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Geography GCSE
AQA Specification
Welcome to GCSE Geography! This is a very brief
introduction to the course you will start in September –
please take the time to read it carefully, and use it to help you get yourself organised for the
start of the course.
Over the course of the GCSE, you will study a variety of Physical and Human Geography
topics along with Geographical Skills and Fieldwork.
In Year 10, we will be study:
Natural Hazards (Paper 1)
Urban Issues (Paper 2)
Physical Landscapes of the UK: Rivers (Paper 1)
Physical Landscapes of the UK: Coasts (Paper 1)
Fieldwork and Geographical Skills (Paper 3)
In Year 11, we will study:
The Changing Economic World (Paper 2)
Resource Management: Water (Paper 2)
Ecosystems (Paper 1)
Revision (Papers 1, 2 and 3) and preparation for the issue evaluation (Paper 3)
An important part of Geography is being able to apply what you learn in the classroom to
what is going on in the real world. To help you do this, we suggest that you collect
newspaper or internet news site articles that are relevant to the topics you study. You could
start to do this straight away – buy a folder and some dividers, and see if you can find at
least one article that is relevant to each of the topics in the next couple of weeks. We will be
looking at local issues and national issues (in both HICs and LICs).
If you want more information on exactly what you will be studying, you can find it at this
website (look up GCSE Geography (from September 2016) under “Qualifications”):
www.aqa.org.uk
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You will not be issued with a text book for this course – we believe we can better prepare
you for the GCSE by using a range of materials from different books and other resources.
However, we will be using one book more than any other. This book is: GCSE Geography
AQA Edited by Simon Ross and published by OUP. (ISBN: 978-0-19-836661-4)
If you wish to buy a book to help you with the course, we would recommend this one – it
costs £25, but you do not have to buy one. You will be given plenty of help and resources
from your teacher.
If you wish to buy a revision guide, we would recommend the one published by OUP –
GCSE 9-1 Revision Guide for AQA (ISBN 978-0-19-842346-1) which uses mostly the same
case studies that we will cover in lessons and complements the text books we have in
school, or the CGP one – GCSE Geography AQA Specification (New Grade 9 to 1) (ISBN
9781782946106).
To help you start collecting case studies, here are a few websites you should check
regularly:
BBC News http://news.bbc.co.uk/
The Guardian (especially
http://www.guardian.co.uk/

the

sections

on

Environment

and

Development)

The BBC and The Guardian websites are great for current events that are geographical.
The three below have links to case studies and revision help.
GeoResources http://www.georesources.co.uk/indexgcse.htm
BBC Bitesize http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/geography/
Internet Geography http://www.internetgeographer.co.uk/
You should also follow the Geography Department’s Twitter account
@GCS_geography – we regularly post links to useful and informative news items that will
help with your wider geographical knowledge and understanding.

We look forward to working with you this year. Geography is an
interesting and rewarding subject, but you will get more out of it
if you are organised and prepared for the start of the year.
Enjoy the course!
The Geography Department.
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What will I be studying?
Natural Hazards (Paper 1: Living with the Physical Environment)
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Urban Issues (Paper 2: Challenges in the Human Environment)
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Physical Landscapes of the UK: Rivers (Paper 1: Living with the Physical
Environment)
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Physical Landscapes of the UK: Coasts (Paper 1: Living with the Physical
Environment)

8

The Geography Department

The Changing Economic World (Paper 2: Challenges in the Human Environment)
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The Challenge of Resource Management: Water (Paper 2: Challenges in the Human
Environment)
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Ecosystems (Paper 1: Living with the Physical Environment)
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Then either:

