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 Introduction 
   This was the second January examination of Unit 3 Contested Planet and it had an entry of around 
3500, up slightly on January 2010. The Section B Issues Analysis topic was Energy Security with the pre-
release resources based on energy security issues in the North America region. Previous Section B topics 
were Superpower Geographies in January 2010 (the Small Gulf States) and Biodiversity under Threat in 
June 2010 (the Pacifi c S.I.D.S).  

   Question choice in Section A was perhaps a little more balanced than in previous series. This most 
likely refl ects the absence of an Energy Security question in Section A, which was the most popular 
single question choice in June 2010. Roughly, question choice in Section A was:  

•   Water Confl icts = 28%  

•   Biodiversity under Threat = 21%   

•   Superpower Geographies = 28%  

•   Bridging the Development Gap = 12%  

•   The Technological Fix? = 11%  

  Overall performance was good, and comparable to previous exam series. Candidates demonstrated:  

•        Generally good question interpretation skills and most responses were focussed on the topics and 
themes expected.  

•   Good case study knowledge, especially in the Water Confl icts and Biodiversity under Threat topics.  

•   Some good up to date geographical knowledge of recent events e.g. the 2010 Gulf of Mexico oil 
spill.  

•   Joined-up thinking and an ability to transfer knowledge from one topic to support an answer in 
another.  

•   A good understanding of geopolitics and the role of the BRICS, USA and EU in the world economic 
and political system.  

   Many candidates write erudite, interesting and evaluative answers in Unit 3. Centres might wish to 
consider how best to develop this style of extended writing. Some suggestions would be:  

•    Encouraging debate in class, especially challenging ‘accepted’ views such as the idea that bottom-
up development schemes are ‘the best’.  

•   Making less use of large case studies, and more us of smaller examples from a range of places and 
situations. Candidates armed with a wide range of examples often have more fl exibility than those 
armed with a few large, detailed case studies.  

•   Encouraging selective reading of broadsheet newspapers and publications such as the Economist 
and New Internationalist.  

•   A general ‘so what?’ approach to learning which questions data, views, accepted truths and 
attitudes and seeks to delve deeper to fi nd explanations.  

   It is very obvious that many candidates enjoy the Contested Planet and write passionately about many 
of its topics. Teachers are clearly stimulating students in class and enthusing them to learn. Teachers 
and candidates are to be congratulated for this.  
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        Section A    
  Within Section A there are some issues which might be addressed:  

•        Some candidates spend too long on one of their Section A choices and leave less time for their 
second choice. This tends to lead to a signifi cantly lower mark on their second choice.  

•   Candidates must recognise that the 10 mark ‘a’ questions are data stimulus questions. They are 
assessing a candidate’s ability to interpret geographical data and explain it (graphs, maps, data 
tables, etc.). The majority of the candidates’ answer should be based on explaining/suggesting 
reasons for the information in the Figure. While examples often aid explanations, case studies 
rarely do. This is because lengthy case study detail tends to preclude a range of explanations/
reasons.  

•   Teachers and candidates should anticipate that the 15 mark ‘b’ questions will always require 
assessment or evaluation. Candidates need to present both sides of a debate or argument, in a 
balanced way, and move towards a conclusion.   

•   As in past examinations, some key words such as ‘consequences’ are often interpreted in a wholly 
negative way.   

     Section B    
  The Section B resources, energy security in North America, were on a relatively familiar topic to many 
candidates. They contained a lot of detailed information. There was a tendency for candidates to be 
less synoptic than in previous examinations perhaps because the resources were very detailed and 
there was some ‘obvious’ and relatively easy to achieve synopticity in the form of the 2010 BP Deep 
Water Horizon oil spill and the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge – which many candidates have touched 
on at AS Level. It is important to use the pre-release period to research wider issues and themes. 
Other points relating to Section B include:  

•    The need for good timing; if timing is an issue it tends to be in the form of a shorter Q6c. There 
was some evidence that timing problems in Section B were a little more common in January 2011 
compared to the 2010 exams.  

•   As in the 15 mark questions in Section A, some Section B questions demand evaluation and 
assessment skills; candidates need to focus on providing a range of points of view and moving 
towards a conclusion.   

•   Mark schemes always make reference to synopticity (wider links, links to other units/topics, 
parallel examples, conceptual synopticity through the use of models, theories and ideas) 
especially in Levels 3 and 4.  

