused on the roads and accessibility (which generally only scored 1 mark). 
A few also focused on the issue of flooding – which was not relevant or just listed features of 
the village, such as the hotel or campsite, which again received no credit. It was a little 
disappointing to see how many candidates use the term 'low relief' and 'flat land' 
interchangeably. By GCSE it would be expected that candidates know that low relief does 
not always mean the land is flat. 

Good use of map evidence secures full marks 
here. The physical factors seem much more 
obvious in the context of a site response, 
rather than the human factors.

Examiner Comments

Use of 4 or 6 figure grid references is always 
encouraged in these types of questions.

Examiner Tip
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This response also scored 3 marks.

Human factors were given credit within the context of 
accessibility which featured on the mark scheme.

Examiner Comments
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Question 1 (c)
This question was one of the more poorly answered questions on the paper. This was 
fundamentally because the question was about the road pattern and unless the candidate 
referred back to the OS map (as they were instructed to do); they did not pick up on 
the relationship between relief and road pattern. Many just described the sketch map. 
Consequently, most just wrote about the roads and railway line going between the 
settlements. A number of candidates once again focused on flooding, mentioning that there 
were no roads near the Darnford Brook due to flood risk – clearly there was no credit for 
this. Only a handful of candidates identified the clear North-South direction of the route 
pattern, although 'flat land’ or ‘located in a valley (which was easier to build in)' were more 
common answers.

Map evidence and linkage to physical features with 
some development earns this response 3 marks.

Examiner Comments
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This answer was also awarded 3 marks.

This response was awarded 3 marks, although specific map 
evidence could be improved.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (a) (ii)
This is a basic map skill – information from the map to understand cross sections (Topic 2, 
page 13 in the current specification). Yet the ‘V’ appeared all over the place; this is clearly a 
skill that a majority of candidates find challenging. 

Many candidates seemed to struggle with the question, either marking the 'V' in the wrong 
place on the cross section or in many cases not attempting the question at all.

This response did not score any marks.

In this example the arrow is incorrectly placed. 
Unfortunately, many answers were like this one.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (b) (ii)
This question was generally answered well with a good proportion of candidates attaining full 
marks. It was encouraging to see that candidates are being taught the well-used structure 
of ‘general trend-evidence-anomalies’ for describing graphs. This approach allowed them 
to attain all 3 marks. Also interestingly not many candidates identified the strong positive 
correlation in the data set – something they do naturally in maths, but this appears not to 
be a skill they think to transfer to geography. Also some of the candidates expressed the 
trend in very unusual ways such as ‘with lessening distance to the source the river gets less 
deep’; obviously this is correct, but perhaps rather clumsily expressed.

This is a 3 mark response, but it has been selected to show how 
the candidate has often repeated themselves. Candidates need 
to always be reminded to write in a concise style and to re-read 
their work.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a) (i)
Again, this question was answered well with many candidates scoring full marks. For those 
candidates who identified a trend such as ‘an ageing population’ or ‘numbers of people 
increase with age’ or ‘slightly more males than females’; attaining 3 marks was easy as 
two additional pieces of data-based description allowed them to achieve full marks with 
ease. A small number of candidates added the male and female %’s together stating that 
therefore ‘70% of the population is over 60 years old’ – which is inaccurate. Also a number 
of candidates made their answers far more complicated than they needed to be by literally 
writing down the percentages of every age category and by how much they had increased or 
decreased from the one below.

In some cases however, answers were not always expressed precisely: 'more men aged  
15-29' (more than what?) and 'most people over 60' (35% is not most). A number of 
responses described the pyramid in generic terms – 'shows ages of men and women', which 
did not get credit as candidates needed to use the information in the resource.

 
This was typical of many responses. Candidates were able to pick off 
items of data from the resource to give clear descriptive comments 
which earned them 3 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a) (ii)
Many candidates failed to pick up the 1 mark allocated to this question. A high proportion 
of responses were either that the data was ‘unreliable’ or ‘not 100% accurate’ or ‘wrong’. 
Other incorrect answers quite frequently given were that the data was ‘hard to read off’ 
or ‘not precise’ and others seemed confused by what the question was asking, responding 
with ‘doesn’t show how many people only %’. Some candidates also focused on the census 
data taking ‘too long to complete’ or being ‘expensive/costs more’ and so also scoring 0. 
For those that responded correctly, it was generally for noting that it was 10 years between 
census data collection and that the data was therefore ‘out of date’ or ‘not up to date’ 
or ‘old’. Quite a few candidates also noted that ‘people may lie’ on the forms or that ‘not 
everyone is included’.  Such responses were able to be credited. 

