Geography A2 – Answering the exam questions 
Assessment objectives: 
AO1:  Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the content, concepts and processes.

AO2: Analyse, interpret and evaluate geographical information, issues and viewpoints and apply understanding in unfamiliar contexts.

AO3:  Select and use a variety of methods, skills and techniques (including the use of new technologies) to investigate questions and issues, reach conclusions and communicate findings.

How these assessment objectives are split up in the GEOG3 paper

Short answer questions: 

a) Describe/Comment – 5 AO2, 2 AO3 (7 marks)

b) Outline/Describe – 8 AO1 (8 marks) 

c) Discuss/Evaluate – 8 AO2, 2 AO3 (10 marks) 

Essay: AO1 14, AO2 16, AO3 10 (40 marks) 

Quality of written communication

In GCE specifications which require candidates to produce written material in English, candidates must:

· Ensure that text is legible and that spelling, punctuation and grammar are accurate so that meaning is clear

· Select and use a form and style of writing appropriate to purpose and to complex subject matter

· Organise information clearly and coherently, using specialist vocabulary when appropriate.

Each mark scheme includes an overall assessment of the quality of written communication by embedding the three strands above within the marking levels. 

Marking levels

· Two levels only for questions with a tariff of 5 to 8 marks.

· Three levels to be used for questions of 9 to 15 marks. 

· Four levels to be used for questions of 40 marks. 

Level 1: attempts the question to some extent (basic) 
An answer at this level is likely to: 

• display a basic understanding of the topic 

• make one or two points without support of appropriate exemplification or application of principle 

• give a basic list of characteristics, reasons and attitudes 

• provide a basic account of a case study, or provide no case study evidence 

• give a response to one command of a question where two (or more) commands are stated e.g. “describe and suggest reasons” 

• demonstrate a simplistic style of writing perhaps lacking close relation to the terms of the question and unlikely to communicate complexity of subject matter 

• lack organisation, relevance and specialist vocabulary 

• demonstrate deficiencies in legibility, spelling, grammar and punctuation which detract from the clarity of meaning. 

Level 2: answers the question (well/clearly) 
An answer at this level is likely to: 

• display a clear understanding of the topic 

• make one or two points with support of appropriate exemplification and/or application of principle 

• give a number of characteristics, reasons, attitudes 

• provide clear use of case studies 

• give responses to more than one command e.g. “describe and explain...” 

• demonstrate a style of writing which matches the requirements of the question and acknowledges the potential complexity of the subject matter 

• demonstrate relevance and coherence with appropriate use of specialist vocabulary 

• demonstrate legibility of text, and qualities of spelling, grammar and punctuation which do not detract from the clarity of meaning. 

Level 3: answers the question very well (detailed) 
An answer at this level is likely to: 

• display a detailed understanding of the topic 

• make several points with support of appropriate exemplification and/or application of principle 

• give a wide range of characteristics, reasons, attitudes 

• provide detailed accounts of a range of case studies 

• respond well to more than one command 

• demonstrate evidence of discussion, evaluation, assessment and synthesis depending on the requirements of the assessment 

• demonstrate a sophisticated style of writing incorporating measured and qualified explanation and comment as required by the question and reflecting awareness of the complexity of subject matter and incompleteness/ tentativeness of explanation 

• demonstrate a clear sense of purpose so that the responses are seen to closely relate to the requirements of the question with confident use of specialist vocabulary 

• demonstrate legibility of text, and qualities of spelling, grammar and punctuation which contribute to complete clarity of meaning.

Level 4: answers the question with depth, flair, creativity and insight 
In addition to the requirements of Level 3, an answer at this level is likely to: 

• provide strong evidence of thorough, detailed and accurate knowledge and critical understanding of concepts and principles and of specialist vocabulary. 

• give explanations, arguments and assessments or evaluations that are direct, logical, perceptive, purposeful, and show both balance and flair. 

• demonstrate a high level of insight, and an ability to identify, interpret and synthesise a wide range of material with creativity. 

• demonstrate evidence of maturity in understanding the role of values, attitudes and decision-making processes. 

