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Teaching guide: Non-
examined assessment (NEA)  
 
 
This resource offers guidance to teachers when it comes to completing the Candidate record 
form (CRF), mark sheet and annotating student work. You will find examples of annotated 
work, and example CRFs with commentary to demonstrate good practice. 
 
When assessing student work it is a requirement of the A-level Geography specification that 
teachers provide evidence of how and why marks have been awarded against the NEA 
assessment criteria (page 49, section 5.5 Annotation). This helps to facilitate the 
standardisation of marking within the centre and enables the moderator to check the 
application of the assessment criteria to the marking. 
 
Students' investigations must be internally assessed by centres and, where appropriate, the 
marks awarded should be internally standardised. Teachers are required to record separate 
levels and marks for each area of the mark scheme in the spaces provided on the marking 
grid, to total the overall mark in the box provided and to make an overall summative 
comment about the work. Teacher comments will help the moderator see, as precisely as 
possible, where the students have met the assessment criteria. 
 
Work can be annotated using either or both of the following approaches: 
• key pieces of evidence flagged throughout the work by annotation in the margin or 

embedded in the text 
• summative comments on a cover sheet, referencing precise sections or pages in the work. 
 
Annotation must be used, in addition to information on the CRF, to explain how marks were 
applied in the context of any additional assistance given to the student. 
 
Comments on how marks have been awarded should:  
• be clear and unambiguous  
• be appropriate to the nature and form of the work  
• use phrasing from the mark scheme to indicate clearly to the moderator how the student 

has met the assessment criteria. This applies to the annotations that are written on the 
work and to the comments on the marking grid included with the CRF. 

 
 
Version 1.0 
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Letter from the Geographical Association and Royal 
Geographical Society (with IBG) 
  
The Independent investigation: its value and place in geography 
The Geographical Association and the Royal Geographical Society (with IBG) jointly 
support a strengthening of the contribution of geography fieldwork and the NEA, the 
vehicle through which it is assessed within A-level Geography. 
 
The NEA, which has been developed by the Department for Education, is worth 20% of 
students’ final grade and is underpinned by the idea of independence. However, what 
does it mean for A-level geographers to investigate independently, and why is this so 
important to their studies? 
 
What does independence mean? 
Independence is having the motivation, knowledge, skills and capacity to carry out 
geographical enquiry without a reliance on teachers, parents or other students, while 
also recognising that there may be a need, at times, to draw on appropriate advice and 
guidance. For A-level Geography students to investigate independently, they need to be 
able to pose geographical questions that are worth investigating. They then need to 
pursue their questions as part of their own appropriate sequence of enquiry. This should 
draw on their own and others’ data, and wider reading, so that a student can research, 
analyse, summarise and contextualise their findings, while taking into account the 
specific circumstances of their investigation. 
 
An independent investigation provides scope for students to follow their geographical 
interests. It also allows them to demonstrate how they have engaged in fieldwork and 
brought their own thinking, analysis and conclusions to the data that has been collected. 
However, independence doesn’t necessarily mean isolation; depending on the context or 
location, and taking into account practical considerations such as access and field safety, 
the data might equally be collected individually or as part of a group. 
 
Why the Independent investigation is so important to the study of 
geography 
The Independent investigation is a unique opportunity for Geography students, requiring 
their application of geographical knowledge and understanding to the context of a real-
world location. Through this they will develop their skills in careful observation of both 
primary and secondary data collection. Their experience of the ‘messy’ world beyond the 
textbook challenges them to appreciate and make sense of geographical complexity and 
to ‘think like a geographer’. 
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Of course, students do not become independent the moment they begin A-level studies. 
The Independent investigation is therefore an important opportunity for students to 
demonstrate the critical, creative and synoptic thinking they have acquired throughout 
their geographical education. This assumes they have engaged regularly in meaningful 
geographical enquiry and fieldwork, and been given the opportunity to pose their own 
questions, collect both primary and secondary data, and reflect on their learning. In this 
way, the Independent investigation also provides an opportunity for teachers to support 
and further develop these skills. Careful thinking and planning should therefore be given 
to the teacher’s role, recognising that coaching and facilitation can be as effective as direct 
teaching, modelling or instruction.   
 
Fieldwork offers the chance to examine how physical and human processes and human–
environment interactions are changing our world. Through their A-level course students 
will have the opportunity to work as part of fieldwork teams and to conduct their own 
Independent investigation. They will learn to frame geographical questions, collect, 
analyse and review data, and apply their theoretical understanding to the complexity of 
the real world.  
 
The Independent investigation provides a valuable experience for students of the nature 
of geographical enquiry and knowledge, how data can be collected and used, and the 
application of geographical skills, all of which help to create a more geographically literate 
society. For those applying to study Geography at university, it also provides a tangible 
experience of their own geographical endeavour which could be discussed within their 
UCAS personal statement. 
 
This is a new opportunity for all A-level geographers to demonstrate their geographical 
interests and abilities in a way which will help better prepare them for transition into 
undergraduate study, and positively develop their academic and social skills. 
 
Geographical Association. 
 
Royal Geographical Society (with IBG). 
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Student guide to developing independent investigation 
titles 
The A-level Independent investigation is an opportunity for you to study an aspect of 
geography in more depth and conduct your own research and data collection. One of the 
most challenging activities when starting your investigation is to come up with a title. A 
good title makes it clear to the reader what the research topic is and the type of 
investigation you will be doing. 
 
Once you have chosen a particular topic that you are keen to investigate further, you will 
need to narrow this down through your investigation title. A good title has both a 
geographic and location context: 
• Geographic context: What topic, theme or issue in the specification are you keen to 

investigate further? Whatever you choose to investigate, your title must have a link to a 
topic(s) within the specification. 

• Location context: Where is the investigation, fieldwork and data collection going to take 
place? 
 

The title of your Independent investigation needs to be concise and descriptive and can 
be in the form of a statement, question or hypothesis. For example:  
• To what extent are groynes the most effective coastal management strategy in 

Sheringham? 
• Sexuality influences perception of place in Bristol. 
 