This example was not awarded the mark.

This is a clear response, but only 1 mark is 
allocated to it, so extension is not required.

Examiner Comments

'Out of date' gets a mark, but few candidates 
were aware that the census is taken every 10 
years. This is an important part of geography.

Examiner Tip

This kind of comment was common, with candidates not 
recognising the need to frame their answer in the context of 
undertaking geographical research themselves, rather than as 
the agency collecting the census data.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (b)
Examiners reported that a large proportion of the candidates scored only 2 marks for this 
question. Answers were very vague about how accurate computers are or how computers 
show information without errors so analysis is easy. So, with no specifics such as using 
excel or spreadsheets or generating graphs to reveal age, income etc., it was difficult to 
award many marks. Also a number of the candidates seemed to think that they need to 
write about collecting the data using ICT so wrote about making surveys or questionnaires 
on a computer. The candidates who did score well tended to be those who identified the 
usefulness of using GIS which involves layering of data – this immediately allowed them to 
gain 2 marks and then a general comment about using computers to draw graphs or tables 
to organise data allowed them to attain full marks.

Often GIS was included in the response, and in this case it has 
been well used in a meaningful way to get full marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (a) (i)
This was another question which often produced very vague comments or sweeping 
statements. However, once again, for those candidates who identified a general trend 
such as ‘decreasing yields around the equator’ or ‘most countries experience a decrease in 
crop yields’ - attaining the additional 2 marks through located examples was easy. It was 
impressive to see that quite a few candidates identified the link between current climate 
types and the impact, namely hotter countries would suffer the greatest decrease in yield 
while cooler climate areas might see an increase. It was easy to give credit here as this 
is a sophisticated trend. It was also interesting to note that some candidates have a good 
general knowledge of the world and are able to identify country names whereas others 
clearly could not. Not many candidates confused the crop yields data with temperature data 
(the blue and red did not obscure their thinking). However, what was disappointing was that 
many candidates wrote things like ‘at the bottom of the equator’ or ‘countries up high’ or 
‘countries to the left or right’. Correct and sometimes sophisticated language should always 
be taught as a matter of best practice. 

Here there are three concise and relevant 
statements based on distribution data from 
the map.

Examiner Comments

‘Pattern’ forms a common part of exam 
questions; candidates need to be aware of its 
significance in trying to describe an overview.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (a) (ii)
Again, this question was generally answered well by the majority of candidates. If two 
different ideas were identified and explained gaining 4 marks was relatively straightforward. 
When only one idea was explored, such as the burning of fossil fuels, it was difficult 
to achieve maximum marks unless the enhanced greenhouse effect was explicitly well 
explained. Increased car ownership, burning fossil fuels and cows and their methane 
contribution were the most common answers given. Some candidates also included some 
facts and figures, such as the number of coal power stations in China or the number of 
cars in Delhi, for which credit was given as long as it was in the context of developing an 
explanation.

This response gives two clearly explained actions 
which are well linked to climate change.

4 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments

Using words such as ‘because’, ‘causes’ etc 
in the context of these questions reinforces 
the idea of explanation.

Examiner Tip
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This example also scored 4 marks, but once again brevity needs 
to be encouraged to avoid running out of time in this exam.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (b) (i)
Many candidates only scored 2 marks for this question, as they only focused on ash blocking 
out radiation (1 mark) and temperatures cooling (1 mark). Only a few candidates expanded 
on the idea of ‘back scattering’ and many confused the role of SO2. Most mentioned SO2 
as part of the particulate matter blocking out the sun (which could be ignored as the ash 
bit was correct), but for those who mentioned that it was a greenhouse gas (without also 
mentioning CO2) and so caused global warming – no marks were given. Also there was 
a lot of confusion over the role of the ozone layer in global warming and global dimming 
and some candidates correctly identified the ‘cloak effect’ of ash but then went on to 
mention that it traps heat causing warming. Methane was another gas which was often 
mentioned – but it is not significant in the context of volcanic eruptions. If the idea of a 
cloak was discussed and the release of CO2 was mentioned it was easier to gain full marks. 
Exemplification was only credited if it formed an explicit part of the explanation.
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This response scored 3 marks, as the 
exemplification was used to develop the 
explanation required in the response.