General marking criteria

· Marking at AQA is positive rather than negative. 
· This means that examiners credit material you get right, rather than deduct marks for what you get wrong. 
· Examiners do not start with a model answer in their heads, nor do they compare your answer with a model answer. 
· They credit you for the way in which you answer the question set, awarding more marks for the appropriate detail and depth of response that you give.
Levels marking

· Everyone involved in the levels’ marking process (examiners, teachers, students) should understand the criteria for moving from one level to the next. 

· In simple terms, you should know what you must do to take your answer from Level 1 to Level 2, Level 2 to Level 3, and Level 3 to Level 4.

· Although the precise triggers will vary from question to question, general rules have been given for you to follow to enable you to make this progression. 

Interpreting questions 
Questions are instructions, and if you ignore any part of a question you will lose marks. Deconstruct the question when you see it. Here is an example: 

‘Describe the distribution of the immigrant population in the city as shown in Figure 1’ 

Describe is a command word which tells you how to respond. 

Distribution is a subject qualifier – a precise instruction about the aspect required. 

Immigrant population identifies the topic and tells you what to focus on.

In the city as shown in Figure 1 is also a subject qualifier – a precise instruction. You must use this if your answer is to be relevant. 

Command words in exam questions 
One of the major challenges in the exam is interpreting the demands of the question. Revision is essential, but an awareness of what is expected in the exam is required. Too often candidates lose marks because they are busy trying to recall everything they know about a topic and forget to think about what the question is asking for. 

Examiners try to set questions that are clear and can be answered by everyone who has prepared properly. They use phrases known as command words – these are the instructions to do something. Correct interpretation of these is important. Some require a simple task, but others require greater thought and a longer response. 

However, always use specialist geographical terms wherever possible in your answers.  
Using the material given (data, graphs, maps or photographs)

Use of stimulus material will be discussed within the command word glossary (most notably under ‘Describe’) but a few points will be made here, and sheets on analysing photographs and maps are also included. 

Data (presented in the form of tables, charts, graphs etc)
Try to avoid what is sometimes described as .data waffle". That involves describing the data in great detail, but indiscriminately. Data wafflers write without making reference to the key features of the data and tend to miss the significance of what they are writing about. Examiners gave more credit to answers that picked out maxima, minima and so on.

Manipulate the data where that might be relevant, for example perform calculations to compare data sets, and so on. In an example, good candidates worked out the total rainfall for each of the stations, and the best went on to work out the percentage differences between the highest and the lower totals.

Graphs

Take care to read the scale properly (a small plastic ruler can be useful). Take note of the labels on the axes and the units used (e.g. if a hydrograph has litres per second for discharge, don’t write about cumecs). 

Maps: 

Quoting map evidence means giving a grid reference. If asked for evidence of, for example, a residential area, then it can be appropriate to use a four figure reference, but for a specific feature you will need to give a six-figure reference.  Use the points of the compass, and use the scale on the map to describe distances. 
Tables: Again, a ruler can be used here for accurate reading. Pay attention to labels and units of measurement used. 

Newspaper cuttings/passages: Here you have to sift out the material you need to answer the question. Ask yourself if it is a factual piece reporting events or an opinion piece commenting on events. Is the source likely to be reliable or biased? 

Source: Data from a campaigning group like Greenpeace needs to be treated differently from official government statistics. Be aware of the possibility of bias. Newspapers don’t have time to double check research and data from opinion polls isn’t always a true reflection of people’s views and intentions. Consider sample size. 
Including case studies and examples

Exam questions, even the 8 marker answers, allow you to use studies you have from the real world. Although you need to know the geographical models and concepts, you need to be able to apply them to the real world. 
· Always use specialist geographical terms in your answers. 

· Try not to just provide a named example. You will get more marks if you use the case studies you have learnt. 

· An example is not a place name – it needs to be used to add to an answer. You need detail. 

· It is better to start with one detailed example, than to list a lot superficially. 

· It is important to try to use examples in every question. 

Unit 3 Question Types 

Structured questions (25 marks)

Structured questions have a gradient of difficulty. The initial sub-questions are less demanding than the later ones, and therefore carry fewer marks. Thus sub-question (a) often uses command words such as ‘comment on’, etc while subsequent questions may require explanation, examples and evaluation.

