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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 AQA specification are assessed on the use and application of a range of geographical skills and techniques, and fieldwork. Both of these assessments will be undertaken in the context of the geographical concepts that have been studied, and within a variety of content areas, both 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.


The geographical skills and techniques can be assessed in a variety of ways, including:




 (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 on Paper 2 (Section B) of the AS examination


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





The fieldwork is assessed either:




 (a)  in the specific fieldwork and skills questions on Paper 2 (Section B) of the AS examination


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





This guide has three main sections:


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


Fieldwork: this examines fieldwork at both 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. An exemplar assessment is provided in the Questions & Answers section (see below). At A-level, the NEA assesses fieldwork. Guidance is provided on meeting the requirements of the mark scheme for the NEA. This is followed by a number of exemplar fieldwork contexts written in the style of an A-level student. It must be noted that none of these are complete or perfect. Further ideas for individual NEA titles are also provided.


Questions & Answers: this includes some sample fieldwork and geographical skills questions similar in style to those AS students might expect in the exam. There are some sample student responses to these questions as well as detailed analysis, which will give further guidance in relation to what exam markers are looking for in order 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 AQA specification. They could be assessed in:




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


 (b)  a more targeted manner in Section B Question 2 of the AS Paper 2


 (c)  the Non-Examination Assessment (NEA) — the independent fieldwork task for A-level students





The first section states what skills could be assessed, i.e. the specification requirements. The second section follows, with more detail on the application of each of the specific skills identified.


Specification requirements


You should develop competence in geographical skills during your study of the course content. You are required to study and make use of a balance of quantitative and qualitative methods across the specification.


During your course you should:





•  understand the nature and use of different types of geographical information, including qualitative and quantitative data, primary and secondary data, images, factual text and discursive/creative material, digital data, numerical and spatial data and other forms of data, including crowdsourced and ‘big data’



•  collect, analyse and interpret such information, and demonstrate the ability to understand and apply suitable analytical approaches for the different information types



•  undertake informed and critical questioning of data sources, analytical methodologies, data reporting and presentation, including the ability to identify sources of error in data and the misuse of data



•  communicate and evaluate findings, draw well-evidenced conclusions informed by wider theory and construct extended written argument about geographical matters





Qualitative skills and quantitative skills


You should develop the following skills with respect to qualitative data.





•  The use and understanding of a mixture of methodological approaches, including interviews.



•  The interpretation and evaluation of a range of source material, including textual and visual sources.



•  An understanding of the opportunities and limitations of qualitative techniques, such as coding and sampling, and appreciation of how they actively create particular geographical representations.



•  An understanding of the ethical and sociopolitical implications of collecting, studying and representing geographical data about human communities.





You should develop the following with respect to quantitative data.





•  An understanding of what makes data geographical, and the geospatial technologies (e.g. GIS) that are used to collect, analyse and present geographical data.



•  An ability to collect and use digital and geolocated data, and an understanding of a range of approaches to the use and analysis of such data.



•  An understanding of the purposes and differences between the following, and the ability to use them in appropriate contexts:







    1  descriptive statistics of central tendency and dispersion


    2  descriptive measures of difference and association, inferential statistics and the foundations of relational statistics


    3  measurement, measurement errors and sampling.








•  An understanding of the ethical and sociopolitical implications of collecting, studying and representing geographical data about human communities.
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Exam tip


Many of these qualitative and quantitative skills should have been addressed during classroom activities and in your fieldwork. Check back through your notes.
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Specific skills


A number of specific qualitative and quantitative skills have to be developed.





•  Core skills:







–  the use and annotation of illustrative and visual material, including base maps, sketch maps, OS maps (at a variety of scales), diagrams, graphs, field sketches, photographs, and geospatial, geolocated and digital imagery


–  the use of overlays, both physical and electronic


–  literacy — the use of factual text and discursive/creative material, and coding techniques when analysing text


–  numeracy — the use of number, measure and measurement


–  questionnaire and interview techniques








•  Cartographic skills:







–  atlas maps


–  weather maps, including synoptic charts


–  maps with located proportional symbols


–  maps showing movement — flow lines, desire lines and trip lines


–  maps showing spatial patterns — choropleth, isoline and dot maps








•  Graphical skills:







–  line graphs — simple, comparative, compound and divergent


–  bar graphs — simple, comparative, compound and divergent


–  scattergraphs, and the use of line of best fit


–  pie charts and proportional divided circles


–  triangular graphs


–  graphs with logarithmic scales


–  dispersion diagrams








•  Statistical skills:







–  measures of central tendency — mean, mode, median


–  measures of dispersion — range, inter-quartile range and standard deviation


–  inferential and relational statistical techniques to include Spearman rank correlation and the chi-squared test*, and the application of significance tests








•  ICT skills:







–  the use of remotely sensed data


–  the use of electronic databases


–  the use of innovative sources of data, such as crowdsourcing and ‘big data’*



–  the use of ICT to generate evidence of many of the skills provided above, such as producing maps, graphs and statistical calculations





* A-level only
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Exam tip


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


Core skills



Labelling and annotation


In an examination and for your fieldwork, you may be asked to label or annotate a photograph (geospatial, geolocated or from digital imagery), sketch, base map, sketch map, diagram or graph. A label is a single word (or short set of words) that simply identifies features shown. At AS and A-level you are more likely to be asked to annotate something. An annotation requires a higher level of labelling, which may be detailed description or offer some explanation, or even some commentary.


