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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


All students of AS and A-level geography following the Edexcel specification are assessed on the use and application of a range of geographical skills and techniques, fieldwork and broader synoptic thinking. All of these assessments will be undertaken in the context of the geographical concepts that have been studied, and within a variety of content areas, physical and human. These concepts and content areas should also provide inspiration for the group and individual fieldwork activities that have to be undertaken during the course.


Geographical skills and techniques can be assessed in a variety of ways:





(a)  in any of the content-based examination questions on any of the AS or A-level papers



(b)  in the specific fieldwork and skills questions within the AS examinations



(c)  in the Non-Examination Assessment (NEA) that each A-level student has to submit





Fieldwork is assessed in either:





(a)  the specific fieldwork and skills questions within the AS examinations



(b)  the NEA that each A-level student has to submit





Synoptic skills are assessed within the A-level Paper 3 examination and both AS examination papers.


This guide has two main sections:


Content Guidance — covering the following three areas:





1  Geographical skills: this summarises the specification requirements, and examines each of the required skills and techniques, providing exemplars of most.



2  Fieldwork: this examines fieldwork at AS and A-level. In each case the specification requirements are given, together with advice on how to meet them. At AS, fieldwork and geographical skills are assessed together by means of a written examination. At A-level, fieldwork is assessed by the NEA. Guidance is provided on meeting the requirements of the Edexcel mark scheme for the NEA. This is followed by a number of ideas for individual NEA titles.



3  Synoptic skills: this section looks at the requirements of Paper 3, which examines synoptic themes, and offers advice on answering questions.





Questions & Answers — this includes some sample questions similar in style to those you might expect in the AS exam. There are sample student responses to these questions, as well as detailed analysis, which will give further guidance on what exam markers are looking for to award top marks.


The best way to use this book is to be fully aware of what form of assessment(s) you are doing — i.e. whether you are doing AS or A-level. Then you can select the most appropriate aspects of the book.





Content Guidance


Geographical skills


A range of geographical skills and techniques are tested in a number of ways on the Edexcel specification. They could be assessed in:





(a)  examination questions on any of the AS and A-level papers



(b)  the Non-Examination Assessment (NEA) — the independent fieldwork task





First we will look at what skills could be assessed — the specification requirements. Then we will look in more detail at the application of each of the specific skills identified.


Specification requirements


Competence in using geographical skills should be developed during your study of compulsory and optional topics, not as a separate theme or topic. While the relative balance of quantitative and qualitative methods and skills will differ between topics, you must be introduced to a roughly equal balance of quantitative and qualitative methods and skills across the specification as a whole. This specification requires you to use your prior knowledge and understanding of the geographical, mathematical and statistical skills required at GCSE.


In addition, all of the skills listed below are compulsory and may be assessed across any of the areas of study.


This specification requires you to demonstrate all of the following skills.





1  Qualitative data skills








    (a)  use and understand a mixture of methodological approaches, including interviews


    (b)  interpret and evaluate a range of source material including textual and visual sources, such as oral accounts, newspapers, creative media, social media, aerial, oblique, ground photographs, sketches and drawings


    (c)  understand the opportunities and limitations of qualitative techniques, such as coding and sampling, and appreciate how they actively create particular geographical representations


    (d)  understand the ethical and socio-political implications of collecting, studying and representing geographical data about human communities








2  Quantitative data skills








    (a)  understand what makes data geographical and the geospatial technologies (e.g. geographical information systems (GIS)) that are used to collect, analyse and present geographical data


    (b)  demonstrate an ability to collect and use digital, geo-located data, and to understand a range of approaches to the use and analysis of such data


    (c)  use, interpret and analyse geographical information including dot maps, kite diagrams, linear and logarithmic scales, dispersion diagrams, satellite images, GIS


    (d)  understand the purposes of and difference between the following and be able to use them in appropriate contexts:







          (i)  descriptive statistics of central tendency and dispersion, including the Gini coefficient and Lorenz curve


         (ii)  descriptive measures of difference and association from the following statistical tests: t-tests, Spearman’s rank, Chi-squared; inferential statistics and the foundations of relational statistics, including measures of correlation and lines of best fit on a scatter plot


        (iii)  measurement, measurement errors and sampling
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Exam tip


Many of these skills should be addressed during classroom activities and in your fieldwork. Check back through your notes.
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Exam tip


Ensure you have made good use of ICT in finding data and processing them, both in class and at home.
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Qualitative data skills


Methodological approaches including interviews


Questionnaire and interview techniques


Carrying out a questionnaire or conducting an interview can yield information. There is an important difference between a questionnaire and an interview, and it is a mistake to use the two terms interchangeably. Questionnaires involve asking a respondent a series of questions, some open, some closed. They typically require written responses although they may be administered face to face. Interviews are one-to-one conversations with a respondent, asking a series of questions that are usually open-ended. In an interview the researcher may ask follow-up questions to explore particular areas of interest that arise. Both techniques are used to collect information about attitudes, perceptions and behaviour that is not available elsewhere as a secondary resource. Questionnaires typically yield some quantitative but mostly qualitative data, whereas interviews are more likely to generate qualitative information.


