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Introduction
This report covers responses from the Higher Tier Unit 1 paper of GCSE Geography 
Specification B.

This was the second Higher paper to be produced following the revision of the specification 
and return to the linear assessment. Section A was compulsory (Questions 1-4); whilst 
candidates were required to select a topic from Section B (Rivers or Coasts) and Section C 
(Marine or Extreme Environments).

The aim of the unit/paper is to provide candidates with a broad and varied understanding of 
the natural environment. Question paper completion requires candidates to apply a range of 
skills. Candidates need to be able to interpret and read maps, diagrams and charts.
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Question 1 (a)
Many candidates produced accurate answers to this question. As the command word 
is ‘outline’ candidates only needed to identify what is happening at the boundary. The 
majority of candidates identified that the plates were moving apart; though a large 
minority identified the boundary as ‘destructive’ rather than ‘constructive’. Some had the 
understanding that the lava is basaltic and therefore less viscous (runny). There were many 
ways for the candidates to access both marks.

This response shows an excellent understanding of what is 
happening at the boundary and accessed many more than 
the two marks available through mention of ‘constructive 
boundary’, ‘convection currents’, ‘basaltic’ and ‘low silica’. 

Examiner Comments
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Question 1 (b)
This question was answered by the majority of candidates very well – evidence of good 
teaching.

Most of the candidates understood the Earth is divided up into three layers: crust, mantle 
and core. Many used the terms 'asthenosphere' and 'lithosphere'. The core was well 
described, showing detailed understanding of the temperature, composition and state. 
Description of the mantle often included detail about convection currents and the crust 
detail often included information about the composition of the plates. 

Responses could have been answered with an 
annotated diagram, which some candidates did. As 
the command word was ‘describe’ either annotations 
were needed or written description in addition to the 
diagram. A diagram just labelling the layers of the 
Earth could only achieve two marks.

Examiner Tip

This is another example of an excellent response 
that could have been awarded many more than the 
four marks available. For each layer identified, the 
candidate has given additional, accurate information.

Examiner Comments
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Question 1 (c)
The command word here was ‘compare’ which means that comparative language was 
required such as ‘however’ or ‘whereas’. Many candidates just wrote about one earthquake 
and then the other, without linking them. The answer also asked for two named locations, 
so a completely generic response was limited to Level 1. Level 2 answers showed a clear 
indication of primary impacts and included a range of case study facts, such as numbers 
of deaths and injuries. There was some good case study knowledge of Haiti and Japan, 
where relevant facts and figures were used. Nepal was used as a named location but most 
candidates lacked data for this case study. However, marks were limited because of a lack of 
comparative language between the case studies, a necessary requirement for Level 3. The 
focus needed to be on ‘primary impacts’ so diseases and financial issues being secondary 
impacts were not creditable. Candidates need to take care with the questions and answer 
what has been asked and not answer the question that they wanted, an MEDC/LEDC 
comparison of all impacts.

This response contains case study detail but 
the ‘compare’ element is not clearly present 
so the mark awarded was top of Level 2 – 4.

Examiner Comments
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When answering a compare question, it 
is a good idea to take each aspect, such 
as number of deaths and compare them 
directly using comparative language. This 
is much more effective than writing about 
each case study separately and then 
writing a sentence at the end along the 
lines of ‘so you can see they are different’. 

Examiner Tip

As you can see from this response, the candidate 
has clearly compared a range of primary impacts 
separately with data and detail. This resulted in the 
candidate fulfilling the required criteria for Level 3 
and achieving 6 marks for their answer.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (a)
The majority of candidates were able to point out that the emissions in the northern 
hemisphere were greater/higher than those in the southern hemisphere. Many candidates 
also pointed out Australia as an anomaly to this pattern or were able to refer to the key to 
illustrate the figures for the different emissions. Some candidates failed to refer to the two 
hemispheres, simply listing countries or continents instead. It was common for candidates 
to refer to ‘America’ rather than the ‘USA’, which is preferable. Another pitfall was reference 
to levels of development rather than hemispheres, which was not creditable.

The command word is ‘describe’ so candidates need to make a point for one mark and then 
prove it for the second mark.