Examiner Comments

Often 'explain' questions (2 or 3 marks) don't 
need examples of case studies to be used and, in 
fact, they usually serve as a distraction.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (b) (ii)
What the candidates struggled with here was the concept of an attitude, despite it being 
explicit in the specification. If the candidates started their answer with 'One attitude to 
climate change is...' they generally managed to gain 2 marks. However, for many they just 
dived in with an action like – recycle or walk to school which then did not allow them to 
score anything as this did not reveal an attitude (either implicit or explicit), but instead an 
action. For those that recognised that global warming might be a natural occurrence due to 
changes in orbit etc., it was easy to gain full marks. For those that chose the route of the 
Kyoto agreement, most scored nothing as they gave correct detail about the conference but 
failed to link it to an attitude.

This type of response was all too common. 
No attitude was indicated, so 0 marks were 
awarded.

Examiner Comments

Candidates need to be familiar with the 
specification, not only in terms of expected 
content and exemplification, but also with the 
technical language.

Examiner Tip
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This is a much stronger response which was awarded 2 marks. It is clearly linked to 
attitude rather than action. Regrettably answers such as this one were quite rare.

Examiner Comments

Sadly, this type of response was all too common. No marks were awarded as 
‘attitude’ is nowhere to be seen, either implicit or explicit.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (a)
Despite the stimulus material – namely Bogota’s road deaths, the vast majority of 
candidates wrote about other schemes like London congestion charging and park and ride 
schemes. When they did this they then tended to give loads of case study facts (cost of bus 
ride into Cambridge or how to hire a 'Boris bike') but often did not focus on the advantages 
for the urban population. Therefore they did not score well despite a lot of writing. 

Also most candidates mentioned the benefit of 'less deaths' (no credit as it was in the 
question) and those that used the data wrote so much on the actual numbers and how they 
had changed – which only scored 1 mark. Also many candidates wrote about a number 
of schemes but came back to the same advantages of fewer cars on the road and quicker 
journey times – which could only be credited once. Also many made sweeping statements 
about safety or buses being cheaper without comparing them to an alternative transport 
method.

Finally, many answers focused on global warming and CO2 emissions (again) but this had 
already been tested. Only 1 mark was awarded for this effect, especially as this is a global 
advantage and is not exclusive to the urban area in question. 

A range of exemplification is included in this response as well as reference 
to the resource. There is sufficient development for maximum marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (b)
Examiners sometimes found that it was difficult to use the full range of the mark scheme, 
with many answers achieving either Level 3 or Level 1 marks or 0 marks. A significant 
number of candidates did not read the question carefully enough and so wrote about TRF 
damage and not management. Some of these were clearly written by able candidates as 
they were very well written with outstanding case study detail and facts. Sadly, these then 
achieved zero marks on both the score and the SPAG – a loss of 13 marks. 

For those that focused on management strategies it was relatively easy to reach the top of 
Level 2 as only 1 strategy needed development through explanation. Many had this for more 
than one strategy which allowed them to gain 7 marks. However, generally, when candidates 
gave very detailed case study material – their answers became very descriptive with no 
explanation as to how the scheme actually helps to benefit or manage the TRF. 

Candidates who only knew one or two facts about a scheme tended to expand on their 
effectiveness using partially evaluative language and so were then able to attain 8 marks. 
Only a small minority managed to provide both detailed case study material as well as 
explicit evaluation of the schemes considered. There were a number of candidates who 
focused on what individual companies were doing in terms of their sustainability like Nokia 
and Andrex, which then never really focused on a TRF area. 

On a positive note Examiners reported that for this year they felt that the standard of 
spelling and grammar was quite high and due to the nature of this question, specialist terms 
like ‘biodiversity’ were often used, consequently most candidates achieved 3 marks for 
SPAG. 
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This is a typical Level 2 response where the Examiner is 
required to hunt out the management. The response lacks focus 
and describes impacts in more detail.

Examiner Comments
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The attempt to be evaluative and using relevant material takes this response up to Level 3 with 12 
marks awarded overall. Unfortunately such quality was few and far between, with many candidates 
missing the point entirely so also missing out on any SPAG marks.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary

The new 2016 GCSEs bring a number of significant changes to this specification and others. 
Preparation will dictate that both teachers and candidates have a good understanding of the 
new modes of assessment, including the revised AO (Assessment Objective) balance.  There 
is less need to 'do' case studies, instead a blended focus on skills and deeper understanding 
should be targeted.  This paper now most closely links with the new Unit 3, which includes 
fieldwork, skills and a new (unseen) decision-making exercise. Please remember as well 
there is now no tiering available.

Examiners wish you all the best of luck as you start the teaching in September 2016.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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