You should develop one (or more if appropriate) statement, question or hypothesis that 
can be tested. This may form your actual investigation title or your sub-question/s or 
sub-hypotheses. 
 
Above all else, your title needs to be something that you can actually address through the 
data you will collect and secondary sources you will also draw on. 
 
Sub questions/hypotheses 

It is not just your title that is important; you may also have sub-questions (potentially two 
to four of them) and these will guide your research and provide a framework. Your sub-
questions enable you to break your title down and look at aspects of it in more depth. It is 
advisable that your sub-questions follow a logical sequence. Each sub-question/ 
hypothesis should be an answerable question, or testable hypothesis that is clear and 
well-defined, so that you can do the research needed within an appropriate time frame. 
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Top tips: thinking about your title  
 

Is your title relevant? 
• Is it relevant to an academic debate or intellectual interest? 
• Is it a topical issue from the news or personal experience, and what makes this issue 

geographical? 
• Does your investigation lend itself to meaningful data collection, analysis and evaluation? 
• Does your title enable you to go in search of information and data which enables you to 

reach conclusions, recognising that there might be more than one answer? 
 
Is your title manageable? 
• It must be within your ability to tackle your question in terms of scope and scale. Can you 

collect all the data you need from your primary data collection techniques and/or the 
secondary sources in your methodology? 

• Where and how are you going to collect data for your investigation? Is this accessible, 
practical, safe, etc? 

• What are the timescales you have to complete your investigation? 
 

Does your title meet the requirements of the assessment? 
• Your title must have a link to a topic(s) within the specification. * 
• Can you access all parts of the mark scheme by using your title? * 
• Does your title enable you to collect and use sufficient data, e.g. primary or secondary, 

qualitative and/or quantitative? 
 
* Don’t forget you can look these up on the AQA website and talk to your teacher about this. 
 
Is it of interest to you? 
• If your question is of interest to you it will help you remain motivated and engaged with 

your investigation. 
• Is your question clear and straightforward? What looks like a simple question could allow 

the complexity to develop once the investigation, research and fieldwork begin. 
 

Final thoughts 
Your Independent investigation title needs to be clear and concise; what is it you want to 
investigate, where and why? Your title can be very specific and narrow in focus or a little 
broader with focused sub-questions to break the title down. 
 
There is no definitive way to approach this but remember your initial ideas for your title 
will be refined as you do some reading and become more ‘expert’ in your chosen topic 
area. Your title will evolve and change and, as you complete your Independent 
investigation Proposal Form, you can plan your investigation and think through your 
ideas. Your teacher will finally sign your form indicating that your title and investigation is 
fit for purpose. 
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The information you provide in your proposal form should demonstrate how your 
investigation is capable of being tested or answered. This will enable you to analyse your 
data and reach substantiated conclusions within an appropriate time frame. The mark 
scheme can be used in the early stages of your planning so that you know how to plan 
an investigation that will enable you to reach your potential. Your teacher will take you 
through the mark scheme to make sure that you understand the stages of the 
investigation and this will support you in putting your Independent investigation 
Proposal Form together. 
 
Glossary  
• Title: this frames your investigation and can be in the form of a question or statement. 
• Hypothesis: a statement which is a prediction and can therefore be tested (through data 

collection, analysis and evaluations). 
• Sub-question: this is a question which addresses an aspect of the title and helps to break it 

down for the purpose of research and data collection. 
 

Important note for risk assessments and ethical 
considerations 
While specific guidance is generally not permitted by the teacher, the exception to this is 
with regard to risk assessments and ethical considerations. It is imperative that 
teachers ensure all students are able to conduct their investigations in a safe and 
appropriate manner; therefore, a suitable risk assessment and any ethical 
considerations must be accounted for prior to the student embarking on fieldwork. 
Teachers are able to provide students with any relevant detail as part of the risk 
assessment. To deal with ethical considerations, teachers should provide students with 
any relevant details to protect themselves, the environments they are working in, their 
participants and anyone else involved in the data collection and whether it is 
appropriate to collect and hold certain types of data (e.g. peoples’ personal details) or 
take samples (e.g. flora or fauna). 
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The Candidate record form 
The CRF is an important means of confirming the authenticity and independence of a 
student’s work. It should be: 
• submitted with a student’s investigation 
• signed by both the teacher and the student 
• fully completed. 

Guidance on completing the CRF proposal form for teachers 
The proposal form must be completed by the students and checked by the teacher prior to 
the student beginning their investigation. 
 
The proposal is a concise and coherent summary of the planned investigation. It outlines the 
central issues or questions to be considered, and the general area of study within which the 
research falls. It also demonstrates the independent nature of the investigation, provides a 
locational context and gives clear indication of appropriate methodologies linked to the 
chosen theme.  
 
The proposal form will normally include the following information: 
• Investigation title. This should provide a locational and theoretical context for the study. 
• How the title links to the specification content. State the specification code numbers or 

page references to demonstrate the connection and provide a brief rationale. 
• Planned investigation hypothesis or question/sub-questions. Make sure that these are 

manageable and achievable and are linked closely to the title. Restrict the number of sub 
questions/hypotheses to three or four.  

• The focus of the investigation. This includes details of the theoretical background in 
relation to the chosen location(s). Explain why the chosen spatial area has been selected 
for this investigation.   

• Planned methodology. In this part of the form there should be clear indication of the 
techniques to be used in collecting primary and, if relevant, secondary information. Ideally, 
they should be linked to each of the sub questions/hypotheses, stating whether they are 
qualitative or quantitative methods and what sampling strategies are to be used in each 
case. It is important to obtain a fair and representative sample as well as one which can be 
analysed.  

• Teacher approval for the investigation or details of any necessary amendments that need 
to be made before approval can be given. It is vital to provide feedback on the proposal 
form, as this is the main opportunity to provide direction to the student. Although advice 
can’t be too specific, it is a chance to monitor plans for group activity, consider safety and 
risk, look at the feasibility of the proposal and whether it demonstrates some 
independence. Note that the proposal form is not an absolute blueprint; it can be a way of 
managing changes and adaptations within the enquiry. Sometimes hypotheses may be 
altered as the investigation proceeds and methods may be modified or abandoned. As 
long as the essence of the enquiry remains the same, there is also no reason why the 
student shouldn’t review the proposal in the light of experience at various stages during 
the route to enquiry. 
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Teacher approval 
It is essential that the teacher comments on the proposal and provides general advice before 
the student starts to collect data for the investigation. Often work is submitted where no 
guidance is provided at all to the students. 
 
