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Introduction
This report covers responses from the Higher Tier Unit 1 paper of GCSE 
Geography Specification B.

This was the first Higher paper to be produced following the revision of the specification and 
return to linear assessment. The paper had a new format with more questions requiring 
extended written responses. Due to this higher demand, the paper's time allocation was 
increased to 1 hour and 15 minutes. As with previous versions of the paper, Section A 
(Questions 1 to 4) was compulsory; whilst candidates were required to select a topic from 
Sections B (Rivers or Coasts) and C (Marine or Extreme Environments). In the optional 
sections, questions on Coasts and Extreme Environments remained the most popular, with 
approximately two thirds of candidates opting for them.

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 (a)
The vast majority of candidates produced accurate answers to this question. As the 
command word is ‘state’ candidates only needed to name a potential impact. There was no 
requirement for candidates to provide extending statements. Some candidates lost marks 
by referring to the direct impact of pyroclastic flows which stopped some distance from 
Kelso on the map. Marks were awarded to candidates who linked the pyroclastic flows to 
water contamination, as this secondary effect could have affected the town.

This response outlines how the lahar could impact 
transport in the Kelso area so is awarded 1 mark. The 
second statement was not credited as the pyroclastic 
flows stop approximately 30km away from the town.

Examiner Comments
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Question 1 (b)
Candidates could respond to this question with a diagram, a written explanation or a 
combination of both. Most chose to include a diagram and supporting text. The majority 
of candidates were able to identify that these currents occur in the mantle (1 mark) and 
that they are made of large swirls of circulating magma (1 mark). Higher scoring candidates 
often developed their response by referring to differences in temperature or density (1 
mark) and outlining how these currents pull at the crust to cause movement (1 mark). A 
large number of candidates scored 3 marks on this question; many dropped a mark by 
failing to link the convection current to plate movements. 

This is a detailed and informative response. 
There is excellent use of subject specific 
vocabulary. Full marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Diagram correctly illustrates the circular nature of the 
current and shows their location, i.e. in the mantle. 
Additional mark from text as the candidate refers to 
heat (radioactive decay) driving the movement.

Examiner Comments

On questions where candidates can respond 
using a diagram and some text, candidates must 
ensure their written answer adds to their 
diagram rather than simply repeating in words 
what their diagram shows in illustration. 
Repetitive statements score no extra marks.

Examiner Tip
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Question 1 (c)
The developing world is extremely diverse ranging from poor countries to locations such 
as Mexico and China which have spent vast sums developing earthquake proof buildings, 
particularly in their more wealthy cities. As such all reasonable suggestions, ranging from 
basic through stones and lightweight roofs to advanced pendulum counterweights, were 
credited. Many candidates extended their answers through the use of location specific 
examples. To reach Level 3 candidates were required to clearly explain the impact of 
their chosen design features e.g. steel cross bracing can be used to add strength to the 
walls. Steel also bends instead of snapping reducing the likelihood of building collapse and 
therefore reducing injuries/deaths from falling masonry. Some candidates lost marks by 
explaining preparations (e.g. drills) or responses rather than focusing on hazard-resistant 
designs. 

This is a strong response which scored 5 marks. There are 
three design features identified with some explanation. A 
more detailed explanation of their impact is needed for full 
marks, e.g. instead of simply stating that this will protect 
people and property the candidate needed to explain how the 
ring beam would stop floors collapsing and crushing residents.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (a)
The vast majority of candidates scored both marks on this question. A small number 
dropped marks by referring to the post 1350 period; others lost marks by giving incorrect 
graph readings. 

2 marks were awarded for a clear 
description with accurate graph readings.

Examiner Comments

On questions which require the extraction of evidence from a 
resource (e.g. map or graph) it is often a good idea to generalise 
any data reading with terms such as 'approximately', 'roughly' or 
'just above' to limit the likelihood of incorrect statements.

Examiner Tip



GCSE Geography B 5GB1H 01 9

Question 2 (b)
Candidates could refer to a wide range of factors in their response to this question, 
including man-made climate change and the impact of natural factors such as volcanic 
eruptions and sunspots. Some of the best responses tended to focus on the impact of the 
enhanced greenhouse effect, specifically linking the melting of Arctic ice to shifts in the 
Gulf Stream. Some candidates lost marks by being overly simplistic, describing how they 
expected the UK's climate to change rather than explaining why.

