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Introduction
This was second year of this style of geographical decision making paper, formerly and still 
informally known as a decision making exercise. Without a pre-released booklet the test for 
candidates was to absorb information from the resource booklet about a clearly defined set 
of geographical concepts and contexts before moving on to make a choice about the best 
way of moving forward. Candidates can draw on knowledge and understanding gathered 
from both of the other exam units and use a grasp of fairly generic concepts based around 
sustainability but also other themes. The most important skill is the ability to deconstruct 
questions successfully, which includes the comprehension of the key terms. To be precise 
it is obviously helpful to know why differences of opinion occur and what vocabulary to use 
to examine this. Thus terms such as economic, social, political and environmental thread 
through this type of exercise and candidates who are confident in using them have a ready-
made frame for answering several questions. Above all it is very useful to understand that 
almost all decisions are going to be compromises and that there will always be some who 
benefit more than others and always some who do not benefit at all. Even if not specifically 
asked to do so candidates would be well advised to consider, for example, whether short-
term gains might be offset by longer-term losses, an especially significant debate for 
almost any political decision. Having practised on last year’s paper and, perhaps, the 
Iceland sample paper many candidates produced sophisticated arguments in their extended 
answers, most notably on Question 4 but also on Questions 3 and 2(d). Even those who 
were less comfortable with the whole issue surrounding the aquifer were able to make some 
interesting comments about some of the other contentious issues. 
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Question 1 (a) (i)
Much depended on getting this question right given how central the present and future 
state of the aquifer is to the theme of this geographical decision paper. Hence it was clearly 
defined in the Resource Booklet and simply required candidates to find the appropriate 
reference and transcribe it here. It was surprising how many failed to do this effectively, 
and even more surprising that whatever they might have written in their response to this 
question how quickly some of them forgot it in subsequent questions.

This response scored both marks.

1 mark was awarded for this response.

Sometimes it is best to keep it simple - a two 
mark question with two points to make and an 
answer with those two points made.

Examiner Comments

Definitions are generally found in the 
Resource Booklet - why not highlight 
them as you read it through.

Examiner Tip

Some candidates offer explanatory 
information even though it isn't required. 
That sometimes, as in this case, is 
combined with a second descriptive point.

Examiner Comments

If asked to define it isn't necessary to add 
explanatory detail.

Examiner Tip
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Question 1 (a) (ii)
The point of this question was to get candidates to focus on how this is a fossil resource 
that is not renewable, at least not in reasonable time frames. As with Question 1 (a) (i) 
the answer was explicit in the Resource Booklet and the majority of candidates found it, 
although once again, they often didn’t all recollect this later when addressing the issues 
arising from the use of the aquifer. We also allowed generic explanations of how aquifers 
form.

This response did not score any marks.

This response scored 2 marks.

This was a common error - confusing 
the reason for the current dryness 
of the region and its unusual rainfall 
distribution with the past climatic 
regime that gave rise to the aquifer.

Examiner Comments

Be careful over tenses - 'was' formed - not 
why it isn't recharged.

Examiner Tip

Although the history here isn't quite 
right it does have a logic and grasps 
the significance of past climate.

Examiner Comments
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Question 1 (b)
The description of a distribution is a very well signalled question and a fundamental 
geographical skill. There were very many excellent answers but sadly not all candidates 
were able to carry out this task; some practice in this area is highly recommended. The 
maps provided offered scale and compass points to help and most saw that there are very 
many settlements >20 000 in the east. A few referred to this as the ‘right-hand side’ and a 
worryingly large cohort described this as ‘on the coast’. Some produced excellent answers 
referencing the unevenness of the distribution, its eastern dominance, the existence of 
anomalies and giving some data or detail to support. 

This answer scored 3 marks.

This is a good answer that adds some 
detail to a basic description and 
identifies particular places.

Examiner Comments

All maps offer scales and compass points - 
use them.

Examiner Tip
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This response was awarded 2 marks.

This is very much the same answer as 
in the previous example but without 
the local detail.

