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Introduction 

This report covers responses from the Higher Tier paper of GCSE Geography 
Specification B. This one-hour paper comprised of four compulsory sections and two 
optional topics. Each section started with a resource-based activity followed by two 
extending questions. The question paper was designed to be progressively more 
difficult. The aim of the unit/paper was to provide candidates with a broad and varied 
understanding of the natural environment. The paper required candidates to apply a 
range of skills. Candidates needed to be able to interpret and read maps, diagrams 
and charts. The final questions in parts 7 and 8 included a SPaG (spelling, punctuation 
and grammar) element, totalling three marks. 
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Question 1(a)(i) 

The majority of candidates correctly identified the boundary as a constructive margin. 
Incorrect statements generally identified alternative boundaries (particularly 
conservative) or named a plate type (eg oceanic). 

Question 1a(ii) 

The vast majority of candidates produced accurate answers to this question. As the 
command word was ‘name’, candidates were only required to identify a potential 
landform. Volcanoes and mountains were the most common responses. Candidates 
who failed to score usually identified hazards (eg earthquakes or explosive eruptions) 
or named types of crustal plate (oceanic or continental) rather than giving a landform.  
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Question 1(b) 

A surprisingly large number of candidates failed to score full marks on this question. 
Candidates were required to describe one action (ie identify (1 mark), develop (1 
mark)), however a significant number of responses failed to include sufficient 
extension and therefore dropped the development mark. Overly simplistic extensions, 
such as ‘houses can be made earthquake proof to stop them falling over’, were 
disappointingly common for Higher Tier candidates. Comments relating to magnitude 
were common but rarely attained the development mark. Candidates often attempted 
to extend this point by simply stating that ‘a magnitude 8 earthquake is stronger than 
a 3’ without going on to say ‘this will cause more violent shaking and a greater chance 
of building collapse’. 
   

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a clear and accurate response. Evacuation drills are identified 
and developed. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a common response. The vague statement suggests the need 
for earthquake-proof buildings but there is insufficient development for 
full marks. 
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Question 1(c) 

This question created a varied quality of response. Although most candidates were 
able to identify two reasons to explain differences in the destructiveness of 
earthquakes, there was often a lack of development. A number of candidates seemed 
to believe that seismographs and the Richter scale are ways of predicting future 
quakes. A large number of candidates suggested that earthquakes can be predicted so 
far in advance that full evacuations can take place. Many candidates confused the 
terms ‘epicentre’ and ‘focus’ and interchanged the definitions.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a strong response. There is detailed explanation of how levels of 
development can result in one earthquake being more hazardous than 
another. Developing statements relate to FEMA and the role it plays in 
organising emergency services and ensuring quick evacuations. The 
candidate also highlights the importance of building design. 
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Question 2(a) 

The majority of candidates produced strong responses on this question. For full marks 
candidates needed to include accurate graph readings. As the focus of the question 
was changes on CO2, candidates were required to include data that proved a 
change, therefore a single date reading, such as ‘80,000 years ago there was 218ppm 
of CO2’ was insufficient for a data mark.  

 

 

examiner comment 

The candidate fails to score full marks as the final statement attempts 
to explain recent rises in carbon dioxide rather than adding additional 
description. 

 

examiner tip 

Always include at least one accurate reading when describing a graph. 
When using data to prove a change, two readings will be needed to 
illustrate the difference. 
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examiner comment 

This response scores three points in the first four lines. It identifies the 
recent increase (one mark), gives two accurate readings to 
demonstrate the rise (one mark) and includes a calculation to illustrate 
the rapid change (one mark). 
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Question 2(b) 

The vast majority of candidates scored both marks on this question. Some 
dropped marks by explaining why the challenge occurred rather actually describing 
what the challenge is, eg ‘melting ice caps is leading to an increase in sea levels’. A 
significant number of candidates made reference to Britain being overwhelmed by 
tourists; these statements were not credited as most people would view a boom in 
tourism as a positive factor.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a typical full marks response. 
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Question 2(c) 

There were a large number of strong responses to this question. The majority of 
candidates focused on the 'Little Ice Age’ and concentrated on the impact of falling 
temperatures on crop yields. A significant number of candidates failed to score on this 
question by failing to refer to a ‘past’ period of climate change. Some candidates lost 
marks by mixing up the end of the ‘Ice Age’ with the ‘Little Ice age’, resulting in 
confused statements and responses that were difficult to understand.  

 

 

examiner comment 

The candidate scored no marks as the response appears to refer to 
recent rather than past climate change. 

 

examiner tip 

Past climate change refers to pre-20th century changes, such as the 
‘Little Ice Age’ or ‘Medieval Warm Period’. 
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examiner comment 

The candidate describes the impact of the ‘Little Ice Age’ on a range of 
factors, including farming and personal health. The structure is a little 
confused, resulting in the candidate wasting time by making more 
points than necessary. 