This response identifies a potential cause of climate 
change (sunspots) and explains these could lead to a 
temperature increase. The remainder of the response 
is off focus explaining how the UK could be affected 
by rising temperatures rather than explaining another 
potential cause. 2 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Full marks were awarded for a clear explanation 
of global warming which links greenhouse gases 
from the burning fossil fuels to solar radiation 
becoming trapped in the atmosphere.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (c)
This question focused on why the impacts of climate change are likely to be more severe in 
developing countries. As such, to achieve a high level, candidates had to link the impacts of 
climate change to development, e.g. candidates could suggest that droughts would be more 
severe in developing countries due to a lack of large scale water management schemes. 
Candidates who explained the impacts but failed to link these to the destination's level 
of development were restricted to Level 1 marks. For example, an answer which referred 
to the higher flood risk in Bangladesh due to melting glaciers and increased cyclone activity 
would only attain a Level 1 score. To progress to Level 2 the increased flood risk needed 
to be linked to a development factor, e.g. a lack of funds to finance expensive coastline 
defences.

The response below scored 5 marks.

This answer identifies two valid reasons 
(the importance of farming and a lack of 
money) and provides an explanation of their 
importance. There is insufficient explanation 
for full marks. The middle section of the 
response simply explains a potential impact 
of future climate change - there is no link to 
development.

Examiner Comments

Although there was no requirement to name 
a specific developing country, the strongest 
responses tended to be based on a case study 
destination. The inclusion of location specific 
details is often an effective way of adding 
depth and development to a generic response.

Examiner Tip
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This is an example of an answer which scored 2 marks.

There is a basic outline of the potential effects 
of climate change on Bangladesh with an 
incorrect reference to tsunamis. No attempt 
is made to link the suggested impacts to 
Bangladesh's level of development.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a)
The vast majority of candidates produced strong responses to this question. Most commonly 
candidates linked commercial logging to furniture manufacture or construction. Another 
popular response identified an increase in meat production from the expansion of cattle 
ranching and linked this to growing exports. 

Question 3 (b)
This question appears to have been answered well by most candidates. Candidates 
were required to describe two conservation techniques. A single management strategy 
with detailed extension could score 3 marks. The best responses tended to refer to the 
legal protection provided by national park status and the role played by international 
organisations such as RAMSAR or CITES. As with previous questions on this topic, overly 
simplistic references to sustainable forestry were again common. Basic responses which 
referred to ‘planting a new tree for everyone cut down’ only scored 1 mark. Answers which 
suggested ‘stopping’ harmful activities, such as deforestation, but didn’t refer to a specific 
action were also only awarded a single mark.

Two conservation methods are identified 
and clearly explained for full marks.

Examiner Comments
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2 marks were awarded for this answer. Two actions are 
identified but development is insufficient to gain the 
explanation marks. Simply stating that national parks 
stop people from harming the environment is too vague, 
to gain the extension marks the candidate needed to 
explain how national parks are protected, e.g. through 
laws which prevent harmful activities.

Examiner Comments

Both the 'Describe' and 'Explain' command terms require 
extension for full marks. Listed responses to this type 
of question will only score a maximum of half marks.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (c)
There were two main components to this question: (a) to achieve a high score candidates 
were required to refer to both soils and altitude, at least one factor needed to be clearly 
explained for the candidate to reach Level 3; and (b) candidates needed to link altitude and 
soils to eco-system distribution. For example, a Level 3 response needed to outline how 
eco-systems can transition from forests to grasslands as altitude increases or how specific 
vegetation is associated with certain soil types e.g. alpine plants with acidic soils. A common 
mistake on this question was for candidates to mix-up altitude with latitude. 

This response scored 5 marks.

The candidate describes the impact of altitude on 
temperature and explains how impermeable bedrock can 
lead to nutrient deficient soils and little vegetation. Both 
factors have been included with some explanation. For 
full marks the candidate needed to link these changes to 
specific biomes, e.g. the candidate could have explained 
how lower temperatures in mountainous regions on the 
equator result in tundra like vegetation rather than the 
expected tropical forest associated with this latitude.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (a)
The vast majority of candidates scored full marks on this question. A small number lost 
marks by simply extracting data rather than identifying changes.

This response failed to score any marks.

There is a general description of the chart 
with no reference to changes between dates.

Examiner Comments
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This response, on the other hand, was awarded full marks.