Examiner Comments

If you can identify places from a map to 
illustrate a point then do so.

Examiner Tip



8 GSCE Geography B 5GB3H 01

Question (1) (c)
Success here largely depended on the correct interpretation of the command word 
‘Examine'. This required a description of the inverse and unusual relationship, with 
precipitation decreasing with height but also an explanation for that which, once again, 
was fairly explicit in the Resource Booklet. The vast majority of candidates recognised 
the relationship and many used data effectively to support their understanding. Sadly, a 
substantial minority stopped at this point and made no attempt to explain the relationship. 
These candidates who didn't go beyond description were self-limiting and too many fell short 
of what was designed to be a reasonably accessible 4 marks.

This response did not gain credit.

A number of candidates found the maps 
difficult reflecting a general lack of 
map skills referred to elsewhere in this 
report. It is possible that this candidate 
wasn't using the correct resources. 

Examiner Comments
Practice map skills.

Examiner Tip
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All 4 marks were awarded for this response.

This is a good answer that uses data 
and detail from the map very effectively 
and includes an explanation.

Examiner Comments

Only a few command words are used in these 
examinations - make sure that you know them. 
'Examine' calls for a description AND an explanation.

Examiner Tip
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Question 1 (d)
The keyword in this question was ‘dependent’. As the mark scheme suggests the key ideas 
here, in reality, are likely to be the possible alternatives available through higher rainfall 
and more available river water reducing dependency and the level of demand. But it is also 
possible to argue that dependency is also a function of an excess of water availability in the 
aquifer leading to greater use and so, arguably, higher dependency. It was at this stage that 
a lack of understanding of the whole nature of an aquifer and its role in a dry region was, for 
some, exposed.

This response scored 4 marks.

This is a very well structured answer. It makes two 
points and makes sure that they are identified - 'One 
reason...' and 'Secondly...' and draws a conclusion, 
'Consequently...'. It also works on the data a little 
(e.g. it counts the number of 20000+ settlements in 
Nebraska).

Examiner Comments

If you can manipulate the data then do 
so - it shows that you understand it.

Examiner Tip
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This response did not gain any credit.

There is nothing about varied states of development in the Resource Booklet and whilst 
there will be variation in GDP per capita across the region it isn't clear why this would affect 
aquifer dependency. It is possible that, in common with others, this candidate has lost sight 
of the USA as the setting for this question rather than an LEDC case-study that they have 
learned elsewhere in their studies.

Examiner Comments

Use the booklet - many of the answers 
are to be found there.

Examiner Tip
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Question 1 (e)
The Resource Booklet identified the likely changes so it was left for the candidates 
to make the link with the aquifer. As with 1(d) this exposed some fairly fundamental 
misunderstandings of the nature of an aquifer with, for example, evaporation of the aquifer 
itself regarded as a risk of rising temperatures and, for some, a very uncertain chronology - 
with the Ice Age, in particular, proving to be a moveable feast. 

4 marks were awarded for this answer.

This is a strong response which identifies an appropriate climate change and draws 
sensible inferences about aquifer usage before adding some detail about the time-scale. 
Oddly it omits to clarify that the changes in climate will also affect recharge rates because 
of lower rainfall but there is enough here for full marks.

Examiner Comments
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This answer was awarded 1 mark.

This response has a terribly muddled 
chronology and only gets around to 
linking climate with the aquifer in a 
meaningful way in the last sentence. In 
common with some other candidates they 
confused past climate with future climate.

Examiner Comments

Highlight keywords and phrases, 'future 
climate change' in this case.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (a)
Any environment was allowable but most candidates concentrated on the changed biotic 
landscape as crops are now grown where natural grasslands existed before. However, there 
were other routes to two marks including changes to the hydrology. 

This answer scored 2 marks.

No credit was given for this response.

Despite the slightly uncomfortable phrasing evoking 
hazards there is an identifiable environmental 
change and a link to the irrigation systems.