How you conduct an interview depends on:





•  what you wish to investigate: you may need to investigate the root or causal factors of an issue, together with conflicting views and possible solutions



•  who you should interview to obtain relevant information or data: for example stakeholders, decision makers or a cross-section of the public. The choice of who to interview is critical





Different types of questions can be used in interviews:





•  hypothetical: for example, what would you do to resolve the issue/problem?



•  provocative: for example, do you think that decision-makers are determined to get their way?



•  idealist: for example, in your opinion what would be the best way to address the issue?



•  interpretive: for example, what do you mean when you say this is the best approach?



•  leading: for example, do you think that solution A is better than solution B?





None of these question types is perfect and you should be aware of their deficiencies when analysing your responses. In all cases, however, results are likely to be more reliable if the interviews are based on a stratified sample, whereby you sample the different groups living within a given place (see sampling on p. 12). Such groups may be defined by age, gender, ethnicity and whether they are a visitor or resident (as length of residence may be an important factor).


Source material including textual and visual sources


Oral accounts


An oral account consists of an interview that has been undertaken in the past, and is either in printed form or recorded. It often captures the views and memories of individuals (frequently the elderly) in a community that may have been impacted by change, for example the decline of an industry or change in the make-up of the population of an area, say, through immigration. For these reasons they will be useful when undertaking studies within the themes of Regenerating places or Diverse places. As the speaker is likely to be talking without structure, some form of coding will be needed to abstract useful information from the account (see p. 12).


Many national and local museums, records offices and libraries have built up considerable and well-catalogued collections of what is termed ‘oral history’. Since these archives are accessible to the public, you might consider making use of them rather than going out into the field and recording your own.
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Exam tip


One useful national source of oral accounts is the British Library, at http://sounds.bl.uk/oral-history
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As with other forms of qualitative data, oral accounts should be used with caution. The time lapse between the past and the present can impact on accuracy and reliability of the information. The human memory can be very selective and its quality generally diminishes with age. Many people tend to see the past through rose-tinted glasses, while others have a tendency to remember the more negative aspects of the past.


Newspapers


Newspapers are a useful starting point for the examination of a range of global, national and local events and issues. However, when it comes to the examination of contentious issues then their bias, political or otherwise, must be considered. A number of national newspapers are closely aligned with the ‘right’ of politics — the Daily Telegraph, The Sun, the Daily Mail and the Daily Express — whereas others are more ‘left’ or ‘liberal’ – the Daily Mirror and the Guardian.


Local newspapers may also have some bias, though not necessarily political. They may take sides in the reporting and discussion of local issues, such as whether to use brownfield or greenfield sites for the building of affordable housing, or the worth of proposed schemes for the regeneration of a town centre. The values, perceptions and business interests of the newspaper proprietor or the individual reporter can also be sources of bias.


Creative media


Geographers have often pointed to the importance of the creative imagination in the ways that we respond to places. They have made claims of the power of novels, poems, songs, the visual arts, television, film and video in ‘bringing alive’ different places.


You may have read a novel set in a place that has also been the subject of a case study in a textbook. The novel is fictional whereas the case study is factual, so it is worth reflecting on the different kinds of knowledge and understanding of that place that you have taken from each of them.


You are encouraged to be open to your interpretation of texts, visual imagery, music and other cultural phenomena. They can indicate the ways in which local cultures shape your ideas about the relationships between humans and the natural world in that place — indeed they provide a form of representation of that place. Furthermore, researchers in these disciplines are also exploring the significance of geography in their work — it is a two-way process.


With these points in mind, you should consider:





•  paintings: such as those of Constable for rural areas, or Hogarth or L.S. Lowry for urban areas



•  literature: compare the nature of the rural landscape as described by Jane Austen or Thomas Hardy with the Victorian urban landscapes described by Charles Dickens



•  old postcards: especially those of the past which can be compared with the same landscape (rural or urban) today



•  television and film: the great majority of television ‘soaps’ and dramas rely heavily on their location, which may be imaginary or manufactured, for example Eastenders, Coronation Street, Game of Thrones; or real, such as Morse (Oxford), The Wire (Baltimore) and The Sopranos (New Jersey). The film industry also relies heavily on location — just consider the degree to which places (exotic or otherwise) are a key feature of all the Bond and Bourne franchise movies.