Stimulus materials are used both directly and indirectly. For direct use, OS maps and photographs are provided to assess key skills such as map reading and interpretation. Charts and maps may be supplied to assess your ability to summarise and recognise spatial patterns and trends. For indirect use, stimulus materials are presented as a catalyst for assessing your wider knowledge and understanding of a topic. 

The 7 mark question 

· These questions ask the candidate to examine a data stimulus (photo, map, chart, set of graphs, diagram, passage), and in each case to understand what it is showing (by description/simple explanation/manipulation of data) and comment on what he/she can see in the stimulus.  

· In each question requiring comment, material that is ‘lifted’ can only gain level 1 credit. Candidates have to do more than this though – they have to infer other geographical aspects from the data that are not immediately obvious. In doing so, candidates are being required to demonstrate wider geographical processing and thinking – possibly linking back to theory they have studied to help their commentary and push their work up to level 2. 

· You are encouraged to link between data sets to enhance your comments. 

The 8 mark question

These questions test understanding of relatively narrow areas of the specification, and tend to be based purely on theoretical understanding. However, it is still important to include as many examples as possible in such questions. Candidates must be able to link theory they have studied to the particular question.  Diagrams are useful. 
The 10 mark question

· The 10 mark questions take the knowledge and understanding that a candidate has into a slightly higher level of intellectual thought. 

· These questions require him/her to apply that knowledge and understanding in a situation that necessitates one or more of analysis, evaluation, discussion and interpretation. 

· This is flagged up in the questions by the use of more complex commands such as ‘In what ways does X vary’, ‘Compare’ ‘Discuss’, ‘Assess’ and ‘Evaluate’. 

· It is important not to simply describe the chosen area of content. Candidates must have a sense of the nature of the task required. 

· Candidates must back up their points with relevant examples, and focus theory towards the question asked. Diagrams may be useful. 
The Essay question (40 marks)

For many students, essay writing is one of the most difficult parts of the exam, but it is also an opportunity to demonstrate your strengths. Essays require a number of common features: 

· They require description and explanation

· They require some evaluation, assessment or discussion

· They always require exemplification using case studies

· Higher levels of response require clear evidence of synopticity (which will be discussed later). 

Planning your essay

Planning the essay gives your answer a sensible sequence, and focuses on the question as asked. Making a plan helps you to recall material and select from it, and helps you avoid writing ‘all you know’. 
You should reserve up to 10 minutes for thinking time and writing a brief plan of the answer. The plan should only given an outline of the general content of each paragraph and the geographical examples you intend to use to support the answer. Retain the examples in your head, and include them at the most appropriate point. 

Writing the essay

The answer should have three main components – the introduction, the main body and a conclusion. 

The introduction should define the terms in the question, set the scene for the argument to follow, or provide a brief statement of the idea, concept or viewpoint you are going to develop in the main body of the answer. It should be brief and businesslike: four or five lines should be sufficient. 

The main body/argument is where you develop the list of points in your introduction by means of a series of paragraphs. Each should develop one point only and follow on logically from the previous one. 

· Try to avoid paragraphs that list information without any depth. 

· Do not write down all you know about a particular topic without any link to the question set for you. 

· Make good use of examples, naming real places (which could be local to you). Make your examples count, by giving detail specific to those locations.

· When discussing or evaluating an issue, and therefore presenting a number of viewpoints, put each idea or viewpoint into a separate paragraph. This will ensure that the reader does not become confused by your argument. 

The conclusion should be a brief summary of the points developed in your answer. Make sure it reiterates the main points stated in the introduction, but now supported by the evidence and facts given in the argument. Where relevant, it may need to include some evaluation or overall assessment of an issue. You might be asked for your own opinion. 

Other important points about the essay

Always keep an eye on the time. Make sure you write clearly and concisely. Do not provide confused answers, endlessly long sentences, or pages of prose with no paragraphs. Above all, read the question and answer the question set. 