Question 2 (b)
The responses to this question were disappointing because many candidates did not grasp 
that the question required a spatial pattern for the UK, not a seasonal one, so focused on 
the reasons for seasonal changes rather than the differences in temperature between the 
north and south of the UK. Some candidates showed good knowledge of air masses, jet 
streams etc. but none of this was relevant to the question.
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Question 2 (c)
Many candidates were able to identify at least one environmental impact of climate change 
by referring to the climate getting warmer. Most candidates referred to rising sea levels and 
coastal erosion, along with temperatures affecting wildlife habitats and causing migration/
extinction of species, as well as the impact this will have on agriculture and the types of 
crops grown in the UK. Candidates need to read questions carefully because there were 
responses that focused on the ‘economic’ impacts rather than the ‘environmental’ ones and 
these answers struggled to access the higher levels. At the top end, responses needed to 
provide UK based details and those candidates that did gave impressive responses.

This response gained top Level 2 – 4 marks because they 
gave a wide range of possible environmental impacts. 
However the response was generic in its content and you 
would not have known that the focus needed to be the UK: 
‘some animals and plants’; ‘some crops’; ‘new crops’; and 
‘flooding of low lying areas’. Examples of the animals, crops 
or low lying areas were needed to achieve Level 3 marks. 

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a)
The majority of candidates rightly concluded that the tundra had decreased, which gained 
them the first mark. The candidates then employed a wide range of strategies to achieve 
the second mark, which was great to see: the use of compass points ‘less in the east’; the 
type of vegetation ‘replaced by coniferous forest’; or the size of decrease through use of 
the scale or fraction/percentage. It was pleasing to see that the candidates used all the aids 
from the map.

Where the question requires a ‘describe’ response from a map, then a general statement 
about the pattern needs to be made, followed by evidence from the source. One simple 
statement is not going to be enough to access both of the marks.

Question 3 (b)
This question with the command word ‘explain’ required candidates to give types of 
activities that are being carried out and how these activities are destroying the rainforests. 
Just covering one of these aspects limited the candidate in terms of the amount of marks 
that could be awarded. Quite a few candidates just listed human activities such as logging, 
mining and farming and were therefore only able to access two of the available marks. 
Higher end candidates gave specific reasons for the destruction, such as cattle ranching and 
logging for mahogany and then went on to explain what the consequences of these activities 
were on the rainforest, such as habitat destruction and increased soil erosion. Climate 
change was mentioned by a few candidates but tended to lack any depth in the explanation. 

This response combines both logging 
and agriculture with desertification and 
habitat destruction. So, having covered 
both aspects of the question the 
candidate easily gained 4 marks.

Examiner Comments
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This response is a list of human activities that 
result in the destruction of the rainforests, but 
does not cover in any detail the impacts on 
the rainforest itself so only received 2 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (c)
Many candidates focused on the words ‘hydrological cycle’ in the question and seemed 
to ignore or be unsure about the actual meaning of ‘biosphere’. This resulted in many 
answers that explained the hydrological cycle only giving a passing mention to vegetation 
and so were unable to move above Level 1. Some candidates did write that trees intercept 
precipitation but did not follow this up with any sort of explanation. 

This response was awarded Level 1 – 2 marks. The 
beginning of the answer was not relevant because 
it focused on glaciers. Credit was awarded for the 
statement about deforestation affecting surface 
run off. It was simple so lacked the necessary 
explanation to access Level 2 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (a)
The majority of candidates understood the question and attempted to outline a valid farming 
practice. However, many failed to provide the required detail in the extending statement by 
either repeating the word ‘pollution’ from the question or writing that it ‘contaminates’ the 
water. Neither of these was acceptable. The best answers showed a clear understanding 
of the link between fertiliser use and eutrophication. It was clear that a large number 
of candidates (including many who received 2 marks) did not appreciate the distinction 
between, and different roles of, fertilisers and pesticides. Many answers began ‘Pesticides 
and fertilisers…’ and dealt with the chemicals as having the same impacts.

This response was only awarded 1 mark, 
because they identified a way in which 
agriculture causes pollution, through the 
use of ‘fertilisers’ but the extension was 
only ‘contamination’ so could not access 
the second available mark.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (b)
On the whole this question was well answered by candidates with many being awarded 
full marks. Candidates seemed to have a good grasp of intermediate technology and its 
benefits. There were some who referred to large-scale management although these were 
few. Where candidates did not gain full marks this was generally because they did not 
develop the benefits, just writing simple statements such as ‘they are cheap and easy 
to use’. This is two simple statements, lacking extension, so could only access two of 
the marks. Those who did develop their benefits often made reference to that fact that 
travelling time for women and children was now reduced and children would now be able to 
gain a better education.

This example was awarded 2 marks for two 
simple statements, which lack development: 
‘mend it themselves’ and ‘not expensive to 
run’. More is needed for four mark questions. 
The command word is ‘describe’ so extra 
detail of each benefit is necessary.