It is fine to ask general questions and: 
• indicate if the study is over-ambitious or unclear  
• check health and safety  
• ensure the study is at the right scale 
• ensure the study is linked to the specification content 
• ensure the study is feasible and realistic 
• ensure the study can be completed in the available time and will give sufficient data.  

 
It is important to take the opportunity at this stage to reduce breadth and advise against 
potentially very long studies. The programme of data collection should be appropriate to the 
investigation and have the potential to yield sufficient data commensurate with the 
requirements of a 4000 word study. Avoid making specific recommendations, for example 
about the wording of hypotheses or specific sources of secondary data in line with the 
regulations.  
 
The teacher must respond to the initial proposal by indicating one of the following:  
• Approved: If the study is approved, the student may go ahead with the investigation 

without making any changes to the plan. 
• Approved subject to amendment: If it is approved subject to amendments, the student 

should follow the advice of the teacher in making the recommended changes to the plan 
before proceeding (although it is not necessary to resubmit the proposal).  

• Not approved: If the proposal is not approved, the CRF should be resubmitted with a new 
plan.  

 
If changes are subsequently made to an approved plan, it is good practice for the student to 
state these changes in the report. For example, if a new method is introduced or a planned 
method dropped, this can be explained in the methodology section of the report.  
 
Note that the proposal form is a way of managing changes and adaptations within the 
investigation and is not an exact blueprint. It may be necessary to revise and review this 
through the various stages within the route to enquiry. In some cases, the number of 
methods, sampling strategies and even the number of hypotheses may alter as the student 
reflects on the task in hand.  
 
Attach the approved version of the CRF to the work; there is no need to submit earlier 
versions where the student proposal was not approved. Where internal standardisation has 
produced more than one mark, only the definitive agreed result should be submitted.  
 
The title and proposal form must be completed independently. Very similar or identical titles 
may result from discussion or collusion between students. Those with similar aims can 
collaborate on sampling and data collection and share data, but the work cannot be teacher 
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directed. Students should also avoid producing formulaic work with similar presentation and 
analytical techniques, outcomes and evaluations. 
  



A-LEVEL GEOGRAPHY – 7037 – NEA TEACHING GUIDE 

© 2024 AQA 11 of 59 

 

Example NEA proposals 
The following NEA proposals demonstrates aspects of good practice including: 
• Title has an evaluative focus, and includes both a locational and theoretical context. 
• The link to the specification is specific, with the relevant numbers and a short rationale or 

justification. 
• There are no more than three sub questions or hypotheses. These are all closely 

connected to the title. If a hypothesis-testing framework is adopted, the hypotheses are 
capable of being tested based on evidence collected. 

• The focus indicates why the area chosen is suitable for carrying out the investigation. 
• The proposed methods are all linked to the sub questions or hypotheses. Sampling type 

and size are given. 
• Teacher approval provides some realistic advice and makes recommendations relating to 

scale and manageability. 
 
The example NEA proposals cover a range of topics and are not intended to be an indication 
of topics that should be investigated, but to provide further guidance. 
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Example NEA proposal: How has hard engineering affected sediment 
flow at Start Bay, south Devon? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent has the restoration of the River 
Biss in Trowbridge been successful? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent does the microclimate of 
Newcastle different along a transect moving from the CBD to the 
suburbs? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent have traffic management 
systems been effective in Bath? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent do physical factors affect 
vegetation growth at Studland Bay? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent does the physical environment 
and socio-economic factors influence the rate of crime in two 
contrasting areas of Leicester? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent do carbon stores and rates of 
carbon sequestration vary between trees in Brankley Pastures and 
Cannock Chase? 
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Example NEA proposal: How and why does perception of York differ 
between locals and tourists? 
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Example NEA proposal: What are the impacts of wind farms in North 
Cornwall on the surrounding landscape, people and economy? 
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Example NEA proposal: To what extent do vegetation type, wind speed 
and precipitation intensity affect interception and throughfall rates 
within Sherwood forest? 
 

 



A-LEVEL GEOGRAPHY – 7037 – NEA TEACHING GUIDE 

© 2024 AQA 32 of 59 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



A-LEVEL GEOGRAPHY – 7037 – NEA TEACHING GUIDE 

© 2024 AQA 33 of 59 

 

 

Guidance on awarding marks and completion of CRF 
mark sheet for teachers 
To meet Ofqual’s qualification and subject criteria, students and teachers must complete and 
sign the CRF. Teachers must ensure that a CRF is provided with each student’s investigation. 
 
As well as annotating the work, teachers should make a summative comment for each area of 
the mark scheme on the CRF. 
 
Teachers must show clearly how marks have been awarded against the assessment criteria in 
the specification. Teacher comments must help the moderator see where students have met 
the assessment criteria. They should: 
• record comments on the CRF 
• check that the correct marks are written on the CRF and that the total is correct. 
 

 

 

 
 
 
There are a total of 60 marks available for 7037/C: Geographical investigation. A mark should 
be awarded for each of the four areas of the mark scheme and added together to reach a 
total out of 60 marks. It is possible that students may achieve very different marks/levels for 
each section of the marking criteria. Marks are allocated according to the level of competency 
demonstrated for each area individually.  
 
The marking should be on a ‘best fit’ principle. A judgement of performance is made for each 
criterion or section, and a ‘best fit’ judgement is made for the two or three criteria, awarding 
an overall level for that area of the mark scheme. There is no weighting of the criteria – they 
are equal. If a student’s work meets all criteria in a particular level, this should be awarded the 
top mark in the level. An answer does not have to meet all the requirements of a level 
descriptor before being placed in that level. The extent to which it meets all the requirements 
of a level descriptor will determine its placement within that level. Note the uneven number of 
marks in each level. 
 