Using the geographical process in the essay 

All questions will cover some aspect of the geographical process.  It is important to recognise which part of the process the question is asking you about. In general, the sequence of questions in an exam is logical. 
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AQA essay guidance
· These questions are synoptic in design and they tend to be more open-ended in terms of their demands. There is no perfectly correct way to answer them, and candidates should be encouraged to have confidence in going about their task in the knowledge of this. 
· The Notes for Answers provide some guidance on the nature of content that could be included, and also suggestions as to how synopticity could be achieved, but once again, it should be re-iterated that candidates can set out their stall and assemble their own argument, within the parameters of the question set.
· It is however, important that the argument is completed and rounded. It is assessed in its totality. In some questions candidates are also asked to express an overall view or opinion, e.g. ‘to what extent do you agree with this statement? Candidates should be encouraged to be confident about this .They can have their own opinion so long as their argument supports it. 
· They do not always have to always find the middle line, or be obliged to follow the accepted view. When questions of this type are set, we welcome critical and lateral thinking.

The essays are assessed using a generic mark scheme. All the essays are assessed according to five criteria, and examiners allocate a level, to a maximum of four levels, for each of these criteria before awarding a summative level and then deciding on the mark to be awarded within the range of marks available. The five criteria are:

· Knowledge of content, ideas and concepts

· Critical understanding of those concepts and ideas, including the processes that underpin them
· The use of detailed/developed case studies and examples used to support the argument, rather than being there to pad out the answer
· Evidence of synopticity, the degree to which students can synthesise geographical themes, and recognise the roles of values, attitudes and decision making at a variety of levels. 

· Quality of argument - the degree to which an argument is constructed, developed and concluded, and how well the candidate recognised the task set and stayed on focus for the task. 
Those candidates who provide an appropriate A2 level of response with, for example, good use of case study material and sophisticated discussion of processes will gain higher marks. Candidates who construct their answers simplistically and with generalities throughout can only gain lower marks.

Candidates are encouraged to integrate maps and diagrams in their answers where appropriate. 
Synoptic assessment
The definition of synoptic assessment in the context of geography is as follows: 

Synoptic assessment involves assessment of candidates' ability to draw on their understanding of the connections between different aspects of the subject represented in the specification and demonstrate their ability to ‘think like a geographer’

For this specification, synoptic assessment will be included in each of the A2 units.

Examples of synoptic assessment are:

· Decision making/problem solving/issues evaluation exercises requiring candidates to draw together relevant knowledge, understanding and skills of the specification, to tackle a decision, problem or issue that is new to them.

· An essay question covering geographical issues or problems that would require candidates to draw together and apply relevant integrated knowledge, understanding and skills of the specification.

· An essay question exploring key geographical concepts through linkages between and within physical, human and environmental geography.

· An assessment on a particular region or area, which is on a scale which allows candidates to draw together and apply relevant knowledge, understanding and skills of processes or concepts of the specification.

· Reporting of a fieldwork enquiry which has encompassed a variety of themes and issues.

· The consideration of many issues at a variety of different scales, which can be linked together. 

Examples of synopticity have been included in the mark scheme for the essays already undertaken in the examination. 

Stretch and challenge 

Assessments at A2 will provide greater stretch and challenge for all candidates. This includes the use of more open-ended questions which require the responses to be structured by the candidates.

This means there will be more occasions than at AS where candidates are asked to produce extended writing, to plan answers without the help of detailed structures provided in the questions, to answer more open ended questions and respond to more testing command words. 

A list of what stretch and challenge will be included in the exam papers 

· Use of a variety of demanding stems in questions – for example discuss, analyse, evaluate, justify, critically evaluate and assess

· Connectivity between sections of questions and a need for extended writing 

· Use of a wider range of question types to address different skills – for example open ended questions and use of case studies
· Use of ‘to what extent do you agree’ as a command, which provides opportunities for thorough, well-developed and critical responses

· ‘Justify’, which will be used in the issue evaluation context. 

· The command ‘comment on’ which is often used in data stimulus questions. 

You need to respond in a very positive way to questions, aiming high. You should plan to write detailed answers to the more challenging questions in depth and with flair, including cross references to other topics to show your synoptic understanding. 