Examiner Comments

This could be rescued if it was made 
clearer how this would happen. How 
exactly would the river(s) be affected?

Examiner Comments

Read back your answers to make sure 
that they are comprehensible.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (b)
As with Question 1 (b), this type of question is very well-known and certainly well signalled 
in both the Sample Assessment Materials and the 2014 paper. It is thus a little surprising 
that some candidates seemed very unconfident when reading data especially when 
presented as divided bar graphs, such as this one. Too many were disinclined to describe 
trends and changes preferring to present the figures and allow the reader to work out what 
the changes might be. So, rarely for GCSE students, it is a question of too much data and 
too little analysis of that data. 

All 4 marks were awarded for this response.

This is a strong answer with lots of data 
supporting points that relate to changes 
as requested. It addresses general 
trends but also spots fluctuations in 
those trends.

Examiner Comments

There are a number of 'problem' words 
in these skills questions - this one is 
'changes' - make sure that you know 
them and spot them.

Examiner Tip
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This response was awarded 2 marks.

This type of question will always 
require use of specific data from the 
resource. Non-numerate candidates 
need to be reminded to use that data.

Examiner Comments

If you have figures available then use them - 
remember that you cannot lose marks so don't 
be frightened to make mistakes.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (c)
There were some very good answers to this question which showed a sensitive 
understanding of just how profound the changes have been and were able to gather 
supporting evidence from the booklet and their own understanding of economic geography. 
The least visited area was the growth of industries based on the growing of industrial crops; 
an idea that had been sown in the previous question and elsewhere in the booklet. It was 
also an obvious opportunity for candidates to exploit their understanding of concepts such 
as the multiplier, which a few managed to do very successfully.

1 mark was awarded here.

This answer is typical of those candidates who 
haven't really absorbed the information available 
in the booklet, perhaps reading it as they go 
along and rather superficially at that, and thus 
offer some speculative comments instead with 
only a very partial use of offered information.

Examiner Comments

Read the booklet before you start 
answering questions to get an 
overview of the issues.

Examiner Tip
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This answer was awarded all 4 marks.

No credit was gained for this response.

This is a strong response from a candidate 
who appreciates that one thing might lead to 
another - in this case ethanol production.

Examiner Comments

There are some useful ideas for almost 
any conceivable decision making paper 
- the multiplier is one of those.

Examiner Tip

This is a simple enough confusion 
between economy and environment.

Examiner Comments

Make sure that you know your basic terms - 
economic, social, political and environmental 
causes and consequences - what are they?

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (d)
Sustainability is at the core of this unit including the very many different interpretations and 
issues surrounding the concept. Candidates were obliged to apply their understanding of 
this idea in a wholly new context but they had a good deal of information available to them 
to help in that process. By far the most popular choice was ‘sustainable’ and this was often 
supported with a sophisticated understanding of the need for careful conservation to ensure 
the long-term survival of this resource. However, there were other answers which made a 
decent case for the two alternatives.

6 marks were awarded for the following response.
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This answer was awarded 4 marks.

This is a strong answer but the candidate might 
have paid elsewhere for their rather convoluted 
writing style which might have made time short. 
This long answer could be trimmed by taking out 
the first sentence which is a truism and cutting 
the wordy 'I am of the opinion..' and a number of 
other redundant phrases. It's a good answer but 
could be much more succinct.

Examiner Comments

Don't repeat questions in answers - 
you might run out of time!

Examiner Tip

This is a typical mid-level response 
that gets into a bit of a muddle about 
recharging - 'the water never disappears'.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3
This question stimulated some excellent answers in which candidates could show off their 
understanding of the complexity of the responses to the transformation of the region 
by irrigation. The most interesting and most highly rewarded answers came from those 
candidates who appreciated that self-interest might play a major part as would belief 
systems. Most concentrated on the varied economic motives and rather marginalised faith 
whether it be the ‘environmentalist’ or indeed the particular version of Christianity offered 
here. 