[image: ]


Exam tip


Choose one form of creative media and reflect on how it portrays one area that you have studied. Was it a fair representation of that place?
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Social media


Social media (such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter) allow people to create, share and exchange information, ideas, opinions and images in virtual communities. Many local places and organisations have online forums where viewpoints as well as practical issues are discussed. Social media might provide some help with your local place investigations by:





•  informing about, and perhaps recommending, useful sources of information



•  supplying relevant resources such as photos, video clips, newspaper cuttings and commentary



•  informing you of the perceptions and lived experiences of different people



•  testing views on the success or otherwise of regeneration and rebranding projects





Attachment to place and issues such as regeneration are centred on the perceptions of people (both local residents (insiders) and visitors (outsiders)). Social media allow more views to be sampled than is possible through newspapers, TV and radio programmes. Blogs, online petitions and comments on online news reports can give a more local and ‘rounded’ assessment of the sense of loyalty to a place. Remember, though, that all material, information and comment from social media come with a ‘health’ warning. Can you be sure of the authenticity and validity of what you read or are told?




[image: ]


Exam tip


Using the # (hashtag) to accumulate information can be easy, but you are likely to get a lot of qualitative information of variable quality. Select and process it carefully.
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As with other such information, it is important that you try to structure your collection of comments so that you are sampling the total population in terms of its components, for example by age, ethnicity and socio-economic groups. You need to portray that a diverse population inevitably has diverse views about the place in which its members happen to live.


Photographs





•  Aerial photographs are taken from above an area, looking down. Some aerial photographs have been taken with the camera pointing vertically down. Such photographs are very similar to large-scale maps, with a constant scale over the whole area shown. Their main weakness is that they present a level surface — relief features are difficult to see.



•  Satellite images are one form of aerial photograph that is taken from space. There are several agencies that provide free images, such as NASA and NOAA. Satellite images can show a variety of information and almost all are colour-enhanced. Some may look as if they are photographs showing land uses through a cloud-free sky. Others, however, can show other things such as gas concentrations, thickness of ice, algal growth in water, etc., and so they should be used with careful reference to the colour key that is provided.



•  An oblique aerial photograph is taken when the camera points at an angle to the ground. The scale on such photographs is more variable. The foreground shows a smaller distance, whereas the areas further away at the top of the photograph have a greater ‘real’ distance between them. Heights and shapes of features and buildings are more easily seen.



•  Ground photographs are taken from the ground surface and show a landscape view of an area or place. There are several apps that allow you to annotate such photographs electronically, though of course you can use an overlay to do so physically. Table 1 shows some other ways in which ground photographs can be used.





Table 1 Types of photographs that can be used in a fieldwork context






	Photo type

	Comment






	Black and white

	Gives more emphasis to contours in a landscape. Emphasises contrasts more effectively






	Photo montage

	A series of thumbnail photos that can be used to show a selection of people interviewed, or places visited






	360° panorama

	Used to show cityscapes or landscapes with a large vista






	Photo sequence

	Used to show a dynamic event or a series of events over time






	Embedding location data

	GPS data are embedded into the photograph. Several phone or tablet apps are available for this







Photographs can be obtained from a number of online sources — Getty images, Alamy, Flickr, Facebook and many more. Many local museums and libraries hold collections of old postcards and photographs of street scenes and buildings taken over 100 years ago. Perhaps you will be able to find some for the specific places you are investigating.
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Exam tip


One useful national source of past images is Francis Frith at www.francisfrith.com/uk/. It has a collection based in thousands of towns and villages in the UK.
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Sketches and drawings


In an examination and for your fieldwork you may be asked to draw a sketch of a landscape (physical or human) or a sketch map. Clearly, it is important that the sketches represent the ‘target’ with some accuracy, but you are not expected to be a professional artist or cartographer. A key element is the degree to which they are labelled or annotated. A label is a single word, or short set of words, that simply identifies features shown. At AS/A-level you are more likely to be asked to annotate your sketch/sketch map. An annotation requires a higher level of labelling which may be a detailed description, or offer some explanation or even some commentary. Remember to add a title, which should include the location.


