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Introduction
This report covers responses from the Foundation Tier Unit 1 paper of GCSE Geography
Specification B.
As with previous years, Section A (Questions 1-4) was compulsory; whilst candidates were
required to select a topic from Sections B (Rivers and Coasts) and C (Marine or Extreme
Environments).
The aim of the unit/paper is to provide candidates with a broad and varied understanding of
the natural environment. Question paper completion requires candidates to apply a range of
skills. Candidates need to be able to interpret and read maps, diagrams and charts.   
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Question 1 (b)
The command word is ‘give’ so the candidate just needs to identify the immediate
responses. Some candidates misinterpreted ‘response’ for ‘impact’ and so were not able to
access any of the marks. Some also gave the effects of volcanoes such as ‘flow of magma’.
Candidates need to read questions carefully and learn terminology thoroughly.

Examiner Comments

This response receives only one mark as ‘evacuation’
is a valid response, however ‘dead people’ is an
impact so is not creditable.
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Question 1 (c)
The command word here is ‘describe’ which means extension is needed for at least one
of the primary impacts identified, the answer needs more than for a ‘give’ instruction.
Therefore, as the mark scheme shows, at least two primary impacts are required and some
extension. The answer also asks for a named location, so a completely generic response
could only access three out of the four marks. A mark is available for data which can be
anything from the year of the earthquake to the number of deaths. It can really help
candidates to learn some facts and figures for their case studies and use them in the point
marked as well as the levelled responses. There was some good case study knowledge of
Haiti, where relevant facts and figures were used. Nepal was used as a named location
but most lacked data for this case study. The focus needed to be on ‘primary impacts’ so
diseases and financial issues being secondary impacts were not credited. The answer also
required reference to both people and property and most candidates achieved this by linking
houses falling down with homelessness.

Examiner Comments

This response received full marks. The candidate was credited with a mark for data – 2010,
the year of the Haiti earthquake. They also gained a mark for buildings falling down and
another for extension of that point by linking it to homelessness. There was another mark
awarded for loss of possessions and the candidate could also have been awarded a mark for
death, but they had already achieved the maximum four marks by then.
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Examiner Comments

This response was awarded two marks for destroying buildings and homelessness. The
economic problem is not a valid primary impact and 'social problems' is not specific enough
to warrant a mark.
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Question 1 (d)
The majority of candidates were able to identify the layers of the Earth but with the
command word ‘describe’ being used, more detail about the layers was required to access
full marks. There was a maximum of two marks for identifying the layers. There were many
opportunities to gain full marks as can be seen from the mark scheme and many candidates
did so through identifying the solid inner core and liquid outer and the plates of the crust.

Examiner Comments

This response easily achieved the full four marks available by expanding on the two layers,
the core and the crust, with accurate details.

Examiner Tip

This response could have been answered with a diagram, which some candidates did. As
the command word was 'describe' annotations were needed or written description as well. A
diagram just labelling the layers of the Earth could only achieve two marks.  
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Question 2 (b)
This question with the command word ‘outline’ requires an impact to be identified and then
extended to gain both marks. Many candidates knew that the changes to the climate occur
due to the release of ash and greenhouse gases but there was some confusion as to their
actual impact. At its simplest: ash results in cooling; greenhouse gases result in heating.
Some candidates omitted to identify a change to the climate, just that it changes, so were
not able to access a second mark.

Examiner Comments

This is a simply written answer that was rewarded
with full marks.

Examiner Comments

Greenhouse gas achieves a mark but the change to
the climate has not been given.
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Question 2 (c)
The responses to this question were disappointing because many candidates did not grasp
that the question required a spatial pattern for the UK, not a seasonal one, so focused on
the reasons for seasonal changes rather than the differences in temperature between the
north and south of the UK.

Question 2 (d)
This question featured another ‘describe’ command word so extension of an idea was
required and also a focus on environmental impacts rather than economic or social
was needed, which caused a few candidates problems; impacts on tourism were not
creditworthy. The responses clearly showed that the impacts of climate change are
understood, though it would have helped some responses if they had been clearly focused
on the UK, as examples could gain marks as extensions. Many candidates wrote about
changes to habitats, migration and flooding and the likelihood of more unpredictable
weather. It is important for a four mark question that the candidates come up with at least
two points and extend them.

Examiner Comments

Full marks were awarded for this response because
it contains two extended impacts: sea level rises,
resulting in flooding; and temperature increase
resulting in droughts.
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Examiner Comments

However, this response could only gain two marks
because it consists of one extended idea.
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Question 3 (b)
Many responses did not seem to have a clear understanding of ‘soil health’ or how it is
maintained by the biosphere. Many answers focused on the hydrological cycle rather than
vegetation. Key terms need to be clearly understood by the candidates so that they are not
thrown by questions.

Examiner Comments

This response was awarded both marks, one for
‘plant matter decaying’ and the second for ‘releasing
nutrients into the soil’.

Examiner Comments

However, this response achieved one mark
for ‘producing the nutrients that the soil
needs’, but failed to mention where the
nutrients have come from, which was the
extension necessary for the second mark.