There are four levels of achievement for each assessment criterion. Each area of the mark 
scheme is divided into either two or three criteria. Area 1 has two criteria whereas the other 
areas have three. When assessing the work, the teacher should identify the level for each 
individual criterion based on the descriptors in the mark scheme. When this has been 
determined, a decision must be taken on whether the work is placed at the ‘bottom’, ‘middle’ 
or ‘top’ of this mark range. A mark can then be confidently awarded. It may be helpful to 
indicate the position in the level using + and – symbols.  
 
An overall level is then produced for the area of the mark scheme, taking into account the 
levels awarded for individual criteria. This is converted into a mark. For example, the teacher 

Students’ investigations must be internally assessed by centres, and annotated to indicate 
how and why marks have been awarded. Where marking has been carried out by more 
than one teacher in a centre, there must be a process of internal standardisation carried 
out to ensure that there is a consistent application of the assessment criteria. This helps 
to ensure fairness, accuracy and reliability. 
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may assess Area 1a as Level 2+ and Area 1b as Level 3. Therefore the overall level for Area 1 is 
Level 3-. Using the mark allocations in the mark scheme, the student is awarded 6 marks.  
 
It is possible that students may achieve very different levels for each criterion of the mark 
scheme. For instance, a student may develop an effective research question which is fully 
linked to the specification (Area 1a Level 4) but the literature review may only be partially 
relevant and theoretical context inconsistently stated (Area 1b Level 2). Levels are allocated 
according to the degree of competency demonstrated for each criterion individually, which 
have equal weighting in each area.  
 
The mark scheme should be applied positively. Students must be rewarded for what they 
have shown they can do rather than being penalised for omissions. All the marks on the mark 
scheme are designed to be awarded. Teachers should award full marks if deserved and 
should be prepared to award zero marks if the student’s response is not worthy of credit 
according to the mark scheme. 
 
In addition to the levels and marks given on the marking grid, teachers can make comments 
on each area of the mark scheme in the right-hand box of the mark sheet to justify or support 
the marks awarded. This may be a summative comment for each of the four areas of the 
mark scheme or may be split into the individual criteria.  
 
The following sections detail considerations when marking each area of the NEA. There is a 
separate table for each strand of the mark scheme. Each table presents questions and key 
takeaways that can assist when marking each strand. This information is not to be used in 
place of the mark scheme but to provide further guidance. 
 
Area 1: Selecting a suitable title and developing a theoretical context  
 
Mark scheme content 
To define the research questions which underpin field investigations (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 

 

• Identified a suitable research question which can be investigated 
using fieldwork techniques? 

• Identified the pertinent areas of specification content and 
commented on them? 

Key takeaways 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Note the two parts to this strand: Title, research  
question(s) /hypotheses. 

• Link to the specification.  
• In the mark scheme, ‘complete referencing’ means that the study 

includes the relevant wording of the specification content and a 
suitable comment as to how it’s relevant. 

• ‘Secure referencing’ might mean that the relevant wording of the 
specification is used, but there’s more limited additional comment 
or rationale, or that the meaning is stated less directly. 
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Mark scheme content 
To research relevant literature sources and understand and write up the theoretical or  
comparative context for a research question (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 
 
 

 

• Researched a range of relevant literature sources? 
• Demonstrated understanding of the theoretical or comparative 

context? (Comparative context refers to the outcomes of other 
investigations on this topic that have been undertaken in the past.) 

• Demonstrated good practice in terms of referencing and using a 
bibliography system? 

Key takeaways 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Note that numbers aren’t stated; a range of sources might be three or 
more. 
Purposes: 
• To help set the context, e.g. locational details (geology map, large 

scale OS maps etc).  
• To explore parallel examples and places.  
• To get the most up-to-date thinking about a topic or subject. 
• To explore local opinions and to see how these fit in with national 

thinking on an issue. 
• To explore geographical models and theories that may be relevant 

to the idea or focus. 

 
Area 2: Selecting and applying the appropriate methodology 
Some, or all, of your work must be undertaken outside the classroom in the field as first-hand 
(primary) data has to be collected. This may include work undertaken at field study centres. 
This work can be undertaken independently or as part of a group. Any data you collect from 
other written sources is classed as secondary data, and it must be collected independently. 
 
Sampling size and type should also be considered. Many investigations rely on a 
representative sample from the parent population. This population may, for example, be 
pebbles on a beach, trees in a forest or residents in an area. Sample size refers to the number 
of observations or data points that make up a survey or data set. Very small sample sizes will 
not reflect the statistical population closely and so are unreliable and can lead to incorrect 
interpretations and explanations. Large samples can become unwieldy and difficult to 
process. 
 
Sampling may be random, systematic, stratified, clustered, opportunistic or a combination of 
these. It is important to be able to justify the decisions you make about sampling. 
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Mark scheme content 
To observe and record phenomena in the field and devise and justify practical approaches 
taken in the field including frequency/timing of observation, sampling, and data collection 
approaches (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 
 
 

 

• Selected appropriate quantitative and qualitative methods to 
collect a range of data and information relevant to the geographical 
topic?  

• Justified the choice of methods adopted? 
• Designed a valid sampling framework explicitly linked and 

appropriate to the geographical focus being investigated?  
• Given consideration to the frequency and timing of observations? 

Key takeaway Note that this strand is a combination of justification of methodology, 
sampling strategies, frequency and timing. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To demonstrate practical knowledge and understanding of field methodologies appropriate 
to the investigation of human and physical processes (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 

 

• Shown knowledge of the methods selected and understanding of 
how they link to physical and/or human processes? 

• Explained the methods clearly and in sequence with no obvious 
gaps (i.e. are they fully replicable)? 

Key takeaway This strand focuses on the description and explanation of methods, 
and how replicable they are. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To implement chosen methodologies to collect data/information of good quality and 
relevant to the topic under investigation (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 

 

• Shown evidence of collecting the relevant data based on the 
methodologies described (i.e. have the various methods been 
executed in the field)? 

