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Summary 
 
 
Areas where students excelled  

This was an accessible paper giving those students who prepared well every chance of accessing the full 
range of marks. 
 
The 4-mark questions generally proved to be very straightforward where good preparation was evident. 
For example, the question on human factors affecting the water cycle (Qn 01.1) was particularly well 
answered by many. Reference was made to the impact of deforestation, climate change and land use 
change. These were the main routes to credit. Equally the options generally performed well provided 
students understood the difference between ‘…processes leading to the formation…’ and 
‘…characteristics of…’ . The Section C, 4-mark questions had a heavy imbalance in favour of the Hazards 
unit and, provided students knew what an ocean ridge was, full credit was readily scored. 
 
In terms of the skills questions, many required a degree of map interpretation. Where students were able 
to identify broad patterns as well as anomalies, Level 2 was readily accessed. There was also some 
opportunity to work with the data provided which many did successfully. Two of the skills resources where 
graphical based, making it easier to manipulate data. Many opportunities were taken to do this in both 
situations.  
 
For the novel situations (the .3 questions on each unit), many students have now got to grips with this style 
of question. Q5.3 and Q6.3 were particularly effectively attempted. The key is that students need to bring 
their own knowledge and understanding to the question i.e. bring something new which has not already 
been provided in helping to answer the question.  
 
For the 9-mark cross-specification questions this series (Q5.4 and Q6.4), it was really pleasing to see how 
many students readily attacked the questions with confidence and secure knowledge. Whilst the 
specification ‘fit’ was quite a natural one in both cases (links to the carbon cycle), it was really impressive 
to see so many students produce really strong responses with good underpinning knowledge. 
 
The 20-mark questions are a major differentiator on this paper. In this series, it was also very evident that 
those who prepared well gained access to the full range of marks. For example, where students knew the 
basis of the Hazard Management Cycle, we saw really strong evaluation in relation to their chosen wildfire 
case study. 
 

Areas where students struggled 

Those who did not know what a pediment was on the deserts question, really struggled to gain credit. This 
makes the case for careful preparation around definitions and key terms. Also, for characteristics, we were 
looking for a little more on the features which made the landform distinct, though we did allow aspects of 
formation processes where there was clear overlap with characteristics.  
 
On Q5.1, it was quite surprising to see so many confuse ridges with trenches. It was hard to find credit for 
those that did this.  
 
For the skills questions (the .2 questions on each unit) we still had some who sought to explain patterns. 
This constituted AO2 and not AO3. There are still too many making this fundamental error. 
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For the novel situations (the .3 questions) those who reworked and regurgitated the information provided 
without bringing any of their prior learning, really struggled to score credit. For example, in Q1.3 we needed 
students to consider relief, drainage, urbanisation, weather conditions, river management etc. in 
accounting for the variable discharge levels. Specific knowledge of place was not required. It was more 
about applying broad principles around factors affecting flooding to the resource. 
 
The 20-mark questions produced a very wide variety of marks. Those that could not link their 
understanding of landform development processes to a changing climate really struggled to get into the 
higher levels. 
 
Similarly, on Q1.4, we were looking for measures in the forest which could help reduce / reverse the impact 
of climate change. This required students to consider measures such as conservation, diversified farming 
practice and reforestation. Wider consideration of global action such a Paris 2015 was fine as long as it 
linked back to the rainforest in some way. Evaluation could link to the challenges facing the rainforests, as 
long as there was some evidence of attempts to improve the situation. Too many focused only on the 
challenges associated with climate change and its impact in the forest without considering measures to 
improve things. For these responses, Level 2 was typically awarded as the question was not really 
answered despite some useful case study support and knowledge of issues. 
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Point marked questions 

4-mark questions are point marked. A mark may be awarded where a student makes a single relevant 
point and subsequent marks awarded (if applicable) where the student develops those points with 
additional knowledge. 

Levels marked questions 
6-mark, 9-mark and 20-mark questions are levels marked where the response is holistically marked 
against the assessment objectives, given a mid-level mark initially and then a fine tune mark awarded 
within that level.   