Figure 1 shows a field sketch of Cwm Idwal in Snowdonia. It illustrates the difference between a label and an annotation: ‘Circular tarn’ and ‘Arête’ are labels; ‘Hummocky land with bare outcrops of rock’ and ‘Evidence of mass movement — slumping’ are annotations.
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Sketch maps


These are useful for showing the location of a case study or an area of fieldwork (Figure 2). You do not need to include every detail — decide on your priorities. Every sketch map should include:





•  title



•  scale



•  north arrow



•  labels/annotations to indicate important features
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Exam tip


One simple technique when drawing a field sketch is to divide your paper into four quadrants, and complete the key elements of each quadrant separately. You can rub out the quadrant lines afterwards. Another strategy is to draw in the skyline/horizon first, and then add features coming towards you.
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Exam tip


If you are using a physical overlay on a photograph, map or sketch, make sure you do not write on it while it is covering the image/diagram so that you do not damage the latter.
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Coding and sampling


Coding


Coding is the process of organising and sorting qualitative data. It is sometimes referred to as a ‘soft’ analysis technique as it does not involve mathematical calculations or statistics. Codes serve as a way to label and compile information, which then also allows you to summarise and synthesise what is happening in the data. By linking data collection to the interpretation of the data, coding becomes the basis for developing its analysis.


Coding can be done in any number of ways, but it usually involves assigning a word, phrase, number or symbol (or even using a set of different-coloured highlighter pens) to each coding category. You could go through all your textual data (interview transcripts, direct notes, field observations, etc.) in a systematic way. The facts, ideas, concepts and themes are coded to fit the categories that you have previously identified. Coding can be extremely complicated, but one example could be to review the transcript of an interview, say of a survivor of a natural disaster, and use the codes: Facts, Opinions, Causes, Impacts (Social, Economic, Environmental) and Responses.
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Exam tip


Although it is a straightforward task to use colours/highlighters, do not overcomplicate the task by having too many categories.
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Sampling


Prior to any investigation, you should make yourself aware of various forms of sampling. The most common ones are:





•  random sampling



•  systematic sampling



•  stratified sampling





Of course, any investigation should consider using a range of sampling strategies, depending on the circumstances of the investigation.


Random means due to or of chance — therefore no pattern should be detectable in any situation. It is used when the environment or population is expected to be similar everywhere. A random sample is one that shows no bias and in which every member of the population has an equal chance of being used or interviewed. Random samples are usually obtained by using random number tables and used to identify items in a list or coordinates on a map.


Systematic sampling is a method in which the sample is taken in a regular way, i.e. every tenth house, every fifth person, or at grid intersections on a map for an area-based sampling exercise. It is often used along transects.


In stratified sampling, samples are selected according to some known background characteristic in the statistical population. For example, when studying the distribution of land use types in relation to geology, a stratified sample would select points in proportion to the area covered by each type of geology. If 30% of the area was clay, 25% sandstone, 30% chalk and 15% alluvium then, for a total sample of 200 points, 60 would be selected on clay, 50 on sandstone, 60 on chalk and 30 on alluvium. In this way, the sample is stratified according to a known factor and is thought to be more representative. In investigating the opinions of the local population on a regeneration scheme, the sample should reflect the various interest groups fairly. It could, for example, account for the gender and age distribution in the population, details of which can be obtained from the census.


You may need to make further decisions about sampling. Many investigations rely on a representative sample from the parent population. This population may, for example, be pebbles on a beach, trees in a forest or residents in an area. All samples should be proportional to the size of the total population and so sample size is an important consideration. Sample size refers to the number of observations or data points that make up a survey or data set. Very small sample sizes will not reflect the statistical population closely, and so are unreliable and can lead to incorrect interpretations and explanations. Large samples can become unwieldy and difficult to process.
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Exam tip


Deciding on the sample size is a crucial decision for all investigations. You must balance validity with practicality.
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As stated above, sampling may be random, systematic, stratified or a combination of these. It is important to be able to justify the decisions you make about sampling. Which method of sampling you choose to use depends upon the nature of your investigation. The impression often given is that random sampling is usually best, since it should remove the risk of bias. This is not always the case in geographical investigations, since you will often be looking to recognise some sort of theoretical spatial distribution. This might therefore suggest systematic or stratified sampling as being more appropriate. In studying the downstream changes in a river’s discharge there are advantages in having a systematic sample (equal spacing along the river) since you might want to demonstrate that downstream changes take place successively. In applying a questionnaire linked to people’s opinions about an issue, you may need to give out questionnaires in proportion to the potential numbers of people in each interest group (stratified sampling), so you do not get skewed results on analysis.
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