•   Bland, unselective copying of the resource booklet information scores Level 1 or low Level 2 marks 
depending on how far the question has been answered.  

•   Many Issues Analysis resources are regional e.g. ‘North America’. Candidates need to take care to 
recognise differences within the region e.g. between the USA, Canada and Mexico and not lump 
all countries together. This is often an issue in Section A where candidates talk of ‘Africa’ or ‘Sub-
Saharan Africa’ as if the entire region was essentially homogenous.   
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     Comments on Individual Questions    
  This report will provide exemplifi cation of candidates’ work, together with tips and/or comments, for 
a selection of questions. The exemplifi cation will come mainly from questions which required more 
complex responses from candidates.   

 

               Section A  

 Question 1 Water Confl icts 
       Figure 1 was interpreted correctly by the majority, although a small minority seemed to believe that 
the data shown related to population growth or changing   GDP   rather than freshwater withdrawals. 
Generally some of the data were quoted and used to support the answer.    

   Many answers to  Question 1(a)  only saw negative consequences in Figure 1. The Figure actually 
shows increasing water withdrawals which could be positive for many. Strong answers structured 
their response around the  people  and  environment  key words in the question and some balance was 
needed. Candidates often outlined a range of environmental consequences that could result from 
increased withdrawals such as salinisation, saltwater incursion and subsidence. Many were stronger on 
environmental consequences than human consequences –only seeing tales of drought and famine for 
the latter. The strongest human consequence was the increased likelihood of confl ict. A few weaker 
candidates viewed ‘water withdrawal’ as water being ‘taken away’ implying that the water was being 
shipped out of the region, perhaps overseas.    

   In  Question 1(b)  many candidates, perhaps surprisingly, focussed on  projects  rather than  players . 
Whilst related, these are not the same thing as a water project involves numerous players in terms of 
planning, funding, construction and water use. A weakness with Water Confl icts essay questions is a 
tendency among many to write ‘all they know’ about key case studies such as the Three Gorges Dam. 
This type of approach is very unselective and shows weak application of knowledge and understanding 
to the actual question. In this case the focus needed to be on the role of players in securing water 
supplies. The role of TNCs in   Bolivia   and the role of NGOs via small scale water projects were 
generally the strongest examples of players used. Stronger candidates were able to move towards an 
assessment, i.e. which players are the most important in terms of securing water supply.    

    The     Aral Sea    

   It is worth noting that, as in previous examinations, the    Aral Sea    was often used in an inappropriate 
way. Even when the   Aral Sea   was its natural size, the  saline sea  was not used as a freshwater source. 
The water had a salinity of 10-15 grams of salt per litre, well above the 0.5 g/l limit for freshwater. 
The diversion of the rivers fl owing into the sea increased water supply to farmland in     Kazakhstan  . 
The shrinkage of the sea, and the loss of the once large fi shing industry, is really an example of the 
destruction of a salt water ecosystem with the added problem of signifi cant consequences for the 
health and economic wellbeing of local people. Recent attempts to restore the sea are best seen as 
an attempt at  ecosystem restoration  not the restoration of a freshwater supply. Even if the Aral Sea 
was fully restored it would be saline and the water not fi t for human consumption.   
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    Question 2 Biodiversity under Threat         
    Figure 2 was accessible to most and generally well understood. Some candidates made limited 
reference to either the Terrestrial or the Marine column so responses were somewhat unbalanced. 
There was occasionally a focus on one or two global regions rather than fuller coverage. Even 
candidates scoring maximum marks would not be expected to refer to all of the data in Figure 2 
although some range of coverage was desirable to draw out key differences.   

       In  Question 2(a)  most candidates were able to suggest some reasons for the differences and there was 
generally sound understanding. The ‘big three’ reasons are:   

    The amount of money available/funding for conservation.   

   The value of what is being protected i.e. high biodiversity.   

   The level of threat i.e. the need for protection.    

    There was some good understanding that marine protected areas are diffi cult to set up, police and 
monitor. Weaker answers sometimes provided very stereotypical views of the developing world and 
referred to a lack of education and ‘no understanding of biodiversity’ as reasons for lack of protection. 
Occasionally, candidates did not fully understand the relative nature of the % data in Figure 2.   