Or:
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Paper 3: Geographical Applications
The Geographical Applications unit is designed to be synoptic in that students will be
required to draw together knowledge, understanding and skills from the full course of study.
It is an opportunity for students to show their breadth of understanding and an evaluative
appreciation of the interrelationships between different aspects of geographical study.
Section A: Issue Evaluation
This section contributes a critical thinking and problem-solving element to the assessment
structure. The assessment will provide students with the opportunity to demonstrate
geographical skills and applied knowledge and understanding by looking at a particular
issue(s) derived from the specification using secondary sources. The issue(s) will arise from
any aspect of the compulsory sections of the subject content but may extend beyond it
through the use of resources in relation to specific unseen contexts. Students develop
knowledge and understanding of physical geography themes in unit 3.1 and human
geography themes in unit 3.2. This section is synoptic and the assessment will require
students to use their learning of more than one of the themes in units 3.1 and 3.2 so
that they can analyse a geographical issue at a range of scales, consider and select a
possible option in relation to the issue(s) and justify their decision. A resource booklet
will be available twelve weeks before the date of the exam so that students have the
opportunity to work through the resources, enabling them to become familiar with the
material. Students will not be allowed to take the original resource booklet into the
examination room but will be issued with a clean copy in the exam. Sources could include
maps at different scales, diagrams, graphs, statistics, photographs, satellite images,
sketches, extracts from published materials, and quotes from different interest groups.
Assessment will consist of a series of questions related to a contemporary geographical
issue(s), leading to a more extended piece of writing which will involve an evaluative
judgement. Students will apply knowledge and understanding to interpret, analyse and
evaluate the information and issue(s) in the pre-release resources booklet and the question
paper. They will also use geographical skills to set the issue(s) in context and to examine
conflicting viewpoints about the issue(s).
Students will develop a critical perspective on the issue(s) studied, consider the points of
view of the stakeholders involved, make an appraisal of the advantages and disadvantages,
and evaluate the alternatives. The exam will also require students to consider physical and
human interrelationships and to make reasoned justifications for proposed solutions in terms
of their likely impact on both people and the physical environment.
Section B: Fieldwork
Students need to undertake two geographical enquiries, each of which must include the use
of primary data, collected as part of a fieldwork exercise. There should be a clear link
between the subject content and geographical enquiries, and the enquiries can be based on
any part of the content addressed in units 3.1 and 3.2.
Fieldwork must take place outside the classroom and school grounds on at least two
occasions. We will give you more information later in the year about your fieldwork.
The two enquiries must be carried out in contrasting environments and show an
understanding of both physical and human geography. In at least one of the enquiries
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students are expected to show an understanding about the interaction between physical and
human geography.
Students’ understanding of the enquiry process will be assessed in the following two ways:
1. Questions based on the use of fieldwork materials from an unfamiliar context
2. Questions based on students’ individual enquiry work. For these questions students
will have to identify the titles of their individual enquiries.
Students will be expected to:
1. Apply knowledge and understanding to interpret, analyse and evaluate information
and issues related to geographical enquiry
2. Select, adapt and use a variety of skills and techniques to investigate questions and
issues and communicate findings in relation to geographical enquiry.
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Fieldwork is an essential aspect of geography. It ensures that students are given the
opportunity to consolidate and extend their geographical understanding by relating learning
to real experiences of the world.
Schools and colleges must submit a written statement as evidence that the fieldwork
requirement has been met.

