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Getting the most from this book


Aiming for an A is designed to help you master the skills you need to achieve the highest grades.


The following features will help you get the most from this book.
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Learning objectives





•  A summary of the skills that will be covered in the chapter.
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Activity


An opportunity to test your skills with practical activities.
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The difference between…


Key concepts differentiated and explained.
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Annotated example


Exemplar answers with commentary showing how to achieve top grades.
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Worked example


Step-by-step examples to help you master the skills needed for top grades.
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Take it further


Suggestions for further reading or activities that will stretch your thinking.
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You should know





•  A summary of key points to take away from the chapter.
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Exam tip


Practical advice about how to apply your skills to the exam.
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Common pitfall


Problem areas where candidates often miss out on marks.
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About this book


The skills roadmap


Geography A-level is a popular subject whose diverse and fascinating content ranges from the study of changing places to the operations of the carbon cycle. The sheer breadth of included topics (with accompanying skills and fieldwork experiences) makes geography an attractive choice for many learners — especially those students who enjoyed the breadth of the GCSE curriculum and view themselves as being academic ‘all-rounders’. But geography’s expansive knowledge and skills demands can feel challenging at times too. A-level geographers are required to:





•  engage with a range of scientific, political, social and philosophical ideas



•  become competent statisticians and data analysts



•  write persuasive and argumentative essays





This book serves as a supporting ‘roadmap’ for the study of A-level Geography by guiding you towards the different study and assessment goals that lie ahead.





•  Chapter 1 focuses on how to read and engage with diverse literatures in an active and critical way during your 2-year course. There is more to reading than some people think.



•  Chapter 2 helps you develop a broad analytical skill set and become proficient at completing and commenting on statistical tests.



•  Chapter 3 shows you how to tackle short-answer tasks, either as part of your ongoing studies or in the final examinations. There is more of an art to concise and directed writing than many students at first realise.



•  Chapter 4 deals with evaluative essay writing, which is the greatest challenge posed by the course for many students (particularly those who are not studying other subjects at A-level that require them to develop evaluative essay-writing skills). This chapter explores ways of structuring an argument and arriving at an evidenced conclusion that includes a substantiated judgement. If you are not sure what is meant by ‘evidenced’ or ‘substantiated’, then this is definitely a chapter that you will want to read closely.



•  Chapter 5 focuses on the independent investigation (sometimes called the non-examined assessment, or NEA). There are important steps that you can actively take towards maximising your NEA marks and boosting your overall chances of gaining an A/A* grade.



•  Chapter 6 provides some final exam-board-specific revision advice and looks in turn at the unique characteristics of the AQA, Edexcel, Eduqas, OCR and WJEC courses and assessments, with an eye to achieving the highest grades.





You first need to learn about the assessment objectives (AOs) that provide the framework for your course and its accompanying examined and non-examined assessment components (the latter being a 4000-word independent investigation, which is worth 20% of your total mark).


Assessment objectives, synopticity and levels-based marking


A-level study allows you to focus on a small handful of subjects that you really enjoy; and enjoyment is the key to success. In general, people become more highly motivated to work when they like what they are doing. During your 2 years of A-level study, seize every opportunity you can to read widely and watch informative documentaries that interest you. Keep an eye on current affairs, such as global political events and climate change updates. However, there is no escaping the fact that everything you do leads ultimately to an examination that you want to succeed in. Knowing as much as possible about the assessments — including how they are designed and what skills they are testing (other than subject knowledge) — is essential.


Table 1 Assessment objectives for A-level Geography






	 

	Description

	Relation to exam command words






	AO1

	Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of places, environments, concepts, processes, interactions and change, at a variety of scales

	These AO1 exam command words invite you to share your knowledge about something with an examiner.

State Give a specific brief answer or name without explanation.


Describe Give a detailed account.


Outline Give a brief account or summary.


Explain Give a reasoned, causal explanation of something (a standalone task involving recalled knowledge and understanding only).









	AO2

	Apply knowledge and understanding in different contexts to interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical information and issues

	These command words additionally require you to use your knowledge in unexpected ways. You may need to offer the examiner an explanation of something new, or to make a judgement about an issue.