Assessment Objectives (AOs) 
AO1: Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of places, environments, concepts, processes, 
interactions and change, at a variety of scales (30-40%). 

AO2: Apply knowledge and understanding in different contexts to interpret, analyse and evaluate 
geographical information and issues (30-40%). 

AO3: Use a variety of relevant quantitative, qualitative and fieldwork skills to: 
- investigate geographical questions and issues 
- interpret, analyse and evaluate data and evidence  
- construct arguments and draw conclusions (20-30%) 
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4-mark AO1 questions 
These questions assess knowledge and understanding and require students to outline key 

 processes, concepts, interaction and change.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

As these are point marked questions, it is very important that students think in terms of making valid points 
or developing more than one idea by adding something new. For example, with this question (Q1.1), 
students needed to identify human factors affecting the water cycle. Each time there was a valid impact 
on the water cycle, a mark was scored. This one scored all 4 marks: 
 

 
 

Despite some errors, the response below outlines the process involved in the formation of ocean ridges 
and scores 4 marks. 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

In weaker responses the key terms are poorly understood indicating only a vague awareness of the matter 
under consideration, in this case corrie formation. This one scored 1 mark: 
 

 
 
In this one, pediments were simply not understood.  No credit here. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 8 of 33  

 
 

6-mark AO3 skills questions 
These questions assess how students interpret, analyse and evaluate data, evidence and 

 resources.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The best responses work the data and evidence in a concise fashion drawing out patterns in the data at 
the headline level i.e. the big picture. They are less focused on the minutiae of the data, except to exemplify 
the big picture. They often look for anomalies and try to exemplify them, explaining why they do not fit 
with the main trend. They do not attempt to explain them as this is not relevant to the Assessment 
Objective (AO3) being examined.  Where possible data is used in support, even better where it is 
manipulated. In this one the student achieves all of the above and comfortably scores 6 marks. 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Least successful responses fail to identify the major patterns, anomalies and often drift into explanations 
for the pattern, which is clearly AO2. Where there were opportunities to manipulate data, these were rarely 
taken or at best are only dealt with in a simplistic fashion. This one scored 2 marks. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 10 of 33  

 
 

This one showed a lack of understanding of the data and drifted into AO1 towards the end (2 marks): 
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6- & 9-mark AO1/AO2 questions with stimulus  
These questions assess knowledge and understanding when applied to novel situations  

 (resource prompts).  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

In these questions we test students’ subject knowledge in a novel situation. Here the students need to 
demonstrate secure underpinning knowledge and then apply this to the context of the novel situation. We 
tend to talk in terms of ‘knowledge’ (AO1) and ‘argument’ (AO2). The simple rule of thumb is to answer the 
question as set. By doing this effectively, both AOs will be addressed because this is how the question has 
been designed. 
 
In the response below, the student clearly takes the information from the novel situation (the volcanic 
eruption) and applies their understanding of hazard responses to the information provided. In this case 
the student quite sensibly identifies a number of challenges associated with the scale and remoteness of 
the event. It could still have been improved a little further but did score Level 3 and 8 marks. 
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In this response, the student clearly considers a range of factors which could plausibly affect flooding in 
relation to the evidence presented in the resource. This one scored 6 marks. 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

The typical issue with questions of this nature is related to students either: interfacing solely with the 
resource and analysing it (i.e. demonstrating AO3); or simply drawing on knowledge linked to the thrust of 
the question without linking to the resource i.e. demonstrating AO1 only. 
 
In this question, the student should have used the resource to identify the coastal challenges and they 
should have offered sensible coastal management ideas in terms of how to manage these issues. Many 
only covered the basics of hard and soft engineering, despite opportunities to consider a much wider set 
of possible management ideas. As with all of these questions, no specific knowledge of place is required. 
This one scored Level 1 - 3 marks: 
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In the following response the student showed only a limited awareness of the impacts of desertification 
and offered no obvious assessment. It scored Level 1 - 2 marks. 
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20-mark questions 
These questions assess knowledge, understanding and application: constructing   

 arguments and drawing conclusions.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The best responses evidence a deep and secure knowledge and understanding of the specification area/s 
being tested. Attention to detail is always strong and case study support is almost always very accurate. 
Knowledge of content, concept, processes and change at a variety of scales always comes through 
strongly. These elements constitute strong AO1 content. When this is used to construct and support 
arguments/ positions with a clear and sustained line of reasoning throughout (and a logical conclusion 
based on preceding content), such responses always score well for AO2. 
 