   Question  2(b)  suffered from a number of issues. Some candidates essentially answered the question 
‘outline the range of human threats to biodiversity’. This approach tended to ignore the physical 
factors that promote high biodiversity in the fi rst place and precluded answering the key idea of 
‘relative importance’. In a similar way to Q1b, some candidates were too quick to move into case 
study mode and described in depth the protection of old favourite places such as Korup and   St Lucia  . 
Stronger candidates argued that physical factors provide the context for the variations in biodiversity 
globally and locally, whereas human factors work to either preserve it or destroy it –especially a local 
scale, although increasingly globally i.e. climate change. Many answers were strong of human factors, 
but unbalance in relation to the question.         

    Question 3 Superpower Geographies    
    Figure 3 was perhaps the most prone to ‘lifting off’ as it was the only Figure which contained 
signifi cant text, although not a great deal of text. Most candidates made some reference to all three 
scenarios. Some interpreted Figure 3 in relation to the ‘futures’ synoptic theme in the specifi cation 
and equated ‘Globalised’ with ‘Business as Usual’ and ‘Global Governance’ with ‘radical’. This was an 
acceptable and thoughtful approach.    

   Question 3 proved very popular. In  Question 3(a)  the key issues were whether the candidate covered 
all 3 scenarios –most did– and the extent to which the answer focussed on ‘ the planet and its people’ . 
Many elegantly written and convincing answers actually focussed on broad geo-political and economic 
issues and struggled to state what the consequences for people might be. Many of the planet and 
people consequences were implied rather than clearly stated. Overall, the question was answered 
well and a slight increase in the focus on the key words in the question would have pushed many up 
towards maximum marks.    

   There were many excellent answers to  Question 3(b) . Trade’s role in maintaining superpower status 
tended to be explained more clearly than the role of international decision making. There was good 
knowledge of IGOs such as the G8, G20, IMF and UN in terms of voting power and membership but less 
clarity on what these organisations actually do and what decisions they take. Generally knowledge of 
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current affairs and trends was good, although the importance of trade to   China  ’s economic growth 
(and hence ability to use its wealth globally) is not as well known as might have been expected. A 
minority of candidates produced a very energy focussed answer, using the Section B resources –this 
was usually narrow and not very successful. Candidates need to be aware that theories such as 
dependency theory are just one view of the world and there are others. Balance is important and this 
can be achieved by recognising a range of perspectives.   

    Question 4 Bridging the Development Gap    
        Figure 4 was usually interpreted correctly. A weakness was a tendency among some to group all 4 
types of ODA together as ‘aid’ and fail to differentiate. Stronger interpretations used some of the data 
from the graph to support a discussion of good and bad news. Some recognised the subtleties in the 
data such as the overall decline in ODA in the mid 1990s and the dramatic fall in debt relief by 2007 
compared to 2005.    

   The key issue in  Question 4(a)  was whether or not candidates took a broad over view of total ODA 
(‘aid’) or were prepared to discuss the 4 types shown on Figure 4. Good answers needed to be up-
front about the ‘ good and bad news’  and ideally these words should have been used as part of the 
response. NGO aid was generally understood with many examples of good news small scale projects; 
many also recognised the not so good news that NGO is a small % of the total (although growing) and 
so has limited reach. Tied aid was often discussed but many were unsure whether this was multilateral 
or bilateral. Debt relief was often discussed in terms of SAPs or   HIPC   although the detail was not 
always clear. Some good examples were used and there was less tendency to drift into major case 
studies than in Question 1(a).        

   Ideally in  Question 4(b)  candidates should have outlined two contrasting strategies, such as top-
down and bottom-up and briefl y outlined how they differ, and then have used examples of specifi c 
projects or schemes to illustrate how these helped (or not) narrow the development gap. This link to 
narrowing the gap was crucial. Stronger candidates did this as part of an overall evaluation of which 
approach was best. Too many candidates described two projects with very little context and limited 
evaluation/link to the development gap. There was often too much of the ‘ all I know about the Three 
Gorges Dam’  approach and an unwillingness to be selective. Many candidates show good conceptual 
knowledge of development and can argue convincingly using a range of examples –an ideal approach.   

            

Question 5 The Technological Fix?
   Figure 5, as with many world distribution maps, was often seen in very broad north –v- south terms 
with a failure to recognise differences within regions and anomalies. Some very descriptive answers 
were seen which focussed on what the patterns were rather than attempting to identify reasons for 
them.   