This is a strong response; the main changes are 
identified and evidenced with graph readings.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (b)
There were many strong responses to this question. The best answers tended to focus on 
fertilisers causing eutrophication. Some candidates lost marks on this question by going off 
focus, referring to water quantity rather than quality. Overly simplistic comments, e.g. ‘this 
will pollute the water’ were not credited; candidates were required to explain how the water 
was polluted. A relatively large number of candidates lost marks by linking the process of 
eutrophication to pesticides - pesticides are toxic chemicals which poison the water rather 
than promote algae growth. 

The following answer was awarded all 4 marks.

This is a strong response. The candidate 
explains the impact of both fertilisers and 
pesticides on water quality.

Examiner Comments
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This answer was awarded 2 marks.

This answer explains the impact of pesticides on water 
quality. However, the final three lines suggest how 
this reduction in water quality could affect the local 
population rather than developing the response with a 
further example or greater detail.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 (c)
Most candidates made a good attempt at answering this question. Responses which 
correctly linked potential changes reached Level 2, e.g. higher temperatures will result in 
more evaporation, higher rainfall and greater surface runoff. Level 3 responses required 
more in-depth explanation and usually referred to both stores and transfers. Some 
candidates lost marks by suggesting how changes in the hydrological cycle might affect local 
populations rather than answering the question. A reasonably large number of candidates 
felt that climate change would 'increase' the cycle.

The answer which follows was awarded full marks.

The candidate clearly explains two 
impacts. There is excellent use of 
subject terminology. Impacts have been 
clearly linked with the correct sequence.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (a) (i)
The majority of candidates scored full marks on this question. Some responses failed 
to score as they focused on the groynes rather than the sea wall. As the question asks 
candidates to ‘outline one’, candidates that listed several benefits only scored 1 mark. 
Candidates were required to identify the benefit and provide development, e.g. long lasting 
(1 mark), so in the long-term will be cost effective (1 mark). 

2 marks were awarded for a valid benefit 
(stops erosion) with development (by 
reflecting the waves back to sea).

Examiner Comments
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1 mark was awarded because although a 
benefit was identified (stops erosion) there 
was no attempt to extend the response.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (a) (ii)
Candidates could score full marks by developing a single point or giving two. 

Although there were a lot of full mark responses to this question, a surprisingly high number 
of candidates lost a mark by making repetitive statements, e.g. the sea wall is an eye sore, 
making the coastline ugly.

2 marks were awarded for this response, 
an objection is identified (spoils view) 
and developed (may decrease tourism).

Examiner Comments

Only 1 mark was awarded for this answer as 
the response includes repetitive statements.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5 (b)
Level 1 responses tended to outline the characteristics of destructive waves and/or made 
vague comments relating to destructive waves causing erosion. Most candidates were 
able to provide sufficient explanation to reach Level 2. Responses at this level tended to 
link destructive waves to specific erosional processes. They often referred to a range of 
coastal landforms. To reach Level 3 candidates needed to make a clear statement outlining 
the importance of destructive waves and/or explain the role of an additional process. 
Basic statements simply referring to cliffs/arches collapse weren’t sufficient to warrant the 
awarding of Level 3 marks. Although a significant number of candidates produced strong 
Level 2 answers, few included the level of detail required for Level 3. 

The following answer is a top Level 2 response.

This is a strong response. The impact of 
destructives on beach size and the rate 
of erosion are clearly explained. Waves 
are linked to specific landforms. The 
explanation of landform formation could 
have been more detailed - crack to stack 
explanation is basically a list of landforms.

Examiner Comments
When questions refer to natural processes 
you should try to be as specific as 
possible, e.g. refer to hydraulic action 
and corrasion rather than simply stating 
erosion. To maximise your marks these 
processes should be defined and linked 
to general changes being described.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6 (a) (i)
As with Question 5(a)(i), this question asked candidates to ‘outline one’. As such, candidates 
were required to identify a benefit and provide development, e.g. relatively cheap to build 
(1 mark); meaning lower value farmland can be protected (1 mark). It would appear that 
some candidates don’t understand how levees reduce flood risk, with several incorrectly 
claiming that they ‘lower river levels', 'soaked up excess water' or 'make the river 
straighter'. 

This answer was awarded 2 marks - 
the candidate clearly explains how the 
levee reduces flood risk.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6 (a) (ii)
As with the previous question, candidates were required to develop a point rather than list 
several. This question was answered correctly by the majority of candidates.

A disadvantage is identified (takes up land) 
and developed (less space for alternative land 
uses) so the answer scores both marks.