Explain Give a reasoned, causal explanation of why something occurs (in the context of an unfamiliar scenario, such as a previously unseen question paper map, chart or other resource).


Suggest For an unfamiliar scenario, provide a reasoned explanation of how or why something has occurred.


Assess Use evidence to determine the relative significance or importance of something, having considered a range of relevant information.


Evaluate Measure the value, importance, success or role of something and ultimately conclude by making a balanced and substantiated judgement.


Discuss Offer a considered and balanced review that includes a range of arguments, factors or hypotheses, supported by appropriate evidence.


To what extent? Consider the merits or otherwise of an argument or idea.


Exam boards vary in their approach to using command words, so you should read Chapter 6 carefully in order to find out more about this.









	AO3

	Use a variety of relevant quantitative, qualitative and fieldwork skills to: investigate geographical issues; interpret, analyse and evaluate data and evidence; construct arguments and draw conclusions

	Approaches vary among exam boards (see Chapter 6), but as a general rule:




•  Some AO3 command words require you to demonstrate competence in a mathematical or analytical skill (including calculate and plot).



•  Some AO3 command words require you to draw together lots of new information in order to construct arguments. The most widely used of these is analyse, which means ‘use geographical skills to investigate information/issues in a structured or systematic way’.





Your independent investigation is regarded as a mostly AO3 task.










The assessment objectives (AOs) for geography are the targets (objectives) against which you will be judged (assessment). All exam boards use the same geography AOs, which are shown in the table on page 6. Different questions in your examination will be linked with particular assessment objectives (or a combination of them). Commonly used question command words typically linked with each AO are shown in the table too. The exact approach taken differs among the exam boards, however; this is addressed at various points throughout this book and in Chapter 6 in particular.


The AOs for all your GCSE and A-level subjects have been designed and refined over time by education experts. Bloom’s taxonomy (see below) was created in order to promote higher forms of thinking in education, such as analysing and evaluating concepts, processes, procedures and principles (rather than just remembering facts). ‘Remember’ and ‘understand’ are typically characterised as lower-order or core skills, whereas ‘apply’, ‘analyse’, ‘evaluate’ and ‘create’ are described as higher-order skills, requiring you to use knowledge in ways that ‘add value’ when carrying out an academic task.


Some people believe that the value attached to our ability to apply knowledge has increased since the advent of the internet. Now that people can look up facts easily online, there is arguably less need than there used to be to memorise encyclopaedic blocks of knowledge. Instead, society increasingly values someone’s ability to critically analyse and evaluate the streams of information flowing past their fingertips. It is important that you can spot ‘fake news’ when carrying out research, for instance (page 16).


Note that ‘create’ appears in Bloom’s taxonomy but not in the A-level Geography AOs and command words. However, a successful A-level independent investigation will undoubtedly be creative — insofar as you are expected to devise a unique research question with a bespoke methodology; and you are also expected to analyse, evaluate and reflect on the unique data set that you have created.
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The majority of revision guides and textbooks on the market aim mainly to fulfil student and teacher demand for material that helps learners understand and remember ideas and case studies (higher-order ‘assess’ and ‘evaluate’ skills may be catered for partially by case studies that explore the costs and benefits of management, or the strengths and weaknesses of theories and models). This book complements these at-times-descriptive texts by providing hands-on examples of how geographical ideas, information and examples can be used to properly assess and evaluate in the context of the AOs.


Assessment objective 1 (AO1)


Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of places, environments, concepts, processes, interactions and change, at a variety of scales.





•  This AO is about the facts, ideas and places you have learned about (this could be a case study of a water management scheme, or an example of a transnational company’s world operations).



•  It is important to be aware that there is a difference between knowing something and understanding it. AO1 rewards both ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’. Some students will show a lack of understanding when writing out the facts about a physical process, for example.
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The difference between…






	Knowing

	Understanding






	Knowing something means that you are able to remember and describe key facts, such as migration push and pull factors, different weathering processes or the names of important hydrological processes. For example, the following shows knowledge: ‘Freeze–thaw is a weathering process that operates in cold environments. Each night, freezing water expands in cracks. After many freezing cycles, this breaks apart chunks of rock.’