   This question remains the most polarised in terms of quality of response. There is evidence that more 
candidates are making a positive choice to do the Techno Fix question, rather than choosing it as a 
last resort, and the quality of answers was better than in 2010 on average. In Question  5(a)  there was 
often good understanding of the factors that might infl uence internet access e.g. cost, infrastructure 
already present, education, political factors etc. Most candidates who answered this question were 
prepared to go beyond the north-south divide and refer to the more detailed pattern shown.        

   In  Question 5(b)  some candidates were unsure which examples constituted technological 
leapfrogging. Mobile phones were the most common example used either in   India  ,   Kenya   or 



8

GCE Geography 6GE03 01

  Afghanistan  . This example was generally understood well and was linked to positive outcomes in terms 
of the development process. Other well-known examples such as One Laptop Per Child or GM crops 
were seen much less frequently than might have been expected. A number of candidates only used 
one example which made assessment diffi cult. Other examples were less convincing –these included 
nuclear power in   France  , the Tata Nano (which could be used, but requires careful explanation of 
which ‘stage’ in the technology spectrum is being ‘leaped’) and almost inevitably, the   Aral Sea  .   
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     Examples of Examination Techniques       
   This is an example of the beginning of an answer to Question 1a, the Water Confl icts topic. The 
question asked candidates to explain the consequences of increased water withdrawals for people and 
the environment, with reference to Figure 1 -a graph showing water withdrawal projections by region. 

     

 

   

 
 
 

 

 

Examiner Comments

 This answer immediately focuses on the question by defi ning 'water withdrawals'. Reference to Figure 1 is 
made early on, and a consequence - over abstraction - is mentioned in relation to China. The candidate, 
crucially, recognises that consequences can be positive or negative. This is a well focused opening. 

Examiner Tip

 In the Section A, part 'a' questions reference must be made to the Figure, as these questions assess data 
stimulus skills. Frequent practice in class analysing graphs, data tables, maps and diagrams helps build data 
stimulus skills. 
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 This is a fairly typical example of the fi rst half of an answer to Question 1a, on the consequences for 
people and the environment of increased water withdrawals in different global regions. The exact 
question was "Study Figure 1. Suggest possible consequences for people and the environment of the 
projected changes in water withdrawals". 

      

    

Examiner Comments

 This answer has a general opening paragraph, relating to 'issues to do with water' rather than the precise 
question asked. It then moves into a case study of the Aral Sea without linking this to Figure 1. Consequences 
are mentioned but they are not linked to the 'people and the environment' key words in the question. 

Examiner Tip

 In the 10 mark 'a' questions, reference to a wide range of examples should be made. These support a broad 
discussion more strongly than one or two case studies. 
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 Question 1b focused on the role of different players in securing water supplies. This could include 
government, local government, water companies / TNCs, individual consumers, IGOs and NGOs. 
Ideally reference should have been made to 3 or 4 different players although maximum marks could 
be achieved with reference to two only. 

      

 
 

 

 

Examiner Comments

 This is part of a Level 4 answer. It makes the 'players' very clear and outlines their roles and responsibilities. 
The answer assesses the roles, making reference to 'one of the most important players' and 'the non-essential 
but effective role'. A brief summative conclusion is provided, which could have been developed further but is 
nonetheless sound. 

Examiner Tip

 The part 'b' 15 mark questions benefi t from a brief summary or overview at the end. Try to use this brief 
conclusion to return to the original question and answer it directly. 
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 The Biodiversity under Threat question was a popular choice. This topic has technical physical 
processes within it and it is important to understand these and be prepared to use process 
terminology, correctly. 

      

 
 

 

 

Examiner Comments

 This example has a number of interesting aspects to it. The candidate writes the question out, and underlines 
the key and command words. A brief plan follows. Both of these are good strategies, allowing some 'thinking 
time'. Both take time, so spending too long on planning may cause problems. The fi rst paragraph of the 
answer does drift around the question a little, rather than focus on it directly. The candidate's whole answer 
gained high Level 2 marks. 

Examiner Tip

 After a brief period of planning and thinking, use some of the keys words from the question as part of the fi rst 
sentence of the answer. 
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 Question 2b used the command phrase "assess the relative importance". This was also used in the 
June 2010 Section B. The phrase is not universally understood by candidates. In this case, the relative 
importance of physical and human factors in infl uencing biodiversity needed to be discussed. 