• Collected data of suitable quality appropriate to the chosen theme? 
Key takeaway This strand considers whether the methods have been implemented 

and the quality and quantity of data collected. 
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Area 3: Presenting, analysing and interpreting data 
The data presentation section should not be isolated - it is best integrated into the analysis 
and interpretation of results. 
 
Mark scheme content 
To demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the techniques appropriate for analysing 
field data and information and for representing results, and show ability to select suitable 
quantitative or qualitative approaches and to apply them (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Chosen a range of presentation techniques that are appropriate 
and well selected? 

• Chosen suitable techniques to support the analysis of findings?   
• When appropriate, used statistical analysis to explain data and 

information? 
• Shown ability to select quantitative and/or qualitative approaches 

and to apply them to the investigation? 
• Shown knowledge and understanding of the techniques selected 

for presentation and analysis? 
Key takeaway The strand focuses on the appropriateness of presentation and 

analysis techniques. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To demonstrate the ability to interrogate and critically examine field data in order to 
comment on its accuracy and/or the extent to which it is representative, and use the 
experience to extend geographical understanding (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 

 

• Analysed and interpreted the field data/information collected? 
• Commented on the accuracy and reliability of the data collected? 
• Indicated the extent to which the data constitutes a representative 

sample? 
Key takeaway This strand considers the interpretation of data, plus the accuracy of 

data and the degree to which it’s representative. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To apply existing knowledge, theory and concepts to order and understand field 
observations (AO2). 
Has the student… 
 

 
 

• Applied knowledge and understanding to find links between the 
investigation and the broader geographical context? 

• Looked into if there’s evidence of insight into the connections 
between the information collected and other aspects of 
geography? Students will need to address the synoptic elements of 
their study. 

Key takeaway This strand focuses on the application of geographical theory to the 
results, and should refer back to the theoretical context stated in the 
literature review. 
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Area 4: Drawing meaningful conclusions and evaluating each aspect of 
the investigation 
 
Mark scheme content 
To show the ability to write up field results clearly and logically, using a range of 
presentation methods (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 

 

• Produced a structured and logically sequenced report, following 
the stages of geographical enquiry? 

• Used a mix of presentation techniques that are embedded within 
the report? 

Key takeaway This strand assesses the overall presentation of the study, its structure 
and coherence. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To evaluate and reflect on fieldwork investigations, explain how the results relate to the 
wider context and show an understanding of the ethical dimensions of field research (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 
 
 

 

• Provided an appraisal of the reliability of the evidence and validity 
of analysis and conclusions reached? 

• Given an overall evaluation and reflection on the success of the 
investigation? 

• Shown how the results collected fit into a wider context? 
• Considered the ethical dimensions of field research? 

Key takeaway Note that evaluation includes consideration of validity of results and 
conclusions as well as effectiveness of methodology. 

 
Mark scheme content 
To demonstrate the ability to write a coherent analysis of fieldwork findings in order to 
answer a specific geographical question and to do this drawing effectively on evidence and 
theory to make a well-argued case (AO3). 
Has the student… 
 
 

 

• Reached a valid conclusion based on the evidence collected? 
• Made clear links back to the original question or hypothesis when 

stating the conclusion to the investigation? 
• Drawn on geographical theory or concepts in explaining the 

findings of the enquiry? 
Key takeaway Note the importance of summarising the main findings based on 

evidence and linking these to theoretical background. 
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Addressing mark scheme misconceptions 
This section addresses some common misconceptions of the NEA mark scheme. This 
information is not to be used in place of the mark scheme but to provide further guidance for 
the delivery and marking of the NEA. These are grouped by the areas of the mark scheme. 
 
Area 1: Selecting a suitable title and developing a theoretical context  
 
Misconception: Once approved, the CRF can’t be changed. 
In reality, the proposal form is a way of managing changes and adaptations within the 
investigation. It may be important to revise and review this throughout the various stages on 
the route to enquiry. It is not an inflexible blueprint. As long as the title and main structure 
doesn’t change, students can adapt their methods and research questions, e.g. to reduce the 
number of methods or sub-hypotheses.  
 
Misconception: Evidence from the CRF can’t be used when assessing the work. 
Information given in the CRF can sometimes be used to support the assessment of the NEA, 
e.g. details about links to the specification (Area 1a) or about methodology (2a/b). This may be 
important if it is missing from the written report.  
 
Misconception: The title simply states the purpose of the investigation in general terms. 
Poor titles lead to poor investigations. The title needs potential for analysis; the question 
should be open, not closed, and a clear link to the specification. Avoid titles that begin with ‘to 
find out’, ‘to explore’, ‘to investigate’ and ensure an assessment of something is in the title, e.g. 
‘how far does...?’‚ ‘to what extent?‘‚ ‘how and why?‘. 
 
Less successful investigations often have flaws in the title, for example where students tried 
to assess success, effects or impacts. It’s often difficult to assess impacts, as few students can 
effectively obtain baseline data prior to new developments or redeveloped sites. There must 
be clear indicators to measure success, sustainability or impacts should be identified at the 
outset. 
 
Titles should include a clear locational and theoretical context. Successful enquiries are based 
on areas at an appropriate local scale with clear geographical logic. They should be capable of 
being answered (even if only tentatively) using a range of data which is appropriate for the 
age group and can be collected in four days. Students need to be reassured that real data is 
unlikely to fit perfectly so answers may be partial, tentative and incomplete – to reflect the 
sometimes messy geography of the real world. 
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Below are examples that all have an evaluative focus, a theoretical or conceptual element and 
a locational context. Most can be studied at a manageable, small scale: 
 

Human geography titles Physical geography titles 

To what extent does media representation 
of [location] accurately represent local lived 
experience of place? 

How important is geology in determining 
cliff height, shape and gradient at 
[location]? 

How do gender and ethnicity influence 
perception of place in [location]? 

To what extent do the benefits of the 
coastal management strategies used on 
[location] beach outweigh the costs? 

How and why have the demographic and 
cultural characteristics of [location] been 
shaped by shifting flows of people? 

How and why does the amount of carbon 
sequestration differ between managed 
coniferous and natural deciduous forests 
on a local scale? 

To what extent has migration affected the 
provision of shops, services, restaurants 
and places of worship in [location]? 