 

 

examiner tip 

On ‘describe’ and ‘explain’ questions aim to develop two or three ideas 
rather than a long list of statements with little real extension. Try to 
follow this structure: (1) identify a point, (2) suggest its impact and (3) 
indicate why it is important. For example, ‘During the Little Ice Age 
farmers struggled to grow crops (one mark) resulting in food prices 
rising (two marks). Some people could not afford the higher prices and 
faced starvation (three marks). 
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Question 3(a) 

Most candidates produced strong responses to this question. Some candidates lost 
marks by making overly vague statements, such as suggesting that the rainforest is 
found in ’the North West of Africa’ when there is no tropical forest in Morocco or 
Western Sahara. A significant number of candidates dropped marks by explaining 
rather than describing the pattern of biome distribution. Some candidates lost marks 
by locating other biomes rather than focusing on the tropical rainforest.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is another example of explanation rather than description. 

 

 

examiner tip 

When describing a location, always use compass points and where 
appropriate refer to the scale line. Avoid generalised statements such 
as ‘in the middle’ or the ‘the top part’ as these will not be credited. 
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Question 3(b) 

Candidates were required to identify and describe a management measure for full 
marks. Local (eg reserves or coastal zoning) and global (eg CITES convention) actions 
were credited. As with similar questions on this theme in previous years, a sizeable 
number of candidates failed to score full marks by only making simplistic statements, 
these usually referred to forestry initiatives, such as replanting schemes or bans on 
logging. These answers rarely referred to the concept of sustainable resource 
management and so lacked the extension necessary for full marks.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a clear and accurate response. 

 
 
 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a vague statement. No specific management measure is named. 
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Question 3(c) 

Responses to this question varied in quality. Most candidates correctly identified at 
least one factor affecting concentrations of CO2 and oxygen, with many scoring three 
marks by outlining the process of photosynthesis. Full mark responses tended to 
additionally refer to methane production from livestock, although some candidates did 
extend their response by referring to carbon sinks.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a clear and accurate response. The candidate refers to CO2, 

oxygen and methane. 
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examiner comment 

This response identifies the role of plants in balancing carbon dioxide 
and oxygen. There is insufficient development for additional extension 
marks. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Try to include geographical terms in your responses wherever possible. 
Inclusion of terms such as ‘photosynthesis’ and ‘carbon sinks’ will often 
gain you additional marks by increasing the sophistication of 
your answer.   
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Question 4(a) 

A relatively large number of candidates dropped marks on this question. Common 
incorrect responses included (a) referring to the pumpkin tank as long-lasting (it is 
built from clay and straw, and therefore designed as a temporary measure); (b) 
suggestions that the pumpkin tank will provide a guaranteed source of water (the 
scheme is based on rainfall, so this is not necessarily the case); and (c) comment 
suggesting the water will be clean or that the pumpkin tank itself somehow preserves 
the water.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a typical correct response. 
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examiner comment 

This statement is overly simplistic. As the stored water will be used for 
cooking, washing and irrigation it is unlikely to last a long time. For a 
village suffering drought, the pumpkin tank would only be a short-term 
solution. 
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Question 4(b) 

A surprisingly large number of candidates lost marks on this question by failing to 
name a specific large-scale water management project; generic statements, eg about 
dams, were insufficient. As candidates were required to describe one problem, those 
who listed several rather than providing an extending statement were limited to half 
marks. A number of candidates went off focus, referring to inappropriate measures 
such as flood defence schemes and biosphere conservation projects.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a generic response. 

 

examiner tip 

When asked for a named example, failure to include a specific location 
will result in lost marks. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is an accurate and clear response. 

 

examiner tip 

Take care when referring to specific case study destinations. Try not to 
mix up locations as comments that do not relate to a candidate’s 
named region will not be credited.   
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Question 4(c) 

As with previous part (c) questions, the quality of response to this one varied widely. 
Most candidates were able to identify at least one reason for increased aridity, with 
over-extraction and climate change being the most common responses. 
Unfortunately, few candidates were able to make meaningful developments. Global 
warming responses tended to focus on the causes of climate change rather than its 
impact on water supplies (eg reduced rainfall in semi-arid areas or higher 
temperatures leading to increased evaporation). A considerable number of candidates 
outlined the effects of water scarcity rather than focusing on the causes of increased 
aridity.  