A command word glossary – ‘Describe/Explain’ terminology
Account – give a list of reasons for something. 

Annotate – add labels, which may include some explanation. 

Briefly – be concise and straightforward – don’t spend too much time on this. 

Classify – Use classification in your answer (i.e. divide into groups or categories)
Define/explain the meaning of – these words require a relatively short answer, usually two or three sentences, giving the precise meaning of a term. Examples are useful. 
Describe – this is one of the most widely used command words with a variety of subsets. A factual description is required. Do NOT be tempted to explain (‘because’) 
a) Describe the changes in – this command word often relates to a graph or table. Good use of accurate adverbs is required here – e.g. rapidly, steeply, gently, gradually. 

b) Describe the characteristics of – what does the feature look like? For example, in the case of a landform, describe its shape, dimensions, composition, location in relation to other features, or for a population pyramid, shape, dimensions, composition of cohorts, relation to other examples of pyramids. 

c) Describe the differences between – only differences between two sets of data will be credited. It is better if these are presented as a series of separate sentences, each identifying one difference. Writing one paragraph on one followed by a paragraph on the other forces the examiner to complete the task for you. 
d) Describe the distribution of – This is mostly used with a map. Describe the location of high concentrations of a variable together with significant low concentrations. Better answers will also tend to identify anomalous areas or areas which go against an overall trend, for example spotting an area of high concentration in an area of predominately low concentration. The idea is to describe the overall pattern. 
e) Describe the effects of – this means a factual account of what has occurred, after or as a result of whatever the question identified. 

f) Describe the relationship between – means only the links between the two items are required. You must identify and establish the link clearly. In most cases, the relationship will either be positive (direct) or negative (inverse). 

g) Describe the trends in – means an overall picture is required, not a ‘blow-by-blow’ account of what the graph shows. Major exceptions to the trend should be included. 

Examine – Look closely at something. 

Explain – Give reasons or causes. Description is not enough (and may not be needed). Show an understanding of why or how something has occurred. Candidates should write a relatively long piece of extended prose, which presents a logical account that is relevant and well organised. 

Describe and explain – Describe first, then provide an explanation for the feature. Sometimes however, it is possible to provide the reasons first and then describe the consequent feature. 

How – Describe. What methods are involved? 

Identify – state or name – point out and name something either from the stimulus material or from your own knowledge. Do not just answer with a single word – it is always better to put the answer in a brief sentence. 
In what ways – Describe/Identify a pattern.  Locate – state where something is. 
Outline – similar to describe – note the main features. 

Quote map evidence – give examples from the map, including grid references, compass points and use of a scale. 

Rank – put in order of size. Select – choose. Study the figure – USE THE FIGURE. 

With reference to specific examples – Discuss the theory, and back it up with reference to a specific place, preferably a case study you know in some detail. 

A command word glossary – ‘use what you know’ terminology
Compare – this requires a point by point account of the similarities AND differences between two sets of information. Two separate accounts do not make up a comparison, and candidates will be penalized if they do this. A good technique is to use comparative adjectives, for example larger than, smaller than, steeper than, less gentle than, etc. 

Contrast – This means to look for differences only, again not using two separate accounts to make up the differences, and using comparative adjectives. 
Comment on - Firstly, this requires a description/summary of the stimulus material shown. Such material that is described or ‘lifted’ can only gain level 1 credit. Think about how to describe effectively as above, including descriptions of maxima, minima, anomalies and the general trend. Candidates may then want to manipulate the data in some way (e.g. simple calculation as a form of comparison) to help with their commentary, which is what gives them level 2 credit. 

You must make a statement arising from the described data (possibly referring to all aspects of the description above) that is relevant, appropriate and geographical, but above all not directly evident. You must infer other geographical aspects from the data that are not immediately obvious. In doing so, you are being required to demonstrate geographical processing and/or ‘thinking like a geographer’. Your own opinions are welcomed, along with a justification for that opinion. 
Possible things to think about (add to these as you work through the questions)

· Are the trends expected? Do they link back correctly to theory?