Analysis of the impacts of footpath erosion 
on the local ecology of [location] tourism 
hotspots. 

 
Misconception: Listing the specification content is all that is required to access Level 4. 
‘Complete referencing’ (Level 4) means that the study includes the relevant wording of the 
specification content and a suitable comment as to how it’s relevant. 
 
‘Secure referencing’ (Level 3) means that the relevant wording of the specification is used but 
there’s more limited additional comment or rationale, or meaning is stated less directly. 
 
“Imprecise referencing” (Level 2) means that the links are not entirely clear and are too 
generalised or lacking detail. There is unlikely to be justification or rationale for the link. 
 
“Tentative referencing” (Level 1) means that the student might quote broad areas of the 
specification or simply state the specification topic. No justification or additional comment are 
provided. 
 
Misconception: The research question should be split into three or more sub questions or 
sub hypotheses. 
This much depends on the nature of the fieldwork research. Students shouldn’t feel that they 
have to follow the same formula when devising their titles and sub questions. Some topics 
lend themselves to a single aim or question/hypothesis. It is not a good idea to split the study 
into more than three or, at most, four sub questions/hypotheses. When divided up to this 
extent, work becomes fragmented and liable to lose continuity and coherence. It is often good 
practice to have an evaluative question (to what extent) and a title that includes both the 
theoretical and geographical context.  
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Misconception: The comparative context means that students need to collect data from at 
least 2 different places. 
Comparative context refers to the outcomes of other investigations on this topic that have 
been undertaken in the past. This is likely to be considered in the literature review. Note that 
a comparative context is not always feasible and it is possible to achieve Level 4 for this strand 
by providing a thorough theoretical context. The mark scheme states “…write up the 
theoretical or comparative context for a research question”.  
 
Misconception: To access Level 4, the students must refer to a wide range of literature 
sources, likely to exceed a dozen or more. 
The is a widespread belief that the literature review should be an exhaustive list of multiple 
sources. The best studies focus on a limited number of sources and apply them to their study 
effectively; in both a theoretical and spatial context. They were pertinent to the study, 
considered different perspectives, were fully referenced and acknowledged, and were 
thoroughly embedded into the report. A range means a minimum of three (Level 4). It is 
important that the sources chosen are appropriate and that they provide an underpinning 
theoretical context for the investigation. The literature review is used to: 
• give an overview of geographical theory/generalisation/concept/process that is being 

investigated through the NEA 
• explore parallel examples and places 
• Provide some context for the place where the research is being carried out. 

 
Misconception: Literature review sources can simply be listed at the end of the report. 
The bibliography should provide details of the secondary sources that have been used in the 
research, either as guides or as sources of information. Any diagrams or text that have been 
used or copied from secondary sources must be acknowledged. The most successful reports 
use specific referencing with footnotes and a full bibliography at the end of the report. 
 
The following is referencing advice for common sources used in the literature review: 
• Book - Name of the author(s), year published, title, publisher, pages used. 
• Newspaper - Name of the author(s), year published, article title, newspaper name. 
• Online source - Name of the author(s), year published, page title, website name, available 

at URL. Also give the last date you accessed it. 
 
Misconception: The literature review is mainly intended to set the scene in the introduction. 
Some see the literature review as a separate component largely unrelated to the rest of the 
study rather than an integral part that should be referred to at key points during the 
investigation. The most successful NEAs refer to geographical literature throughout the 
report. It is essential to link back to the theoretical geography when your data is being 
analysed and interrogated. For example, ‘My graph shows this … which supports the theory 
that… as discussed in … [name of source]’ (3b/3c). 
 
It helps to provide a conclusion to the report, for example, ‘The [name of source] suggests 
that the process works like this … However, what I actually found in my research was … ’ (4c)  
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Common areas of weakness include:  
• a selection of web pages giving background to the location with very limited geographical 

theory 
• lengthy lists of apparent sources in a bibliography, but little or no evidence of these being 

used in the written report 
• complex theoretical information at the beginning of their investigation, but this not used 

or alluded to in the rest of the investigation.  
 
Misconception: The literature review should be a very detailed and comprehensive part of 
the report. 
Some students write a long literary review, as many as 1,500 words, with reference to 10 or 
more sources of information. This may look great, but actually it's out of proportion and 
unnecessary. The whole NEA should only be around 4,000 words long and an effective 
literature review can be quite short; perhaps only 500 words. On the other hand, showing that 
the geographical theories, concepts, or processes that underpin the investigation is an 
important element of the report. So, a good report deals with the literature clearly in the 
introduction and then continues to make references to it in other places in the report 
whenever relevant. 
 
Area 2: Selecting and applying the appropriate methodology 
 
Misconception: A large number of data collection methods, both quantitative and 
qualitative, are needed to meet the requirements of the NEA. 
Some students are highly ambitious with their methodology and will adopt a scattergun 
approach, using every conceivable method, regardless of its direct relevance to the research 
question. It is not essential to include both quantitative and qualitative techniques. A range of 
methods (at least three methods) is required to access Level 4. Methods should be 
appropriate to the research question and systematically linked to each  
sub-question/hypothesis. Stronger investigations demonstrate evidence of a well-designed 
planning phase, often including a piloting strategy, careful selection of a range of three to six 
appropriate methods, clear indication of the number of sites visited and surveys undertaken, 
explanation of the sampling techniques involved and justification of the methods being 
adopted in relation to the purpose of the enquiry. 
 
In assessing 2a, the focus is on justification for each of the methods adopted, but the strand 
also includes consideration of sampling strategies (type and rationale), frequency and timing.   
Ideally group and/or individual contributions should be clearly identified.  
 
Misconception: It is sufficient to provide a brief outline of each method, and to rely largely 
on secondary data sources. 
The majority of studies achieve an appropriate balance between primary and secondary data. 
The main thrust of data collection should be primary, although secondary data is often useful 
to support many studies. Some enquiries have an over reliance on secondary data, eg some 
human geography investigations based on urban inequalities where IMD and census 
information predominated, with the addition of an EQS or a few photographs as the only 
primary sources. A step-by-step explanation of each technique should be given, almost as a 
set of instructions. With the most successful studies describing the detail of the methods 
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employed, clearly and without repetition. Methodology tables can be a useful way of ensuring 
that all parts of the mark scheme are addressed. Some often include other strands of the 
mark scheme, especially 4b evaluation. 
 