	Understanding means you know more than just the basics. You also have a deeper and more secure understanding of how or why geographical processes operate. For example, a possible lack of understanding is demonstrated by the following: ‘The colder the temperature becomes, the more effective freeze–thaw weathering will be.’ Can you see why this shows knowledge but a lack of understanding?
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AO1 tasks usually take the form of standalone, short-answer questions. Relatively few of these feature in A-level exams compared with GCSE exams. Chapter 3 looks at examination technique for answering these questions.


Assessment objective 2 (AO2)


Apply knowledge and understanding in different contexts to interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical information and issues.


This AO covers a wide range of different skills and is targeted by a variety of different tasks and command words. Typically, in geography exams:





•  To ‘interpret’ usually means suggesting reasons for something, such as a trend (in a chart) or a pattern (on a map).



•  To ‘analyse’ something means to break an idea or proposition apart and look at it in a detailed or structured way. For example, if you are asked to ‘explain why climate is an important influence on water cycle flows’, you might want to explain (i) why rainfall and therefore water flows vary from place to place, and also (ii) why climatic variations lead to variations in vegetation type, interception cover and thus water cycle flows in different places. In other words, by showing how climate has both direct and indirect influence over water cycle flows, you are analysing (and not just describing) its importance, which the question requires you to do.



•  To ‘evaluate’ means to make a judgement about something, such as the overall success of a management strategy, or the relative importance of the way different factors and processes have shaped a physical or human environment. Evaluation is usually assessed through essay writing. You can demonstrate your ability to perform this skill either by writing a conclusion or on a more ongoing basis throughout your essay (for example, at the end of each paragraph you can make an evaluative comment or ‘mini-conclusion’). Chapter 4 explores what a ‘proper’ evaluation looks like.
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Common pitfall


Examiners look at the quality not quantity of your writing when marking an AO2-targeted essay. Too many students wrongly think that the best approach to essay writing is to ‘write all I know’. But more descriptive points do not necessarily mean more marks. Chapter 4 takes an in-depth look at how to carry out a proper evaluation.
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Assessment objective 3 (AO3)


Use a variety of relevant quantitative, qualitative and fieldwork skills to: investigate geographical issues; interpret, analyse and evaluate data and evidence; construct arguments and draw conclusions.


AO3 has a diverse character:





•  Exam boards differ in their approach to AO3. Chapter 6 guides you through the approach your own board takes with regard to AO3 in the examination papers.



•  The independent investigation is viewed widely (though not universally) as being one long ‘AO3 task’.



•  AO3-targeted exam questions range from the very easiest kinds of 1-mark mathematical or graphical task to complex and demanding extended writing (notably so in the case of the Edexcel course). Chapter 2 focuses on the diverse AO3 skills-based questions and tasks that feature in examination papers, with attention paid to both quantitative and qualitative data.
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The difference between…






	Quantitative data

	Qualitative data






	Quantitative data consist of numerical and frequency data, which can be tabulated, tested statistically or converted into charts and graphs.

	Qualitative data are non-numerical observations and descriptions of phenomena. They include in-depth interviews with people (which may read like excerpts from a newspaper or autobiography), photographs, novels, poems, paintings and even music.
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Synopticity


In addition to the three main AOs, some of your marks are awarded for ‘synopticity’ at particular points in your exams. This is a requirement for all A-level courses, not just geography. Instead of focusing on one isolated topic, you are expected to draw together information and ideas from across your specification in order to make connections between different ‘domains’ of knowledge, especially links between people and the environment (i.e. connections across human geography and physical geography).





•  Some exams achieve synopticity by presenting students with a range of resources. For instance, the WJEC and Eduqas courses show students four maps or other types of figure as the stimulus for a synoptic essay. (In one exam paper, maps showing different kinds of global risk — earthquakes, tsunamis, sea-level rise, terror attacks — served as a ‘springboard’ for the essay question: ‘Assess the severity of the different risks faced by world cities’.) Edexcel goes a step further by producing a large resource booklet accompanying the third and final exam paper.