     

 
 
 

 

 

Examiner Comments

 This example starts well, focusing on human and physical 
factors and commenting on the role of both. This succinct 
start suggests the candidate understands the question. Within 
the main body of the answer a range of physical factors are 
mentioned, supported by brief examples and good use of 
terminology. The whole answer gained Level 4 marks. 

Examiner Tip

 Notice how this candidate refers to the Arctic 
tundra, Daintree and the Galapagos as examples 
but does not get bogged down in descriptive 
case study detail. The candidate is being very 
selective and choosing only information that is 
relevant to the question. 
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 Question 3a had a similar structure to Question 1a, in that there was a double focus on 'the planet 
and its people'. Candidates often miss these 'doubles' and focus on one aspect or the other. Ideally, 
candidates should use these key words in their answers i.e. 'people' and 'environment' in Q1a, 'planet' 
and 'people' in Q3a and 'good news' and 'bad news' in Q4a. 

     

 
 
     

 

Examiner Comments

 This is part of a well written Level 3 answer. This section focuses on the 'global governance' scenario in Figure 
3. Direct reference is made to both 'people' and the 'planet' in terms of human rights, confl ict reduction, 
emissions and the balance of economic growth with environmental concerns. 

Examiner Tip

 In the Superpower Geographies questions it is easy to drift from the specifi c focus on the question set, into 
general (and very interesting) geopolitical themes. Keep looking back at the question to check the correct 
focus is being maintained. 
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 Superpower Geographies is a popular topic. Candidates need to have some knowledge of the 
‘contenders’ i.e. the USA, EU, BRIC countries and perhaps even Mexico and the oil rich Gulf States. All 
are very different countries / groups, with their own particular strengths and weaknesses. Question 3b 
demanded a focus on the role of trade and international decision making in maintaining superpower 
status. 

              

 
     

Examiner Comments

    This Level 4 answer is well written and makes the link 
between trade and international decision making rather 
than seeing them as separate. Examples are used frequently 
and in the second paragraph the candidates moves beyond 
trade and IDM to consider other aspect of power.    

Examiner Tip

    Remember to see each question as a 25 mark 
‘package’. Do not choose a question based on 
a ‘nice’ part ‘a’ only to later realise that the 
part ‘b’ is nasty, and that choosing another 
question might have been a better idea!    
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 Question 4a focussed on Offi cial Development Assistance or ‘aid’. Figure 4 was a graph showing aid in 
dollars over time. Graphs need to be analysed, and referred to directly by quoting some data as part 
of an answer. Most candidates made reference to the 4 types of ODA shown on Figure 4.  

       

      
       

Examiner Comments

    This example, which scored Level 3 marks, shows good 
real-world knowledge. It makes direct reference to the 
graph, uses examples to support points and makes the 
‘good and bad news’ clear.    It is balanced and provides 
good explanations for both NGO aid and debt relief.     

Examiner Tip

    Each topic in Unit 3 has its own ‘language’. 
Notice how    in the example shown here, the 
candidate uses language such as basic needs, 
bottom up, sanitation, campaigns, reliant on 
aid, development gap – this is the language of 
development and it gives the answer weight.     
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  The Technological Fix question, when it is present in Section A, should only be chosen as a ‘positive’ 
choice. Too many candidates appear to choose it as a last resort. This does lead to some weak answers 
which usually only cover some aspects of the question or drift into irrelevant areas. On this occasion, 
Figure 5 was a world map of internet access. World maps often lead to very descriptive answers which 
lack explanation. 

          

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner Comments

    This example begins with a descriptive paragraph. It then moves into some relevant factors e.g. infrastructure 
and companies, as well as education.     

Examiner Tip

    Be very careful with ‘Africa’. It is a highly varied continent physically (deserts and rainforests), politically 
(democracies and dictatorships) and economically (PPP GDP per capita ranges from $18000 in Equatorial 
Guinea to $300 in the DRC).    
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 Question 5b focused on technological leapfrogging. Many answers suffered from having only 1 example 
of this, usually mobile phones. Many answers described the process but failed to comment on how 
effective leapfrogging is, or is not, as part of the development process. 
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Examiner Comments

    This example, part of a Level 4 answer, makes reference to mobile phones in Kenya and a specifi c mobile 
company. The answer goes on to identify the benefi ts of mobiles for farmers in terms of access to markets 
and does link to development.    