Misconception: Primary data collection can be completed quickly, perhaps just a few hours, 
relying on a small sample size.  
Small data samples are unlikely to be representative or provide useful and conclusive 
evidence. With many studies it is important to collect data at different times to investigate 
temporal change or from multiple locations to investigate spatial patterns. For example 
collecting wind and wave measurements on a single occasion is clearly insufficient to draw 
conclusions about prevailing winds and longshore drift processes. 
 
Spend adequate time collecting data in the field (one to two days?). High quality and suitable 
quantity of data are both crucial, as they affect reliability and accuracy. Note that students can 
share data collected in groups if they are working together on similar themes, and that this is 
often an effective way of generating a larger and more useful sample.  
 
Area 3: Presenting, analysing and interpreting data 
 
Misconception: Statistical analysis is essential to access higher levels in the mark scheme. 
Analysis doesn’t always need statistical testing. However, where used appropriately, the 
results help to inform the analysis. The first stage in analysis is the interpretation of the data 
presented in relation to the original aims/questions/hypotheses. Statistical testing may form 
part of the analysis, which should follow on from more simple description and explanation of 
the patterns, trends and differences identified. The overemphasis on statistical testing tends 
to lead to the neglect of simple descriptive analysis. Where statistical tests are used, the best 
studies explain why they were used, show evidence of the calculations made and use the 
results to inform the analysis. If used, students should demonstrate an understanding of the 
limitations of the tests, e.g. Spearman’s Rank. Many candidates used the test when there are 
too many tied ranks which makes the test invalid. Others applied the test when there were 
too few samples; using it with three or four pairs is pointless. Chi-square is another misused 
test. This test is inapplicable if too many expected values are zero or less than one. It is 
essential to state the significance of the result and to provide a geographical conclusion to the 
outcome.  
 
Qualitative analysis includes well annotated photographs, mapping with superimposed 
symbols and annotations, or colour coding and graphical representation of interview 
transcripts. Polarising, theming, categorising or making linkages when coding text can be part 
of qualitative analysis.  
 
Misconception: All data items should be presented visually/graphically, particularly where 
numerical data is involved. 
A range of techniques to represent and analyse data should be used, but it is important for 
students to be selective about the material presented, especially from a questionnaire. Avoid 
an indiscriminate approach where multiple graphs are produced with little reference to the 
material in the text. It is important that presentation techniques include necessary 
conventions: clear titles, labelled axes, keys and appropriate scales. It is crucial to consider the 
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suitability of the techniques used as opposed to a rigid number of qualitative and quantitative 
skills. Complexity of technique is not the main criterion; it is more important to focus on the 
appropriateness of the presentation or analytical method adopted. Many students opt for 
‘safe’ and very straightforward means of presenting data, such as numerous basic graphical 
technique. Although these may be appropriate, they often lack a spatial element. 
 
Misconception: Systematic description of the data collected is all that is needed to be 
awarded Level 4. 
Some students lose sight of their original aims/hypotheses when interpreting the 
graphs/maps so that it is the data there that is written about without always linking back to 
the initial purpose. The focus should be on punchy interpretation of selected data, linked to 
each sub question/hypothesis. Stronger responses at Level 3 and 4 make links to their initial 
purpose and often cross reference data sets (with data manipulation where relevant), being 
aware of the extent to which aims are met. The best scripts include logical and organised 
interpretations, with precise and plausible reasons for the results obtained, including 
anomalies. Students should also indicate the degree to which the data is representative as 
part of the critical examination of the field data. The accuracy of data is also part of this 
strand.  
 
Misconception: Results can be analysed and interpreted in isolation, with little or no 
reference to the underlying theoretical context. 
Underpinning theory should be integrated into the analysis and to help explain the results. 
The key ideas/concepts/models that form the basis of the literature review should play a 
crucial part in the interpretations of data (and conclusions). The most successful students 
tend to make links to theoretical understanding throughout their reports and include logical 
and organised descriptions with precise explanations of results with some data manipulation: 
patterns and trends identified, showing understanding of the ‘bigger picture’, connections 
between data sets and explanations for anomalous results. 
 
Area 4: Drawing meaningful conclusions and evaluating each aspect of 
the investigation 
 
Misconception: Assessment of 4a ‘To show the ability to write up field results clearly and 
logically, using a range of presentation methods’ is exactly the same as 3a, it only refers to 
the data presentation techniques.  
This part of the mark scheme requires the student to produce a structured and logically 
sequenced report, following the stages of geographical enquiry and to use a mix of 
presentation techniques that are embedded within the report with results written up clearly 
and coherently. It focuses on the overall presentation of the report, its organisation, structure, 
sequence and clarity. All forms of presentation should be assessed here, including location 
maps, photographs etc. 
 
Misconception: Evaluation of the investigation is mainly about logistical problems associated 
with methodology. 
An effective evaluation should be multi-faceted, examining critically several of the strands of 
enquiry. This includes consideration of validity of results and conclusions as well as reflection 



A-LEVEL GEOGRAPHY – 7037 – NEA TEACHING GUIDE 

© 2024 AQA 45 of 59 

 

 

on the methods of data capture. Students should suggest realistic ways to extend and 
improve their studies and identify avenues for further research. They may reflect on their 
findings in relation to the original task set and realise the tenuous nature of their conclusions 
in relation to the broader geographical context. Some students use evaluation tables to 
ensure that all aspects of evaluation are covered, including successes, limitations of 
methodology, impacts on accuracy and reliability, ethical issues and possible further research. 
 
Misconception: The ethical dimension is the same as a risk assessment. 
The ethical dimension deals with issues in collecting the data which may impact on people 
and/or environment. It should be specific to the investigation methods rather than a generic 
list of points. It may involve being aware of cultural differences and of the possibilities of 
causing offence through manner or dress, building 'consent' and 'confidentiality' into 
questionnaires and interviews and generally avoiding causing problems for the public such as 
blocking pavements or interrupting trade.  
 