Examiner Comments

In this example a disadvantage is identified but 
there is no attempt to develop the response so 
only 1 mark was awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6 (b)
Level 1 responses briefly referred to the process of deposition (i.e. material is dropped) 
and/or simplistically linked the process to one or two landforms, most commonly floodplains 
or meanders. Candidates needed to include explanation to reach Level 2. Candidates at 
this level often explained where and why deposition occurs as well as describing how it 
contributes to the formation of at least one landform. To reach Level 3 candidates were 
required to make a clear statement outlining the importance of deposition and/or explain 
the role of an additional process. Level 3 responses most often explained how both 
deposition and erosion work together in the formation of meanders/ox-bow lakes. 

This is a top Level 2 response.

There is a good explanation of how deposition is involved 
in the formation of a range of landforms and excellent 
use of subject specific terms is displayed. Although the 
candidate refers to 'erosion', the contribution of this 
process in landform development needed to be more 
clearly explained for the candidate to reach Level 3 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (a) (i)
Although the majority of candidates scored well on this question, a surprisingly high number 
lost marks by referring to locations other than Madagascar or by mixing up their compass 
directions.

This response failed to score any marks.

The following example scored both marks.

There is no information on the 
distribution of threatened coral reefs.

Examiner Comments

This is a clear and accurate response.

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (a) (ii)
The vast majority of candidates scored both marks on this question. As the question refers 
to the generic ‘marine eco-systems’, there was no requirement for candidates to focus 
their answer on coral reefs. Candidates could choose to explain why some mangroves or 
continental shelves are more threatened than others.

This is a good response - a threat is 
identified and clearly developed. 2 marks 
were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Question 7 (b)
Most candidates reached Level 2 on this question by producing responses which described 
a range of local actions and included some explanation of their impact. Answers were most 
commonly based on St Lucia. To reach Level 3 candidates were expected to provide detailed 
information on two or more local actions as well as clearly explaining their impact. It was 
often a lack of impact which restricted responses to Level 2 marks. Some candidates went 
off focus, referring to international / global actions e.g. UN Laws of the Sea.

This response was of low Level 2 standard.

There are a range of local actions 
identified with some extension. More 
detailed explanation and some detail on 
impact is needed for a higher score.

Examiner Comments

Although there was no specific requirement to 
include case study knowledge, the best responses 
to this question were location based. The addition of 
case study specifics often results in a more detailed 
response, with greater description and explanation.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8 (a) (i)
Candidates performed well in their responses to this question. As with Question 7(a)(i), a 
surprisingly large number of candidates lost marks by confusing east and west. 

Full marks were awarded for two valid statements.

Examiner Comments
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Question 8 (a) (ii)
Candidates had two potential routes for answering this question - Route 1: Responses could 
outline the impact of out migration on the community left behind, e.g. candidates could 
identify the problems caused by out migration - i.e. an increasingly ageing population and 
insufficient workers for physically demanding roles such as hunting. Route 2: Answers could 
outline why so many natives have decided to move away e.g. poor job opportunities, tough 
living conditions, impact of climate change on traditional activities such as fishing.

Question 8 (b)
Responses to this question varied sharply. A relatively large number of candidates struggled 
to provide even basic information on local actions, sometimes confusing them with global 
responses, such as the Kyoto protocols or the Antarctic Treaty. As with Question 7(b) 
to reach Level 2, a response should describe at least one local action and include some 
explanation of its impact. To reach Level 3 candidates were expected to provide detailed 
information on two or more local actions as well as a clear explanation of their impact. 

2 marks were awarded for the identified 
threat with basic development.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

•	 Double check 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 pronoun. Take care when structuring 
responses to ensure answers are clear and easy to read.

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

•	 When drawing diagrams to support written explanations, include annotations, symbols 
or coding to highlight key features. Make sure your written labels include extended 
statements or your illustration will provide little assistance beyond Level 1. Poor 
selection of questions can make full marks difficult / impossible to achieve.

•	 Take care when selecting case study locations for questions which require answers 
focused on a specific region or scheme. 

•	 Read questions carefully, most marks were lost on this paper by candidates referring 
to 'causes' rather than 'efforts', by describing 'economic' rather than 'environmental' 
impacts or by outlining 'local' instead of 'global' actions.

•	 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.

•	 Questions with the command term ‘Examine’ require the greatest level of depth and 
explanation. Look for opportunities to include linked information or to justify an opinion. 

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