Examiner Tip

    Question 5b, like many questions, would have benefi tted from being ‘turned around’ so that leapfrogging 
was not only explored as ‘effective’ but also less than effective i.e. leapfrogging works well for mobile 
technologies but not ‘static’ ones, and the technology is costly and may be ‘western’.    
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       Section B       

     Question 6: Energy Security Options for North America      
   Question 6(a) asked candidates to focus on the concerns over   North America  ’s energy security. Ideally 
candidates should have begun by defi ning what ‘energy security’ means. Although the resource booklet 
is focussed on energy security it does not defi ne it – this might have been something that could have 
been addressed as part of research during the pre-release phase.    

   There was a tendency for candidates to discuss   North America   in general terms and not differentiate 
between the three countries mentioned.   Canada   is actually very energy secure,   Mexico   somewhat so, 
and the   USA   much less so. This differentiation is a key aspect of the question which many candidates 
missed.    

   Concerns outlined regularly included rising demand –some argued   Mexico  , as an NIC, had the potential 
for huge demand growth– and falling supply in some locations for some energy sources i.e. the   USA  . 
Many answers focussed only on oil, at the expense of gas and coal. An obvious synoptic point that 
could have been developed from research is the dramatic rise in shale gas exploration and use in the 
  USA   which is in the process of making US gas supplies much more secure than they were even a few 
years ago. In general, the resources were well used and most candidat    es identifi ed a range of factors.    

   Many of the answers to question 6(b) were good. Generally there was good understanding of the 
tension between the economic arguments to develop the fossil fuel resources and the environmental 
consequences of doing so.   

   Some candidates did cover only 1 or 2 of the three resources outlined in Figure 7. Some went further 
and had researched the ANWR as a synoptic example which was good. Mention of the BP Deepwater 
Horizon disaster in 2010 was almost universal in terms of a synoptic example. The impact of the oil 
price on the decision to extract each resource was not fully understood by many.    

   If anything the resources were overused in this question, with much slavish re-working of the 
information provided and much less in the way of evaluation. Many candidates would have improved 
their score if they had provided a summative statement which evaluated which, if any, of the 
unconventional and technically diffi cult resources should be used –and whether they could actually 
improve energy security. Better answers often argued that, despite the risk, Mexican deep water oil 
was a tried and tested technology but that the volume of oil was relatively minor and there was no 
guarantee it would secure the energy future of the   USA  .    

   A minority of candidates did drift into biofuels, nuclear power and other energy resources in this 
question. The question does clearly state ‘ fossil fuels’ .   

       A drift into coal and    CCS   was common in Question 6(c). The question focussed on ‘renewable energy’ 
which coal is not, even with   CCS  . Nuclear paper was accepted as part of the answer, and better 
candidates did explain that it was not strictly ‘renewable’ but was often considered so.  

       Several different approaches to answering the question were seen. The most common was structured 
around different renewable resources and their advantages and disadvantages. This quite often led 
to good use of the resources, with some synoptic examples used, but a set of stand-alone paragraphs 
with less coherence in terms of the question asked.   
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   A better approach was often to identify some criteria on which to judge the contribution different 
renewable energy sources might make to energy security, such as:   

•      Cost and viability –especially in relation to fossil fuels    

•     Environmental impacts/‘green-ness’    

•     Reliability/physical constraints    

    Stronger answers, as in Question 6(a), tended to recognise the differential geography in terms of the 
fact that some countries/regions would be able to use wind power whereas others were more likely to 
use solar. A more general issue is that some candidates struggle with the difference between ‘energy’ 
and ‘electricity’ data and tend to see them as essentially the same. Figure 10 was a projection for 
electricity generation, not total energy use.    
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     Examples of Examination Techniques      
      The fi rst question in the sequence for Section B often uses the command word ‘explain’ or similar.    It 
is also a question which is often broad, and asks candidates to identify a range of reasons or factors. 
Candidates need to take care not to simply list these and rely over-heavily on the resource booklet.  

         

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Examiner Comments

    This example, from a Level 3 answer, begins by defi ning energy security and refers to the Energy Security 
Index (this is synoptic, as it is not in the resource booklet). This may seem like an obvious way to begin 
a question that was focussed in ‘energy security’ but it was not very common. Crucially the candidate 
comments on the energy security of the USA, Canada and Mexico so their answer is not rather generally 
focussed on ‘North America’.    