Examiner Tip

‘Outline one way’ for two marks needs
a ‘because’ from candidates to access
both marks. Many tend to write two
simple unconnected statements rather
than one extended statement.
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Question 3 (c)
There were some good responses that focused on National Parks and Ramsar or CITES and
contained detail about how they manage the biosphere. Biosphere management does not
include climate change so any responses referring to strategies, such as Kyoto, were not
able to be rewarded. Some candidates were able to identify relevant schemes but were
unsure about their purpose.

Examiner Comments

Two marks awarded for National Parks protecting
habitats. One mark for identifying Ramsar, however
the description is for CITES so cannot gain the final
mark.
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Question 3 (d)
This question required candidates to do two things: identify why destruction of the
rainforests is taking place and detail the impact that this is having. Many focused on one or
the other, with many valid reasons given for deforestation with examples such as ‘logging’
for ‘mahogany’. Some detailed impacts of the destruction were also given, linking habitat
destruction to extinction of animals. The more able candidates were able to link the two
elements.

Examiner Comments

This example just lists the reasons for deforestation,
without any detail about the impacts this has, so was
awarded only two marks.
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Question 4 (b)
This was a well-answered question with many candidates achieving full marks. Many
identified a valid impact and extended it. Popular impacts were: ‘failure of crops leading to
famine’; ‘dehydration leading to death’; and ‘having to drink dirty water leading to diseases
such as cholera’. All of these responses gained full marks. Where only one mark was
awarded it was because no extension of a correct impact was given.

Examiner Comments

Two valid impacts are given, ‘dehydration’ and
‘things cannot grow’, but there is no extension, so
only one mark is awarded.
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Question 4 (c)
Many candidates were able to identify the human activities such as ‘construction of dams’
or ‘farmers using fertilisers’ but few developed their answers to say how they disrupted the
water supplies. ‘Pollutes’ was not enough to gain a mark.    

Examiner Comments

Two valid human activities, ‘over abstraction’ and
‘fertilisers’, with relevant extensions ‘water supply
going down’ and ‘eutrophication’, so maximum marks
given.
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Question 4 (d)
There was some confusion over ‘intermediate technology’, with a number of responses
referring to large-scale management schemes such as The Three Gorges Dam. Responses
that did identify the correct type of technology tended to achieve at least two marks by
writing simple responses such as ‘cheap’ and ‘easy’. To be awarded more marks, the
command word ‘describe’ needed to be understood and extensions which were relevant to
the initial benefits given, were required.

Examiner Comments

The first benefit, ‘clean water’ is valid, as is the extension ‘without having to travel miles’, so
this part is awarded two marks. The second benefit is actually two simple benefits, ‘cheap
to create’ and ‘easy to maintain’. These are worth one mark each. The question asks for two
benefits so the total mark given for this response is (1+1) +1, so three marks.
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Question 5 (b)
Many candidates were able to identify the fact that waves would be stronger and more
destructive. Where they failed to get the second mark was because they did not then link it
to more erosion, just that it would affect erosion. Repeating the question will not result in a
mark being awarded.

Question 5 (c)
This was mostly well-answered as candidates could articulate the benefits of why hard
engineering is beneficial to a coastline. Candidates understood that it reduces the impact
of erosion and protects the community. Many also identified that hard engineering is also
long-lasting. Just writing the word ‘effective’ was not enough – it needed to be linked to
‘protecting houses’ or ‘preventing erosion’. As the command word was ‘give’, no extension
was required.
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Question 5 (d)
There was a large minority of candidates who did not seem to understand the term ‘coastal
retreat’ and wrote about the benefits of hard engineering. Those who did understand the
term wrote about a range of impacts but only in a very generic way, without using any
case study details, so were only able to access level 2. This is a question that contains
marks for SPaG, an important element. Candidates need to ensure that they focus on the
construction of their answer. At a basic level, punctuation and grammar matter, as well
as the handwriting, because the response needs to make sense and be read easily. Poor
spelling does not restrict a candidate to one SPaG mark if the grammar and punctuation are
accurate.

Examiner Comments

This is a level 1 response that was awarded two marks. Coastal retreat is understood and an
impact is identified, ‘tourism’. There is little extension and no case study detail. The second
half of the answer focuses on coastal management so is not relevant. SPaG is awarded one
mark because the response makes sense and is legible; however it lacks accurate punctuation
and use of capital letters.    
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Question 6 (b)
The majority of candidates did not understand the term ‘slope process’ so were unable to
outline one. The response required was one that outlined a form of mass movement such
as ‘soil creep’, or a type of weathering. Terms like these need to be understood by the
candidates because relatively easy marks are being lost. Many candidates outlined river
processes especially the formation of ‘slip off slopes’ which were not valid answers.  

Examiner Comments

A type of weathering is identified and explained so
two marks are awarded.
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Question 6 (c)
Some candidates did not answer this question well. There were many simple one word
answers which lacked the detail of the change. For example ‘width’ and ‘depth’ did not score
any marks, however ‘the river gets wider’ and ‘the river gets deeper’ gained two marks.
Candidates were also able to access the marks by referring to changes in the type of river
features as you move from source to mouth such as ‘waterfalls are common in the upper
course of the river and meanders in the middle’.