 

 

examiner comment 

Although the first statement refers to over-extraction by arable 
farming, the rest of the response goes off focus by referring to poor soil 
management and deforestation without any further links to increased 
aridity. 
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examiner comment 

This response identifies global warming as a factor leading to increased 
aridity and extends with a brief statement suggesting climate change is 
responsible for unreliable rainfall patterns. However, the remainder of 
the response focuses on problems resulting from increased aridity 
rather than the causes. 
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Question 5(a) 

Most candidates were able to pick up marks on this question. The majority correctly 
stated that groynes act like a trap, holding beach material back (one mark) and 
extended their response by describing/showing the movement of longshore drift (one 
mark). The most common route to full marks involved explanations of swash and 
backwash (one mark). There were a lot of easy-to-understand and clearly 
labelled illustrations on this question, with many candidates scoring all three marks on 
the diagram alone.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a strong response, with accurate written explanation and clearly 
drawn supporting diagram. 
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examiner comment 

This is a typical two-point response. It outlines the process of 
longshore drift and identifies the trapping role of groynes but lacks the 
necessary sophistication required for full marks. 

 

 

examiner tip 

When drawing a diagram to support a written response, try to add as 
many labels as possible. It is often possible to score maximum marks 
with an accurately drawn and well-annotated diagram. 
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Question 5(b) 

Responses to this question varied considerably. At Level 1, candidates were required 
to simply identify a coastal feature, such as a landform or type of defence. A large 
number of weaker responses focused on rates of erosion rather than features. 
Candidates who outlined the various processes of erosion but failed to explain how 
these affect coastal features were limited to Level 1. A significant number of candidate 
lost marks by mixing up the landforms associated with soft and hard rocks, eg 
candidates commonly stated that stacks and stumps were features associated with 
soft rock coastlines. Many candidates also gave inappropriate examples, with 
limestone/chalk frequently being referred to as a soft rock.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a good response. The candidate identifies features associated 
with both hard and soft rock coastlines and includes appropriate 
geographical terms. A couple of confused comments prevent full 
marks. 

 

 

examiner tip 

To progress on levelled response questions (six marks or more), 
candidates need to show a high quality of written communication. 
These marks are gained by having a clearly structured response and by 
making effective use of subject-specific terms. 
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examiner comment 

The candidate makes only brief comments. Most of the response is not 
focused on coastal features. 
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Question 6(a) 

The majority of candidates struggled to score well on this question. Diagrams were 
generally of a poor standard. Few candidates appear to have more than a basic 
understanding of floodplain formation. Most candidates scored by stating that the 
floodplain usually becomes inundated when the river is in flood (one mark). The most 
common advancement related to silt being deposited (one mark). Very few candidates 
offered additional details such as the impact of meander migration, the formation of 
alluvium soils, etc. 

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a typical response. It seems to be describing how washlands 
prevent flooding rather than explaining the formation of floodplains. 
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Question 6(b) 

Some candidates answered this question using their knowledge of large-scale water 
management projects. Although this wasn’t the intended response when the question 
was written, dams are a form flood defence and therefore these responses were 
credited. Case study selection was of major importance on this question. The best 
answers tended to focus on locations that have extensive flood management 
schemes, such as York (Foss Barrier, over-flow channels, residential floodgates, raised 
walls, etc). Some locations (eg Sheffield) generally failed to score high marks as only 
limited flood defences have been built, resulting in candidates focusing on the 
consequences of past flooding rather than the measures taken to prevent future 
floods.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a weak response. Statements are generic and include little 
development. 

 

 

examiner tip 

When asked to focus an answer on a named location, choosing the 
most appropriate case study is often the key to success. Take care to 
ensure your chosen case study includes sufficient information to attain 
top marks.    
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examiner comment 

Although this candidate has referred to a water management scheme 
rather than flood prevention project, the chosen case study 
was suitable as one of the key aims of the Three Gorges Dam was flow 
regulation and flood control. Although the candidate lists a number of 
costs and benefits, there is insufficient development to reach Level 3. 

 

 

examiner tip 

On levelled responses (six marks or more) that request either named 
locations or examples, the inclusion of specific case study information 
is essential for Level 3. Many candidates lose marks by giving a named 
location but then including only generic statements that could relate to 
any similar location. 
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Question 7(a) 

Answers to this question often included repetitive statements. Candidates were not 
awarded twice for identifying two primary consumers or given two marks for stating 
that different animals further up the food chain would be affected by a reduction in 
plankton. For full marks candidates needed to do more than simply identify the 
importance of plankton to primary and secondary consumers, eg they 
may have highlighted plankton as the keystone species or identified that plankton is a 
producer.  

 

 

examiner comment 

The candidate identifies the impact on two trophic levels, but the 
response lacks the sophistication needed to gain full marks. Naming 
several animals affected in the same way did not score additional 
marks as these kinds of statements were considered repetitive. 
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examiner comment 

This response identifies one impact and then makes several 
repetitive/confused statements. 
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Question 7(b) 

As the focus of this question was global actions, candidates who referred to only local 
responses were restricted to Level 1. Most Level 1 responses referred to the need for 
global actions (eg to prevent habitat loss or animal extinction) rather than providing 
information on an action. For Level 2 candidates were required to develop a global 
action; while two or more actions were needed for Level 3. Alternatively, candidates 
could progress through the levels by explaining why global, rather than local, actions 
are needed to ensure the health of the oceans. In reality, most Level 3 responses 
included a combination of both routes.     