Examiner Tip

    During the pre-release phase, focus on different countries within the region, not just the region overall.    
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 A danger in Question 6b was that Figure 7 was overly relied upon and essentially copied out. The 
question did not ask for this, it required an evaluation of the arguments for and against development 
of unconventional and technically diffi cult fossil fuel resources. This should have led towards a 
decision / judgement about which of the resources (if any) might be developed.  

         

       

Examiner Comments

    This candidate develops the argument in an evaluative, 
and detailed, way. There is evidence of synoptic research 
(American Shale Oil LLC) and links (to the Water Confl icts 
topic) and concepts (resource nationalism) in the 
discussion of fossil fuel development.     

Examiner Tip

    Synopticity, as in this example, works best when 
it consists of small points and examples woven 
into the answer. These add weight and value 
and show that the candidate was prepared to go 
the extra mile in the pre-release phase.     
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 Some answers to Question 6 are simply too brief. They tend to skim over the detail of the resources 
and randomly select information which may or may not be relevant. Some key information is missed. 
This is often the result of lack of preparation in the weeks before the exam. 
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Examiner Comments

    This example of 6b is sketchy. It gained a mark on the Level 1 / Level 2 boundary. It is really an overview 
of the economics of development and fails to get into the detailed environmental, social and economic 
arguments for and against development. The answer drifts into renewable resources even though the question 
clearly states ‘fossil fuels’.    

Examiner Tip

    For a major 14-16 mark question, the ‘average’ candidate would write about 2 – 1 ½ sides. One side is rarely 
enough to get into the detail of an argument.    
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 Using the Resource Booklet is essential in Question 6. It can be used in a rather descriptive, 
workmanlike way. On the other hand adding in some synoptic ideas, facts, concepts and themes 
quickly adds value. The former approach is not entirely without merit so long as information in the 
booklet is used selectively and applied to the question. This kind of approach will generally lead to a 
mark on the L2/L3 boundary for a higher tariff four level question. 

         

      
 

 
Examiner Comments

    This example of a question 6c is relatively selective and uses some own knowledge and understanding to 
examine the advantages and disadvantages of wind power and biofuels. There are a few synoptic ideas such 
as NIMBY and the life span of wind farms. What the answer lacks is a clear link to ‘securing North America’s 
energy future’.    
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 Question 6c, inevitably in some ways, tends to done less well by a signifi cant number of candidates. 
For, most it is the last question attempted and ‘running out of steam’ as well as specifi c timing issues 
often combine to yield partial answers.  

           

   

    Examiner Comments

    This example of the last part of 6c at least has a conclusion and does refer back to some key words from the 
question i.e. ‘secure energy future’. As a conclusion it is a little bland, but it makes a good point that some of 
the renewable technology is not yet ready but that fossil fuels are not reliable on long time scales. Even this 
brief conclusion is evaluative and as such moves the answer from Level 2 into Level 3.    

Examiner Tip

    Make sure that ‘assess’ and ‘evaluate’ questions always have a summary / conclusion as this will usually be 
enough to provide some evidence of higher level skills i.e. an ability to weigh up different perspectives and 
move towards a conclusion.     
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 There are no fundamental issues with Unit 3 that commonly prevent a signifi cant number of candidates 
under-achieving. Rubric offences are rare, full answers are the norm and timing issues affect a small 
percentage of the entry. When preparing for future Contested Planet exams some areas that should be 
considered are: 

•     Recognising intra-regional differences within the Issues Analysis resources in the pre-release 
phase.  

•   Preparing to be synoptic in Section B; this needs to be done as part of preparation in the pre-
release phase as it is diffi cult to achieve ‘on the hoof’ in the examination.  

•   Focusing on a range of examples in class, that illustrate a range of different issues and 
perspectives, rather than relying on one or two major case studies.  

•   Practicing assessment and evaluation skills, especially under timed conditions in tests and mock 
exams.  

•   Practicing data stimulus skills through the interpretation of geographical data and the explanation 
of patterns, distributions and trends.   

•   Practice 'unpicking questions' to pick out key words and phrases which form the question focus, 
such as 'consequences' or 'people and the planet' or 'relative importance'.  

   An important aspect of exam preparation is ensuring that candidates see examples of mark schemes 
from previous exams to fully understand their demands.   
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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