This response shows a strong understanding of the Hazard Management Cycle as a simple model which 
authorities could potentially use to help mitigate the impact of wildfires. It shows clear evidence of how 
authorities (in this case the Canadian and Albertan governments) used a variety of management 
techniques to minimise the impact of the Alberta / Fort McMurray events. There is also a clear 
understanding of the cyclical nature of management using the model. This one scored L4 - 18 marks.  
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The response below was very strong indeed. It was consistently focused on the impact of climate change 
on the formation of desert landscapes. Support was strong as was the awareness of how changes to the 
climate will potentially accelerate (or decelerate) the development of certain landforms, mainly through 
changes in the amount of aeolian, fluvial or solar energy. Really strong subject knowledge underpinned 
this throughout. This response scored full marks (L4 – 20 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Less successful responses tend to fall down for a number of reasons. Students sometimes misread the 
question or, in the heat of examination, may not fully grasp what is required. In such circumstances they 
may tend towards knowledge recital and only touch on what is required to actually answer the question. 
The other type of response involves students who have not engaged in enough revision. These  evidence 
ability to craft a response but without enough subject knowledge or case study support to underpin the 
answer. The very weakest offer very limited subject knowledge and fail to engage with the question. 
 
This response has not engaged with the actual question, though has shown some understanding of the 
context (tropical rainforest) with an awareness of mitigation strategies. Level 2 – 7 marks. 
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In the response below, the student does show an awareness of the impact of climate change on coastlines 
but never really gets to the associated landform development apart from touching on landforms of 
submergence. There were so many more landforms of erosion and deposition that could have been 
considered. This one scored Level 2 and 9 marks. 
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Synoptic question – 9 mark AO1/AO2 
These questions assess knowledge and understanding applied to links across specification 

 content. 

The synoptic question appears once each series in either Paper 1 or Paper 2 and makes links across 
specification content. The questions tend to appear in either the 9-mark or 20-mark questions.  
 
In this series the synoptic question appeared in Paper 1, the 9-mark questions 05.4 and 06.4 
 

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

This series the cross-spec question was a very natural link between tropical storms and changes in the 
carbon cycle (Q5.4) or coral vulnerability and changes in the carbon cycle (Q6.4). We saw plenty of strong 
responses which clearly argued well with good support and a sustained line of reasoning. There was often 
strong subject knowledge and case study support as well as effective factual knowledge, used well in the 
context of the question. 

For example, in the response below, there is a strong, clear argument which remains focused on the 
question throughout and has very secure subject knowledge underpinning it. Given that students can 
never prepare rehearsed / model answers for these sorts of questions, this was particularly impressive and 
scored L3 – 9 marks. 
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The  response below considers the impact of climate change on the Great Barrier Reef. Support is strong 
and other factors are also considered in a well-balanced response. Overall this scored Level 3 and 7 marks. 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Weaker responses tend to rely too heavily on AO1 knowledge of content, concepts and processes. They are 
usually not well focused on the question and may fail to offer any assessment or evaluation where it is 
invariably required. 
 
The response below focused more upon contrasting two storm events having clearly put in a lot of time 
and effort into revising this material. Whilst it was valid to do this, it needed to be much more focused on 
the carbon cycle element of the question knowledge recital. However, it did gain L2 - 4 marks (just). 
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Support and guidance  
Our reports on the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your understanding of our 
assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics page of our 
website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 
students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question 
• identify topics, skills, and types of question where students may need further support 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in other AQA 

schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our feedback courses where you can review example responses from students and 
commentaries from our examiners.  
 

Contact us 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel: 0800 197 7162 
Email: geography@aqa.org.uk 
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