· Why are there anomalous results? 

· Where did the data come from? Is the data biased in any way? 
Comment on the degree to which/the extent to which – As above, describe the nature of the patterns, trends and features from the stimulus material that you can see. Then, think about each stimulus in turn and decide whether or not that stimulus matches the expected theory. Write down the theory and a brief explanation of why you think the data matches or does not match. Your own opinions are welcomed. 
Describe and comment on – This is very similar to ‘comment on’ but the description is generally straightforward, with comments and judgements about the description getting most of the marks. Your own opinions are welcomed. 
Interpret – Bring out the meaning of. 

Suggest – Put forward an idea or reason. 

A command word glossary – ‘stretch and challenge’ terminology
Analyse – This requires you to break down the content of a topic into its constituent parts, and to give an in-depth account. Candidates will be expected to write a lengthy piece of prose. It is important that you present a logical account that is both relevant and well-organised. Comment may also be allowed. 

Discuss – Candidates are expected to build up an argument about an issue, presenting more than one side of the argument. They should present arguments for and against, making good use of evidence and appropriate examples, and express an opinion about the merits of each case. In other words, they should construct a verbal debate. 

In any discussion there are likely to be both positive and negative aspects – some people are likely to benefit (the winners) and others are not likely to benefit (the losers). Candidates are invited to weight up the evidence from both points of view (and may be asked to indicate where their sympathies lie)
Discuss the extent to which – Along with a discussion, this requires a judgement about the validity of the evidence or the outcome of an issue. 
Discuss varying attitudes to – A variety of views exist, and candidates are required to debate them. There is often a range of people involved in an issue, including those responsible for the decision to go ahead with an idea or policy (the decision makers) and those will be affected, directly or indirectly, by the decision. Each of these individuals or groups will have a different set of priorities, and a different viewpoint on the outcome, which must be included in the answer. 
Evaluate/Assess - These command words require the discussion described above, along with an indication of the candidate’s viewpoint, having considered all the evidence. The candidate must also give a justification for that judgement. 
Assess asks for a statement of the overall quality or value of the feature or issue. 

Evaluate asks the candidate to give an overall statement of value.  
Critically evaluate - In this case, along with a discussion and evaluation, the candidate is being asked to look at an issue or problem from the point of view of a critic. There may be weaknesses in the argument and the evidence should not be taken at face value. The candidate should question not only the evidence itself but also where it came from, and how it was collected. The answer should comment on the strengths of the evidence as well as its weaknesses.

If asked to evaluate a concept, talk about the extent to which the concept works/is flawed/varies through time. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of – Describe the particular scheme, and then write down the positive and negative impacts the scheme has had at local, regional and national scales, giving your own opinion. 
To what extent do you agree with this statement - compile an argument based on evidence – give possible explanations for and against the statement. Then, come to a overall opinion or view about the validity of the statement. 

Candidates should be encouraged to be confident about this – they can have their own opinion so long as their argument supports it. They do not always have to find the middle line, or be obliged to follow the accepted view. For this type of question critical and lateral thinking is welcomed. 
Decide – Here you are asked to compare different possible solutions to a problem. This means assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the different alternatives. In the end, you have to decide which solution is best. Sometimes you may be asked to suggest how alternative solutions can be combined. It is important to make a clear decision. Your decision may not be a perfect solution, but it should be the best from amongst the alternatives. 
Justify – This is one of the most demanding command words, which usually applies to decision making questions. You must make your decision, and justify why that course of action was better than the alternatives. A response to this command must include: 
· For the chosen option, an outline of the negative and positive points, but with an overall statement of why the positives outweigh the negatives. 

· For each of the options that are rejected, an outline of their positive and negative points, but with an overall statement of why the negatives outweigh the positives. 

· An explanation of why your chosen course is better than the options that you rejected. 

· Also explain how your choice meets the criteria set out for you in the question (or which you had to describe earlier in your answer). 

The options that are rejected will have some good elements, and, equally, the chosen option will not be perfect in all respects. They key to good decision making is to balance the pros and cons of each option and to opt for the most appropriate, based on the evidence available. 