20
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Question 6 (d)
Many responses achieved level 2 because they contained a named river and some generic
impacts. Candidates tended to write in the future tense about what would happen if their
chosen river flooded, rather than referring to an actual flood event where they could
have used data and detail and so been able to access level 3. The mark scheme asks for
‘Response is specifically focused on the chosen case study river’ for level 3. This is a similar
issue to Question 5(d). Candidates need to be able to show specific case study knowledge,
through details about the location or data on the impacts.

Examiner Comments

This response contains a wide range of possible impacts which are relevant. However, the
candidate is writing in the future tense with ‘would’ and ‘may’, rather than using a past flood
event. This therefore limits them to level 2 because it lacks specific focus on a chosen case
study; it is too generic. The mark given was level 2 – 4 marks and SPaG – 2 marks.
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Question 7 (b)
The command word was ‘give’ so a detailed, extended answer was not required. However,
the response did need to be linked to marine ecosystems so ‘pollution’ and ‘tourism’ were
not enough on their own. This did impact on the ability of some candidates to access any
marks. Common responses were ‘overfishing’ and ‘coral bleaching’.

Examiner Comments

‘Overfishing’ gains a mark, however ’pollution’ is not
enough for the second mark.
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Question 7 (c)
The majority of the candidates answered this question well and many extended
their response as the command word ‘outline’ required them to do. Coral reefs were a
more popular option than mangrove swamps and the most common reason given was
‘overfishing’.

Examiner Comments

This response was awarded two marks for the rise in
water temperature (a valid reason) leading to coral
bleaching (an extension).

Examiner Comments

This response gained one mark for the
rising sea levels. No extension was
given.

Examiner Tip

If work is crossed out but nothing written
to replace it, then the crossed out work
will be marked where it is possible to
read it – as is the case in the above
example. So it is a good idea not to
scribble out work, just put a single line
through it so that it can still be read and
marked if necessary.
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Question 7 (d)
Many candidates were able to describe management strategies and were able to achieve
level 2. However, they struggled to use more detail than name a location; the most popular
being St. Lucia. Again, candidates need to move away from the generic to the specific with
more examples being used instead of general management strategies.

Examiner Comments

This is a really strong answer that gained maximum marks for both content and SPaG.
The response is clearly focused on specific measures in St. Lucia and explains how the
management strategies work. The answer clearly covers both zoning and fishing.

24
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Examiner Comments

This candidate clearly understands how marine
ecosystems can be managed sustainably and
describes strategies, but it is totally generic with no
places mentioned or specific details so is a level 2 –
4 mark answer.
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Question 8 (b)
Many candidates did not gain both marks on this question, only being able to come up with
one valid strategy, often renewable energy sources. Some candidates were not specific
enough, writing about farming or water, without any detail as to how it is going to make the
extreme environment more sustainable.
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Question 8 (c)
‘Out-migration’ was often misinterpreted as ‘in-migration’ so candidates were unable to
write a response that could gain any marks. Many also focused on why people were leaving
rather than on the impact of it on communities. Where the responses were correct, many
alluded to the loss of culture, though often without any valid extension, so could only gain
one mark.

Examiner Comments

This is an example of a simple ‘losing culture’
statement which gained only one mark.

Examiner Comments

Here there is clear misunderstanding
of the terminology so no mark was
awarded.

Examiner Tip

It is really important that all the
terminology is understood, so that
candidates are able to access the
questions.
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Question 8 (d)
This was a very well-answered question by many of the candidates, who clearly understood
how flora and fauna have adapted to various extreme climates. There were very good
references to individual plant and animal species with cacti, camels and polar bears being
especially popular. This was a well-taught topic that the candidates clearly enjoyed.

Examiner Comments

This response contains great extended detail for an
example of flora – cactus, and fauna – camel. It was
awarded maximum marks for content and two marks
for SPaG because of the simple punctuation and
spelling errors.
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:
•

Double check on literacy on SPaG responses to ensure marks aren't being carelessly
lost. Ensure all sentences start with a capital and end with a full stop. Avoid using
capitals mid-sentence unless spelling a place name or other proper noun. Take care
when structuring responses to ensure answers are clear and easy to read.

•

Ensure answers to questions with the command terms 'outline', 'describe' and 'explain'
include developed statements.

•

When drawing diagrams to support written explanations, include annotations, symbols
or coding to highlight key features. Make sure you refer to your diagram in your written
answer.

•

Take care when selecting case studies for questions, ensure that they are relevant to the
question.

•

Read questions carefully, as marks are lost by candidates referring to 'impacts' rather
than 'responses' and 'economic' rather than 'environmental'.

•

When describing a map or graph, make sure your response includes accurate compass
directions or axis readings.

•

On questions where SPaG is being assessed, try to maximise the effective use of subject
specific terms.

•

On extended response questions, location specific knowledge can often be used to
enhance an answer, even when not specifically requested in the question.

•

Learn terminology thoroughly which will enhance understanding of the questions being
asked and so improve responses.
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