Examiner Comments
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However, this response easily achieved 4 marks. 
There are two simple statements worth one mark 
each: ‘run it themselves’ and ‘repair it’. These 
were not needed because the candidate also 
included two developed descriptions: ‘clean and 
reliable (1 mark) so improves life expectancy  
(1 mark)’ and ‘less walking for locals (1 mark)  
so more time for education/working’ (1 mark).

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (c)
The majority of candidates were able to answer this question and achieve Level 2 because 
they were able to explain at least one impact of an insufficient and unreliable water supply 
for an appropriately named location. However, apart from the named location, many 
candidates' responses were generic and if the named vulnerable area had been covered 
over, you would not have known where they were writing about. Specific details/data are 
necessary for top Level 3 marks.

This candidate was awarded Level 3 – 6 marks. 
The candidate has extended their description of 
the impacts with data and detail so providing a 
relevant, focused answer that deserves full marks.

Examiner Comments
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This response gives an extended impact on farming 
and also covers death but is very generic – you would 
not know from the body of the answer the area that 
was the focus. It was awarded top Level 2 – 4 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (a) (i)
The majority of candidates responded correctly to this question; however, a minority wrote 
'spit' which is a depositional, rather than erosional landform and not what was wanted.

Question 5 (a) (ii)
Many candidates answered this question well. They recognised that the soft rock would 
erode faster than the hard rock and showed good knowledge of the processes involved so 
were able to name methods of erosion, such as hydraulic action, which gained a mark. It 
was pleasing to see the term ‘discordant’ used so frequently and correctly; again another 
mark gained. Candidates were also able to give examples of both hard and soft rock.   
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Question 5 (b)
The majority of candidates were able to have a good attempt at this question. Most showed 
their understanding of longshore drift and were able to explain the impact of stopping the 
process via the use of groynes. Some of the case study detail was excellent and this helped 
candidates to move up the levels. On the other hand, a significant number of candidates 
had a lack of location specific detail. They were able to name a technique and then 
generically talk about the costs and benefits of, for example, a sea wall. Most candidates 
were able to name a suitable coastal location but their discussion of it was generic and 
they could have been writing about anywhere with hard engineering. There were many 
shopping lists of costs and benefits – candidates seemed to have missed the ‘examine’ part 
of the question and were instead ‘describing’ the positives and negatives of different hard 
engineering methods.

This response is typical of many of the answers that the candidates provided. 
Costs and benefits have been covered because retreat will slow down and houses 
and businesses will be saved, along with the high cost and ugliness. The response 
identifies a relevant coastal location, Hornsea, but the answer is generic, lacking 
detail/data in its explanations. It was awarded Level 2 – 5 marks and SPaG – 2 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6 (a) (i)
Most responses correctly stated that Y was an urban area, or that it had a school, transport 
links or a high population. There were some off-focus responses that seemed to read the 
question as ‘how’ rather than ‘why’ and wrote about ‘flood defences having been built’.

Question 6 (a) (ii)
This was a straightforward question, although many candidates achieved two rather than 
three marks. This is because they only made two points: that the washland can be flooded; 
and this reduces the river’s discharge. For a three mark question like this, three things need 
to be written.

Question 6 (b)
This was an eight mark question where it was important to read the question carefully, it 
asked for responses that examined the importance of both geology and slope processes on 
river valley shape. Good answers referred each point made to river valley shape. Responses 
included the formation of interlocking spurs and waterfalls in the upper course and how they 
impact on valley shape. To cover slope processes responses included mass movement and 
weathering. There were also some detailed sketches that showed candidates’ understanding 
and helped them to accrue marks.   
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This response was awarded maximum marks. The candidate 
has clearly covered both elements of the question and makes 
constant, accurate references to the changes made to the 
valley shape. The candidate clearly knows the processes and is 
able to explain them clearly, using appropriate terminology.

Examiner Comments



22 GCSE Geography B 5GB1H 01

However, this candidate only focused on one element 
of the question – slope processes. They answered in 
detail, but were only able to access Level 2. The mark 
achieved was Level 2 – 5 marks and SPaG – 2 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (a)
This question required candidates to read a trend of a graph and support that trend with 
evidence from the graph. Candidates generally understood that the areas of marine 
reserves have increased and by how much. They were also able to pick out periods on the 
graph when the rate of change varied.