Section B: Geographical Skills
Students are required to develop and demonstrate a range of geographical skills, including
cartographic, graphical, numerical and statistical skills, throughout their study of the
specification. Skills will be assessed in all three written exams. Ordnance Survey (OS)
maps or other map extracts may be used in any of the three exams.
Cartographic Skills:
Cartographic skills relating to a variety of maps at different scales.
Atlas maps:
➢ use and understand coordinates – latitude and longitude
➢ recognise and describe distributions and patterns of both human and physical
features
➢ maps based on global and other scales may be used and students may be asked to
identify and describe significant features of the physical and human landscape on
them, eg population distribution, population movements, transport networks,
settlement layout, relief and drainage
➢ analyse the inter-relationship between physical and human factors on maps and
establish associations between observed patterns on thematic maps.
Ordnance Survey maps:
➢ use and interpret OS maps at a range of scales, including 1:50 000 and 1:25 000 and
other maps appropriate to the topic
➢ use and understand coordinates – four and six-figure grid references
➢ use and understand scale, distance and direction – measure straight and curved line
distances using a variety of scales
➢ use and understand gradient, contour and spot height
➢ numerical and statistical information
➢ identify basic landscape features and describe their characteristics from map
evidence
➢ identify major relief features on maps and relate cross-sectional drawings to relief
features
➢ draw inferences about the physical and human landscape by interpretation of map
evidence, including patterns of relief, drainage, settlement, communication and landuse
➢ interpret cross sections and transects of physical and human landscapes
➢ describe the physical features as they are shown on large scale maps of two of the
following landscapes – coastlines, fluvial and glacial landscapes
➢ infer human activity from map evidence, including tourism.
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Maps in association with photographs:
➢
➢
➢
➢

be able to compare maps
sketch maps: draw, label, understand and interpret
photographs: use and interpret ground, aerial and satellite photographs
describe human and physical landscapes (landforms, natural vegetation, land-use
and settlement) and geographical phenomena from photographs
➢ draw sketches from photographs
➢ label and annotate diagrams, maps, graphs, sketches and photographs.
Graphical Skills:
Graphical skills to:
➢ select and construct appropriate graphs and charts to present data, using appropriate
scales – line charts, bar charts, pie charts, pictograms, histograms with equal class
intervals, divided bar, scattergraphs, and population pyramids
➢ suggest an appropriate form of graphical representation for the data provided
➢ complete a variety of graphs and maps – choropleth, isoline, dot maps, desire lines,
proportional symbols and flow lines
➢ use and understand gradient, contour and value on isoline maps
➢ plot information on graphs when axes and scales are provided
➢ interpret and extract information from different types of maps, graphs and charts,
including population pyramids, choropleth maps, flow-line maps, dispersion graphs.
Numerical Skills:
Numerical skills to:
➢ demonstrate an understanding of number, area and scales, and the quantitative
relationships between units
➢ design fieldwork data collection sheets and collect data with an understanding of
accuracy, sample size and procedures, control groups and reliability
➢ understand and correctly use proportion and ratio, magnitude and frequency
➢ draw informed conclusions from numerical data.
Statistical Skills:
Statistical skills to:
➢ use appropriate measures of central tendency, spread and cumulative frequency
(median, mean, range, quartiles and inter-quartile range, mode and modal class)
➢ calculate percentage increase or decrease and understand the use of percentiles
➢ describe relationships in bivariate data: sketch trend lines through scatter plots, draw
estimated lines of best fit, make predictions, interpolate and extrapolate trends
➢ be able to identify weaknesses in selective statistical presentation of data.

Quantitative and Qualitative Data:
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Use of qualitative and quantitative data from both primary and secondary sources to obtain,
illustrate, communicate, interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical information. Examples
of types of data:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

maps
fieldwork data
geo-spatial data presented in a geographical information system (GIS) framework
satellite imagery
written and digital sources
visual and graphical sources
numerical and statistical information.

Formulate Enquiry and Argument:
Students should demonstrate the ability to:
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

identify questions and sequences of enquiry
write descriptively, analytically and critically
communicate their ideas effectively
develop an extended written argument
draw well-evidenced and informed conclusions about geographical questions and
issues.

Literacy:
Most communication is through the written word, raising the importance of good literacy
skills. Students should be able to communicate information in ways suitable for a range of
target audiences.