•  Some exams achieve synopticity using a standalone essay. For example, an AQA exam paper included the essay: ‘With reference to a tropical rainforest, evaluate the role of governance in environmental management’. The aim of this question was to get students to apply and evaluate ideas drawn from two different parts of the A-level course (ecosystems and global governance). Similarly, an OCR exam paper uses standalone synoptic questions to assess the ‘geographical debates’ part of the course. An example of this is the ‘mini essay’: ‘Examine how the risks from tectonic hazards affect place-making processes’.
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Exam tip


Throughout your course, take careful note of synoptic themes whenever they emerge in teaching and learning. Examples of synoptic themes could include the impact of urban growth on water cycle flows, or the role of tectonic hazards in creating refugee movements. Whenever you finish a topic, make a note of any synoptic themes that have emerged (perhaps keep a section of your folder or exercise book reserved for this). Synoptic exam questions are worth plenty of marks, so you need to be well prepared for them.
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Using the specialised concepts


An important feature of the A-level Geography courses for England and Wales is the requirement for all learners to be familiar with a list of specialised concepts:





•  Adaptation An ability to respond to changing events or to thrive in a particular environment.



•  Causality The relationship between cause and effect.



•  Equilibrium A broad state of balance between inputs and outputs in a system.



•  Feedback The way in which changes in a physical or human system become accelerated (positive feedback), or are cancelled out (negative feedback), by internal system processes.



•  Globalisation The process by which the world is becoming increasingly interconnected.



•  Identity Real or perceived defining characteristics of places, objects or societies.



•  Inequality Social and economic disparities between and within different places (and the individuals and societies who live there).



•  Interdependence Relations of mutual dependence.



•  Mitigation The reduction of something that is having a negative effect.



•  Representation How somewhere, something or someone is formally and informally portrayed.



•  Resilience The ability of an object or a population to adapt to changes.



•  Risk The possibility of a negative outcome resulting from a process or decision.



•  Sustainability Development that meets the needs of present and future generations.



•  System A set of interrelated objects and/or organisms. A system’s components are linked together by flows of energy and/or materials.



•  Threshold A critical limit or level in a system or environment that, if crossed, can lead to massive and irreversible change.





Familiarity with these concepts supports knowledge and understanding of all the topics included in each exam board’s course. Think of these ideas as the ‘synoptic glue’ which helps us make connections between what may appear completely unrelated topics, such as the carbon cycle and changing places. In this case the concept of (positive) feedback is equally important for both of these topics:





•  Methane release from melting permafrost is accelerating (because methane is a greenhouse gas, which contributes to further temperature rises).



•  The closure of one company in an area can lead to further supply chain closures and the out-migration of people, triggering even more business failures in ‘ever decreasing circles’.





There are countless more ways of using the specialised concepts to make links between geography topics.
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Activity


Work out how many of the specialised topics feature in each geography topic you study. During your 2-year course, keep notes on where the concepts appear in your teaching and learning.
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Assessment levels


When your teacher or an actual examiner marks your longer answers, the first thing they will do is try to place it in a ‘level’. Each type of question has different levels, and approaches vary slightly among exam boards. Typically:





•  short-answer tasks (worth between, say, 5 and 10 marks) have three levels (see Chapter 3)



•  evaluative essays (worth between 15 and 20 marks) have four levels (see Chapter 4)





Each level will have a description attached to it. Lower levels tend to include words like ‘limited’ or ‘descriptive’, and higher levels include words like ‘accurate’ and ‘balanced’. Knowing these descriptors will help you understand what you are aiming to achieve. They can all be found in your exam board’s sample assessment materials (SAMs) and past examination paper mark schemes. The table below offers general guidance for levels-based marking.


Table 2 Levels-based marking for A-level Geography






	Highest band

	Answers to the short-answer tasks are clear and factually accurate, displaying good knowledge and understanding, supported by developed examples, sketches and diagrams. Descriptions are clear.






	Answers to the evaluative essays are well written and argued so that the command word (e.g. ‘discuss’ or ‘assess’) has been followed. Knowledge is very detailed, accurate and well supported by examples, and issues are fully understood.






	Middle band(s)

	Answers to the short-answer tasks are often unbalanced and partial responses, which may be unstructured and make points in a random order. Knowledge is present but not always factually accurate or completely understood.
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