Question 7 (b)
The majority of the candidates understood a ‘food web’. However some only wrote one 
simple point such as ‘it shows how animals feed on each other’, which could only achieve 
one mark. A two mark question does require extension of an idea or two points to be made, 
depending on the command word employed. As the mark scheme shows, there were many 
ways to access the second mark, such as it shows ‘many food chains’ or ‘shows the transfer 
of energy’.



24 GCSE Geography B 5GB1H 01

Question 7 (c)
The most popular responses referred to ‘overfishing’ and ‘climate change’, with most 
candidates making the link between the activity and the threat that it is having. Some 
candidates had a detailed knowledge of their case studies and were able to use them 
effectively, especially St. Lucia. It was good to see a few candidates also covering the 
positive, protection policies that have been put in place, which meant they wrote about 
positives and negatives, so giving a more balanced answer. The command word ‘examine’ 
requires candidates to consider in detail, so those who only wrote briefly about the activities 
and their impacts were not able to access the higher levels.

This response achieved maximum marks for both content 
and SPaG. The candidate covers a range of human 
impacts, supported with details such as place names and 
water temperatures. They have also shown balance by 
writing about positive policies such as zoning.  
This is a clearly written, comprehensive response.

Examiner Comments
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Question 8 (a) (i)
The majority of candidates gained at least one mark, by identifying the fact that the 
temperature decreases. However, graphs need to be read carefully so that figures are correct 
and if candidates are going to manipulate the data, which is great to see, they must ensure 
that their calculations are correct. The figures were 30 and 19, with a difference of 11.

Question 8 (a) (ii)
A large proportion of candidates wrote that areas were turning into deserts, which 
achieved a mark. They then wrote that it was due to a decrease in rainfall or an increase 
in temperature, which gained the second mark. A small number of candidates gave a valid 
example such as the Sahel. In some cases candidates only wrote one simple statement 
so were only able to access one mark. A few candidates did not know what desertification 
was and wrote a wide range of comments such as ‘people leaving the area’ or ‘no one lives 
there’. It is so important that definitions of terminology are learnt.

Question 8 (b)
This question was received well by the candidates, who showed impressive knowledge 
throughout. Many had good knowledge of both arid and polar environments and knew 
a number of adaptations in detail. It was good that they were able to refer to tribes by 
name and identify arid and polar areas, such as the Sahel and the Arctic. Candidates who 
listed adaptations without expansion through examination only achieved Level 1. Those 
at top Level 2 and Level 3 made reference to a variety of adaptations and linked them 
to survival. The most common adaptations covered were typically about house design, 
clothing and diet. SPaG was quite accurate throughout, but a few candidates were not 
giving capital letters for Inuit, Sahel etc. Candidates who scored 3 for SPaG demonstrated a 
full range of punctuation, some of it quite sophisticated and a clear, logical structure which 
included appropriate geographical terminology.
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As can be seen from this response, which 
achieved maximum marks, the candidate has 
explained each adaptation and linked it to how 
it helps survival in an extreme environment.
This is an excellent answer.

Examiner Comments
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This response only reached Level 1 - 2 marks with 
SPaG of 2 marks. The candidate has stated the 
areas where adaptations are required, but not what 
the adaptations should be so the response could 
not be awarded many marks. Candidates need to 
ensure that their responses are detailed.

Examiner Comments



28 GCSE Geography B 5GB1H 01

Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

• Double check literacy on SPaG responses to ensure marks are not being carelessly lost. 
Ensure all sentences start with a capital letter and end with a full stop. Avoid using 
capitals mid-sentence, unless spelling a place name or other proper noun. Take care 
when constructing responses to ensure answers are clear and easy to read.

• Ensure answers to questions with command words such as 'describe' 
and 'explain' include developed and linked statements.

• When drawing diagrams to support written explanations, make sure they are clearly 
annotated and reference to them is made in the written response.

• Take care when selecting case studies that they are appropriate to the question asked.

• Read questions carefully as marks are lost by referring to 'responses' rather than 
'impacts' and 'economic' rather than 'environmental'.

• When describing a map or graph, make sure that your response includes accurate 
compass directions or axis readings.

• On questions where SPaG is assessed, try to maximise the effective use of subject 
specific terms.

• Questions with the command word 'examine' require the greatest level of depth and 
explanation. Look for opportunities to include linked information and case study material, 
or to justify an opinion.

• You can include case study information even when it is not explicitly asked for, especially 
on extended response questions. 

• Learn terminology definitions thoroughly so that you understand the questions and are 
not having to guess.  
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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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