Assessment of Geography GCSE
Your final GCSE grade will be made up of three different components:
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Assessment Objectives:
Assessment objectives (AOs) are set by Ofqual and are the same across all GCSE Geography specifications and
all exam boards. The exams will measure how students have achieved the following assessment objectives.
➢
➢

➢

➢

AO1: Demonstrate knowledge of locations, places, processes, environments and different scales (15
%).
AO2: Demonstrate geographical understanding of: concepts and how they are used in relation to
places, environments and processes; the interrelationships between places, environments and
processes (25 %).
AO3: Apply knowledge and understanding to interpret, analyse and evaluate geographical
information and issues to make judgements (35 %, including 10 % applied to fieldwork context(s)).
AO4: Select, adapt and use a variety of skills and techniques to investigate questions and issues and
communicate findings (25 %, including 5 % used to respond to fieldwork data and context(s)).
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Grade Descriptors GCSE Geography (Ofqual July 2016)
Grade 8
To achieve Grade 8 candidates will be able to:
demonstrate relevant and comprehensive knowledge, understanding and
application of geographical information and issues
➢ demonstrate perceptive understanding of complex interactions and
interrelationships between people and the environment and between geographical
phenomena
➢ construct sustained and convincing arguments to draw well-evidenced conclusions
➢ use and evaluate a wide range of geographical skills and techniques effectively
➢

Grade 5
To achieve Grade 5 candidates will be able to:
demonstrate mostly accurate and appropriate knowledge, understanding and
application of geographical information and issues
➢ demonstrate clear understanding of interactions and interrelationships between
people and the environment and between geographical phenomena
➢ construct coherent arguments to draw conclusions supported by evidence
➢ use a range of geographical skills and techniques accurately, showing understanding
of their purpose
➢

Grade 2
To achieve Grade 2 candidates will be able to:
demonstrate limited knowledge, understanding and application of geographical
information and issues
➢ demonstrate basic understanding of aspects of interactions and interrelationships
between people and the environment and between geographical phenomena
➢ make straightforward comments with some reference to evidence
➢ use some basic geographical skills and techniques with limited accuracy
➢
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Case Study Card
Case Study:
Tick

Living with the Physical
Environment

Challenges in the Human
Environment

Topic

Location:

Town/City/Region:

What?

Country:

Continent:

What are the causes? (Physical or Human)

When?
Where?
Facts and Figures:

What are the effects? (SEEP/Long or Short
Term)

How can this be managed or responded to? By
whom?

What are the options for the future?

Key Words:

Key Stage 4 Independent Study Programme

22

The Geography Department

During KS4 the Geography Department will regularly set homework. The course is divided into the
following two sections:
Physical and Human Geography
Over the course of the GCSE, you will be taught 6 different topics (3 Human Geography and 3
Physical Geography). Each topic will be taught over approximately 7 weeks. Homework will be set
three times a fortnight, and is expected to take approximately one hour. Typical homeworks during
this section of the course might include:
➢
➢
➢
➢

Internet research leading to making a case study
Critical analysis of relevant events or situations
Past examination questions
Making a revision mind map

We will aim to finish this part of the course by Easter of Year 11, from which time homework will be
based on revision. You will be given more specific advice and instructions during this time.

Typical GCSE Geography Independent Study Programme
You will be expected to record details about homework that is set in your planner on
a weekly basis, but these are the kinds of task you might be set:
Task

Duration per task
(approx.)

Internet research Up to 1 hour
leading to making
a case study
Critical analysis of Up to 1 hour
relevant events or
situations

Key Success Criteria
See case study template in course booklet for a
guide as to how to complete this kind of task

Find relevant article(s) and read carefully.
Highlight key points, then write a summary of
the information you have found out. See course
booklet for suggested websites
Past examination 1 minute per mark, AQA website
plus
www.aqa.org.uk
questions
checking/planning
time
Course booklet and AQA website
Making a revision Up to 1 hour

mind map
Revision for exam

Up to 1 hour

Course booklet, AQA website, BBC Bitesize etc
www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/geography/

Key Terms:
This specification uses several key terms that you may not be familiar
with. They are listed below – in brackets is the term you may have
used during your Key Stage 3 Geography lessons.

23

The Geography Department

24