There were a fair number of strong responses to this question. Candidates were often 
able to show a good knowledge of specific global actions (eg UNCLOS, Helsinki 
Convention, CITES, etc) and explanations often made appropriate use of terminology 
(habitats, nursery grounds, extinction, over-fishing, eutrophication, coral bleaching, 
etc). Weak Level 2 responses tended to pick up marks unconvincingly by quoting a 
global action such as UNCLOS, but then giving a bland generalised answer referring to 
the need to stop polluting/over-fishing without any specific facts or links.    

 

 

examiner comment 

This simplistic response identifies a limited range of problems that 
could occur if we do nothing, rather than explaining the importance of 
global actions we have taken. Vocabulary is basic with few geographical 
terms. Basic grammar and punctuation score one SPaG mark. 

 

examiner tip 

Three marks are available for spelling, punctuation and grammar for 
the final questions in sections 7 and 8. As this could make the 
difference between grades, check your response if you have time. Look 
for careless mistakes (eg no capitals at the start of sentences or 
random capitals elsewhere) and make sure geographical terms (place 
names and subject-specific vocabulary) are spelt correctly. 
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examiner comment 

The candidate identifies a range of specific global actions and outlines 
their role in maintaining ocean health. A little more development is 
needed for full marks. 
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Question 8(a) 

Although there were lots of good responses to this question, some candidates failed to 
score by going off focus and explaining (a) plant adaptations, (b) building/clothing 
design or (c) fishing/hunting techniques rather than farm adaptations.  

Candidates who chose to focus on Polar Regions could achieve full marks comfortably 
by simply using the stimulus photo and discussing the need for artificial heat and light 
in order to grow fruit and vegetables. Candidates who chose to concentrate on hot 
arid locations tended to use their own knowledge rather than the stimulus photo. Hot 
arid responses most commonly referred to water management techniques, such as 
diguettes (LEDCs) and groundwater irrigation techniques (MEDCs). Some candidates 
failed to score by focusing their answer on actions not explicitly related to the extreme 
climate (eg fertiliser use); these were only credited when clearly linked to the climate, 
eg ‘fertilisers could be used to improve the quality of thin soils’.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This response goes a off focus, explaining why adaptation is needed 
rather than how it is achieved. 



 

GCSE Geography 5GB1H 01 
 

33

 

 

examiner comment 

This answer describes how people in polar regions hunt/fish for food. 
As the question focus was farming, not hunting, the response does 
not answer the question. 
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Question 8(b) 

As with Q7(b), the focus of this question was global actions, so candidates who 
referred to only local responses were restricted to Level 1. Most Level 1 
responses gave the need for global actions (eg to prevent drought in hot arid areas or 
ice sheets melting in polar regions) rather than describing an international action. For 
Level 2, candidates were required to develop a global action; detailed extension was 
needed for Level 3. Alternatively, candidates could progress through the levels by 
explaining why global, rather than local, actions are needed to protect extreme 
environments. Although fewer candidates than on Q7(b) were able to name specific 
global actions, many were able to write strong responses by focusing in more detail 
on the need for global action.  

 

 

examiner comment 

This is a strong Level 2 answer, which outlines the need for global 
action and explains the system of carbon transfers between 
countries/organisations. 

 

 

examiner tip 

Three marks are available for spelling, punctuation and grammar for 
the final questions in sections 7 and 8. As this could make the 
difference between grades, check your response if you have time. Look 
for careless mistakes (eg no capitals at the start of sentences or 
random capitals elsewhere) and make sure geographical terms (place 
names and subject-specific vocabulary) are spelt correctly. 



 

GCSE Geography 5GB1H 01 
 

35

Summary 

Common technique errors: 

● Too many candidates are still just listing for questions that require extension. 

● Key vocabulary is too often ‘overlooked’ or misunderstood, eg 
challenge/past/large-scale. 

● A sizeable number of candidates are still explaining on describe questions. 

● Poor use of vocabulary is often holding down responses. 

● Candidates often fail to include adequate location-specific information when 
responding to questions that ask for examples or a case study focus. 

● SPaG marks are carelessly lost through sloppy grammar and incorrect spellings of 
key geographical terms. 

Common content errors: 

● Few candidates were able to identify a constructive plate boundary. 

● Many candidates seemed to believe earthquakes can be predicted long in advance 
using seismographs or the Richter Scale. 

● A relatively large number of candidates were unable to describe how national 
parks conserve the biosphere. 

● Candidates frequently mixed up hard and soft rock coastal features. 

● Floodplain formation is not widely understood. 



 

GCSE Geography 5GB1H 01 36 

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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