The following is a Level 3 response.
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There are two different ideas here with just a hint of 
a third. Economic motives and geographic location 
are covered although the link with employment could 
be stronger. Some 'use the aquifer' more than others 
would be stronger if it became 'some jobs rely on the 
aquifer more than others'. Belief systems creep in 
with 'she is an environmentalist'.

Examiner Comments

In these longer answers look to 
make at least two developed points 
with evidence offered.

Examiner Tip
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This is also a Level 3 answer.
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This is a more sophisticated response than the other exemplar 
used. It makes a very strong link with economic self-interest but 
also addresses belief systems well. Wayne's more ambivalent 
relationship with the aquifer is the only real omission.

Examiner Comments

Try to make your opening sentence eye-
catching by making a clear statement.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
With a tariff of 9 marks to which the possible 3 marks of SPaG could be added this final 
question carried a little under a quarter of the total marks available. Thus it was very 
pleasing that so many centres had obviously trained candidates well in making sure that 
they at least allowed enough time to answer it. 

There were many fewer incomplete responses or even answers that showed signs of having 
been rushed.  

It was also gratifying that most candidates responded to the command word ‘justify’ 
admirably so even when their actual logic let them down, they did at least give it a go 
in covering the weaknesses of the other options. Perhaps the weakest element in most 
responses was a tendency to pay too little attention to the ‘people of the USA’ and the 
‘environment of the Ogallala region’. Most wrote generally about the economy and the 
environment rather than exploring the possible tensions between national and local interests 
as well as the tensions between environmental sustainability and economic sustainability.  

There are clear opportunities to practice these skills as Units 1 and 2 are delivered - helping 
students become familiar with the unevenness of positive and negative impacts both 
spatially and temporally. Occasional ‘mini’ exercises might help reinforce the need for clear 
deconstruction of this type of question. Conceptually the vast majority of 16-year-olds have 
no difficulty at all with the idea of uneven impacts but they can lose their nerve when trying 
to express it – it is in this area that most practice is needed. 



GSCE Geography B 5GB3H 01 27



28 GSCE Geography B 5GB3H 01



GSCE Geography B 5GB3H 01 29

This mid-level response was typical of those who hadn't really grasped just how significant 
the change in land-use was and how the region had been transformed. There is also 
real confusion about the impact of adopting Option 3 which is seen by this candidate as 
delivering less change than Option 2. The candidate does try to justify their choice which 
is enough to raise this answer into the mid-band.

Examiner Comments

Write a quick plan to make sure that 
you cover all the key points.

Examiner Tip
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This is a very strong top level response from a candidate who knows how to 
structure such an answer. One of its most obvious characteristics is the use 
of argument and counter-argument which culminates in a final paragraph 
which concludes that no option is beneficial to everyone - in other words it 
is a compromise. The references to the Resource Booklet are also notable.

Examiner Comments

Remember that all policy decisions are likely to have 
winners and losers so there will always be a debate.

Examiner Tip



34 GSCE Geography B 5GB3H 01

Paper Summary
The Making Geographical Decisions paper has a clear and predictable structure and a 
reasonably predictable set of questions. Of course there are nuanced differences in each 
paper and candidates need to be more than usually alert to those differences – the little 
words including trends, pattern, changes and distribution are vital. So too are the command 
words. The final question will not be a ‘write all you know’ about this issue challenge but 
will focus on making a case, defending it but also presenting the weaknesses of the chosen 
option as well as the alternatives. That skill is improving whereas other skills are not. 
Ironically map skills, in our satnav world, are withering on the vine whilst interpretation 
of photographs is also poor, rather more surprising given Snapchat and Instagram. The 
photographs in this Resource Booklet were largely ignored.  

Geographical skills are highly valued and when well-developed they are powerful and 
adaptable tools for interpreting spatial variation. Whatever the context of the Making 
Geographical Decisions paper it is these skills that are being tested and not, of course, case-
study knowledge and understanding which are addressed elsewhere in the specification. We 
all need to work on these skills with our students.
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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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