Figure 1 shows a field sketch of part of the coastline at Flamborough Head, Yorkshire. It illustrates the difference between a label and an annotation: ‘Wave-cut platform’ and ‘Geo’ are examples of labels. ‘Steep chalk cliffs, well-jointed rock’ and ‘Evidence of mass movement — terracettes’ are examples of annotations.
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Ordnance Survey maps


To be able to read an Ordnance Survey (OS) map correctly you need to practise a variety of skills, including:





•  grid references (four- and six-figure)



•  scale



•  compass direction



•  height and relief (contour patterns)



•  cross section and long section — these are types of simple line graphs that show changes in the shape of the land either across a valley or down a valley. The horizontal (x) axis represents distance and the vertical (y) scale represents height. You should present your section with a realistic scale and make note of the vertical exaggeration if one is present.





It is not necessary to know all the symbols on an OS map off by heart, as in an exam you will be supplied with the key. However, it is quicker and easier if you can learn some of them so that you won’t need to constantly refer to the key.
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Exam tip


Note that you should be using a range of scales of OS maps during your course.
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Sketch maps


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





•  title



•  a scale



•  true north arrow



•  labels/annotations to indicate important features






Use of overlays


Overlays can be physical, such as tracing paper or a thin plastic sheet, or electronic/digital, such as those on Google Earth or similar online providers. It is likely that you will use physical overlays to identify important points on a photograph, map or sketch. The overlay protects the underlying photo, map or sketch from damage. One example of the use of this technique is to identify the main elements of a transport network in an urban area, such as main roads, railways, canals and cycle routes. Digital overlays allow you to superimpose (or remove) elements of the human landscape, such as roads, urban areas and other features on (or from) a satellite image of a natural landscape.



Literacy skills


Comprehension tasks are a regular feature of examination papers. You are required to read such material at speed and digest its main features. Two command words may feature:





1 ‘outline’ means identify the key features



2 ‘comment on’ asks you to infer something from the passage given





You are often expected to use your geographical understanding from your studies and apply it to an unfamiliar, or novel, context. One suggestion that will help you to improve your technique in this area is to read a passage once and then write a précis of the passage to present to a friend or relative.
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Exam tip


The assessment of ‘novel situations’ is a key element of the written examination papers. They often use passages of text combined with a sketch map.
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Numeracy skills


It is also important that you hone your numeracy skills, and be aware of number, measure and measurement. For the former, always think about a number in terms of its size in relation to other numbers in the same data set, and also how it compares with average figures for that indicator. Similarly, take note of scales on maps, and make sure to be accurate in your fieldwork measurement.
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Exam tip


You may be given a set of data in an examination question that is in two sections, combining both literacy (a passage) and numeracy (a table). The command word used is likely to be ‘interpret’, which means ascribe meaning. Try to identify links and connections between the two forms of data.
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Questionnaire and interview techniques


There is an important difference between questionnaires and interviews, 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 in which the interviewer asks a series of questions that are usually open-ended. In an interview the researcher may ask follow-up questions in order to explore particular areas of interest that arise. Both techniques are used to collect information about attitudes and behaviour that is not available elsewhere as a secondary resource. Questionnaires typically yield quantitative and qualitative data whereas interviews are more likely to generate qualitative information.



Focus groups


This is a qualitative research tool. The researcher brings together a group and asks its members about their perceptions, opinions, beliefs and attitudes towards an idea. This method is widely used in market research, but less often in geographical research, since it can be difficult to set up a representative group.



GIS vs GPS


A geographical information system (GIS) allows us to visualise, retrieve, question, analyse and interpret spatial data in order to understand relationships, patterns and trends. In the 21st century, GIS is essential to understanding what is happening and what will happen in geographic space — planning departments (national and local), utility companies and data research companies all use GIS extensively. There are several free GIS sources of information available on the internet, such as Google Earth and Consumer Data Research Centre (CDRC) maps.


A global positioning system (GPS) provides location information to a receiver anywhere on or near the Earth where there is an unobstructed line of sight to four or more GPS satellites in space. The system provides critical capabilities to military, civil and commercial users around the world. GPS data underpin GIS, especially when providing real-time data such as traffic movement — vehicle satnavs make use of GPS data.
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Exam tip


You are likely to use GPS during your fieldwork, for example via the use of a smartphone for location data. GIS should be used in the classroom or at home. Ensure you have done both.
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Coding


Coding is the process of organising and sorting qualitative data. 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.


You can undertake coding 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 of your textual data (interview transcripts, direct notes, field observations etc.) in a systematic way. You would then code the facts, ideas, concepts and themes to fit the categories you have previously identified. Coding can be extremely complicated, but one example could be to review the transcript of an interview, for example of a survivor of a natural disaster, and use the codes Facts, Opinions, Causes, Impacts (Social, Economic, Environmental) and Responses to organise the data.