In physical geography, main ethical considerations relate to consent and access to study sites 
and potential damage; it could include concerns over trampling, damage to plants and 
animals or possible pollution, including litter or contamination of study sites. Risk assessment 
is an important part of planning but is not creditworthy in the mark scheme unless it touches 
upon ethical issues.  
 
Misconception: The conclusion is largely a summary of findings based on the data collected. 
The most successful conclusions are kept quite concise, they should not repeat the analysis 
but draw evidence together. A good conclusion will provide a clear overview and return to the 
underpinning theory and literature review to discuss the extent to which the hypotheses are 
supported by evidence, allowing them to progress into a natural conclusion in relation to their 
overall question or title. Conclusions should be evidence-based and not just assumptions. 
 
Stronger reports will recognise the tenuous nature of the conclusions and avoid a dogmatic 
approach, especially where the evidence is partial or limited. The conclusion can be written on 
a hypothesis-by-hypothesis basis, but an overall summative conclusion is advised, to draw the 
various strands of enquiry together. 
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Sample Mark sheet with teacher comments 
Title of investigation: Polish immigration promotes stability, growth and development in 
Lincoln’s Park and Abbey wards. 
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Advice on annotation of student work  
Teachers may use abbreviations and brief comments to provide evidence of the areas and 
strands of the mark scheme, e.g. ‘1a Research question identified, 1a Secure link to 
specification 1b Limited literature review 1b Inconsistent theoretical context.’ There is no 
expectation that annotations go into details that include the reasons why marks are awarded. 
 
At the end of each section of the work, a summative level for the relevant area and strand of 
the mark scheme should be indicated, e.g. 1a Level 3+ , 1b Level 2-. Plus and minus symbols 
may be used to indicate if the level awarded is close to the top or bottom of the level. 
 
In some cases more than one area or strand of the mark scheme might appear on the same 
page. For instance, in a methodology table there may be evidence of two aspects of 
methodology (2a, 2b), as well as some evaluative comments (3b or 4b) or reference to the 
ethical dimension (4b). 
 
It is not recommended to state a level next to a specific item such as an individual 
presentation or analytical technique.  
 
For the purpose of moderation, avoid the use of adjectives and descriptions that are not 
linked to the mark scheme. For instance, making comments such as ‘outstanding work’, 
‘excellent description’ or ‘superb presentation’ is not helpful in justifying the marks awarded. 
Teachers may wish to add a brief comment on some or all the annotations, but this is not 
essential. 
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Example of annotation of student work 
The following piece shows part of an investigation report with sample annotations linked to 
the mark scheme. As per the guidance outlined previously, these annotations use 
abbreviations to indicate where different aspects of the marking criteria are being address.  
 
Note that the levels awarded are indicated at the end of each section only (Introduction and 
methodology). It is not usually helpful to place levels intermittently through the study. For 
some criteria, evidence may be found in different parts of the written report, particularly for 
strands such as 2c (implementation of chosen methodologies), 3c (application of knowledge, 
theory and concepts), 4a (ability to write up field results and include a range of presentation 
methods) and 4b (evaluation, wider context and understanding of ethical dimension). 
 

 

1a: Relevant 
link to spec 

 

1a: Research 
question with 
three 
objectives 

 

4a: Evidence of 
sequence and 
organisation 
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1b: 
Theoretical 
context 

 

1b: Clear  
locational 
context  
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1b: Relevant 
literature 
sources 
support 
theoretical 
context 

 

1b: Clear 
referencing of 
sources 
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1b: Thorough 
literature 
review and 
wide range of 
sources 
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1a: Research 
hypothesis 
identified with 
clear rational 
for study 

 

Commentary 
1a: Level 4  Link to specification clearly stated. Research question effectively identified.    
 
1b: Level 4  Comprehensive, balanced and relevant literature review that is fully 
referenced. Theoretical context well understood. Locational/comparative context shown. 
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2b: 
Explanation of 
methods 
relevant to 
investigation 

 

2a: 
Justification of 
methods 

 

4b: Evaluation 
of methods, 
pros and cons 
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2b: Detailed 
knowledge and 
understanding 
of methods 
 
2a: Sampling 
type and size 
indicated  

2a:  
Well-reasoned 
justification 
linked to title 

 

4b: Clear evaluation of methods 
 
3b: Reference to sampling 
reliability 
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2b: Detailed 
explanation of 
method 

2a: 
Justification of 
method  

 

4b: Evaluation of method 
 
3b: Aware that sample size and 
type may not be representative 
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Commentary  
2a: Level 4 Detailed use of approaches. Justification for each method (eight) stated clearly.  
Sampling strategies are indicated.  
 
2b: Level 3+ Clear demonstration of K and U of methods relevant to investigation. 
 
2c: Level 4 (see later evidence). All techniques followed up. Data is of good quality and  
relevant to investigation.  
 

 

2b: Explanation 
of method 

2a: Thorough 
justification 

4b: Evaluation of method 
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Further support and guidance 
 
Contact our team 
8am–5pm Monday to Friday 
Tel: 01483 477 791 
Email: geography@aqa.org.uk 
 
NEA Advisors 
All A-level AQA Geography Centres have an assigned geography specialist as a dedicated NEA 
advisor that can be contacted via email. Exams officers are informed of their contact details 
each academic year. Contact us if you do not have access to these details.  
 
Teacher online standardisation (TOLS) 
TOLS is found on Centre Services and is an on-demand resource that can be accessed at any 
time. There are selection of previous NEAs that the programme allows you to mark then 
receive feedback on your marking, alongside the principal moderators' marks and a summary 
of why these marks were received. You’ll be able to find these by using the following steps: 

• log in to Centre Services 

• click ‘Pre-exams’ 

• click ‘Teacher online standardisation’ 

• this will redirect you to the TOLs page 

• click the ‘GCE’ option near the bottom of the TOLs page 

• chose ‘GEOGRAPHY ADV NEA 7037/C’ under the Humanities banner 

• clicking the menu at the top right of the page will allow you to navigate through 
standardisation. 