Crowdsourcing and ‘big data’


Crowdsourcing is the process of obtaining needed services (such as finance), ideas or content by soliciting contributions from a large group of people, and especially from an online community rather than from traditional suppliers.


The use of the social media platform Twitter for geographical information is a good example of crowdsourcing. You can obtain a ‘Twitter landscape’ by hashtagging (#) a town and seeing what images people from that town have posted to the platform.


‘Big data’ is a term used to describe the exponential growth and availability of data, both structured and unstructured. Some now qualify this definition by referring to the three Vs of big data: volume, velocity and variety.


Volume


Many factors have contributed to the increase in data volume, for example:





•  transaction-based data stored by retailers over time



•  unstructured data streaming from social media



•  increasing amounts of sensor and machine-to-machine data collection, such as rainfall and river discharge data





In the past, excessive data volume presented storage issues, but with decreasing storage costs and the increasing availability of digital storage systems, other issues emerge. These include how to determine relevance within large data volumes and create valued interpretation from large amounts of relevant data.


Velocity


Today, there is near-constant processing of data.





•  Data sets stream in at an unprecedented speed.



•  Sensors and smart metering are driving the need to store and deal with torrents of data in near-real time.





Variety


Data today comes in all types of formats, including:





•  structured, numeric data in traditional databases, such as the UK census



•  unstructured text documents, email, audio and video (via YouTube, Vimeo and similar online outlets)
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Exam tip


You are likely to be assessed on coding, crowdsourcing and ‘big data’ in the skills question on AS Paper 2, and possibly in your NEA fieldwork at A-level. Make sure you have explored each process, albeit briefly.
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Cartographic skills




Atlas maps


Make sure that you are able to use an atlas. This means that you should be able to understand and use lines of latitude and longitude — they are useful when referring to location. Familiarise yourself with using the index in order to quickly locate places. Atlases contain a wealth of maps that can be useful for comparing countries and the collection of secondary data.



Synoptic charts


These are weather maps for an area at any one point in time. You are likely to use them during your work on the water cycle. You may also consider using a synoptic chart when completing your fieldwork. The key to the symbols on a synoptic chart will always be given, but you should be aware of the meaning of high and low pressure, and weather fronts (warm and cold).


Figure 2 is an example of a synoptic chart for the UK on a day in winter. There is an area of high pressure over NW Scotland.
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Exam tip


Do not confuse ‘synoptic’ in a weather context with the word ‘synopticity’ — they mean totally different things.
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Maps with located proportional symbols


Maps can help you to investigate spatial patterns and compare data between different locations. By using a map with proportional symbols it is possible to investigate spatial patterns together with aspects of volume or size of data. Proportional symbols are symbols that are proportionate in area or volume to the value of data they represent. They can take a variety of forms, including:





•  squares



•  circles (see Figure 3)



•  pie charts



•  bar graphs





To make drawing the map worthwhile you need at least three different locations. However, if you have too many it will make the exercise very time consuming. Try to choose a scale such that overlap is avoided, or minimised. Accurate location is important. Other examples of where maps with located proportional symbols are useful include looking at downstream changes in discharge along the long profile of a river, pebble size variations along a stretch of coastline or characteristics of cities/countries/regions around the world.
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Maps showing movement


Wide arrows, bars or lines show both the direction as well as volume of movement on maps. They are particularly useful in human geography studies.


Flow lines and desire lines show the volume of movement and, in both cases, the width of the line is proportional to the quantity of movement. The difference between the two is that a flow line shows the quantity of movement along an actual route whereas a desire line is drawn from the point of origin to the actual destination, and takes no account of the actual route.


Flow line and desire line maps may be useful to show:





•  migration routes (see Figure 4)



•  movement of traffic across a city (see Figure 5)



•  tourist destinations



•  origins of visitors, workers or shoppers





We draw trip lines to show regular trips or journeys that individual people make. For example, we can draw a map to show the places that people commute to from a village location. This technique can be used to work out the catchment areas of shops, schools and other services (see Figure 6).
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Exam tip


Do not get these three types of map confused. Flow lines show the routes of a group of movements, desire lines the source and destination only, and trip lines only individual movement.
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Maps showing spatial patterns


Choropleth, isoline and dot maps can all be used to show spatial patterns on a map.


Choropleth maps


A choropleth map shows the relative density of a characteristic in an area. You complete it by shading in colour, greyscale or line density to show how the data values change from location to location. Choropleth maps are visually striking ways of representing data, as patterns are clearly visible. However, there are also limitations to the technique.





•  Data are placed in categories or classes and there may be a large variation within the category/class.



•  A choropleth map can take time to construct.



•  If you have too few intervals then a large number of locations may have the same shading, making it hard to see a pattern.



•  If you have too many intervals it may be difficult to find enough shades of your chosen colour, and again it may be difficult to see a pattern.



•  It assumes the whole area under one class of shading has a uniform density. In other words, it doesn’t show variations that may occur within an area.
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