
  

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in England and 
Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

  

 

A-Level Geography 
7073/C: Independent Investigation (NEA) 

Principal Moderators Report 
 
Published: August 2024 
 
 
 

  



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 2 of 30     
  

 
 

Contents  
 
The below table is interactive. You can press the control button click on the title of the question to go 
directly to that page.  
 

Contents Page 

Summary – Introduction and Areas where students excelled 3 

Areas where students struggled and Quality of assessment  4 

Administration and Structure and length  5 

Independence and Malpractice and the use of AI  6 

Themes selected and Titles 7 

Candidate record forms  8 

Area 1: Introduction and preliminary research 10 

Area 2: Methods of field investigation 16 

Area 3: Methods of critical analysis 20 

Area 4: Conclusions, Evaluation and Presentation 25 

Support and guidance 30 

 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 3 of 30     
  

 
 

Summary 
 

 Introduction 

This report includes observations on the accuracy of assessment judgements on the NEA made by centres. 
It indicates areas of good practice and also identifies areas where requirements have been misinterpreted. 
The report aims to provide constructive advice to centres on the criteria for accessing higher levels in the 
four areas of the mark scheme. Moderation of centre-assessed work is carried out in order to quality assure 
the internal assessment judgements made by teachers within a centre. Centres should refer to their 
individual centre feedback report provided when results are issued. In combination, the centre-specific 
document and this overall report should help to support centres’ internal assessment and moderation 
practice for future series. 
 
Students generally produced work that was devised and completed in a local area, and was very much in 
the spirit and ethos of the Independent Investigation. After a few years of disruption, virtually all of the 
work seen had a basis in primary data collection and titles selected by students were focused at a suitably 
small scale. The most successful studies were founded on questions justified on the basis of clear 
underlying geographical ideas, concepts or theories, but firmly based in the real world and conducted at a 
manageable scale. A wide variety of interesting and appropriate investigations were undertaken by 
students this year, derived from many different parts of the specification content.  
 

Areas where students excelled  

• There was much evidence of thorough and purposeful research with sources ranging from text 
books/Student A level magazines to published academic work. This is a key part of the 
investigation which links to all parts of the written report. 

• It was noticeable that students were more aware of appropriate methods to collect a range of data 
and information targeted at the individual sub hypotheses being investigated. 

• Many students demonstrated the ability to present data in a variety of forms – from simple maps 
and bar graphs to complex maps with layered data or located proportional symbols. More students 
are using GIS packages effectively to present their data 

• The majority are now organising their investigation by sub-hypothesis/research question and then 
structuring their methodology, presentation/analysis and conclusions around each 
hypothesis/research question.   

• Many students wrote more concise interpretations of their data and focused on answering the 
research questions, rather than simply describing individual graphs. More students did some data 
manipulation and made links between data sets. 

• The vast majority of students considered the ethical dimension, making specific reference to each 
of the methods. 
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Areas where students struggled 

• Some confusion still exists around sampling strategies and the need to carefully consider the 
location, frequency and timing of the sample. For example, sampling that was actually 
opportunistic/pragmatic was often described as random. Systematic and stratified sampling were 
often poorly understood. 

• Some students did not allow enough time to generate a representative sample of data. Students 
frequently indicated that they only had a few hours to collect their primary data. Many did not 
collect data at different times to investigate temporal change or from multiple locations to 
investigate spatial patterns. 

• Although more students are incorporating statistical analysis in their reports, many did not test 
the significance of the results, even where it was both appropriate and accurate, and did not 
interpret it in relation to their study. It was often presented as a technique in isolation and was 
sometimes based on a tiny sample.  

• Many students still find it challenging to include relevant theory from the literature review to 
interpret their findings. Data analysis was still seen in isolation and the wider context was often 
ignored. A sizeable proportion of reports made no further reference to the theoretical context after 
the introduction. 

• Evaluations tended to focus on the logistical issues associated with data collection. A greater 
concentration is required on the success and limitations of the whole investigation, including the 
reliability of data and validity of conclusions. 

• Many students presented their findings in relation to each sub-hypothesis without reaching a final 
overall conclusion. Some state very firm conclusions based on limited data sets without 
considering the tenuous nature of the findings. 

 

Quality of assessment 
 
The moderation process presented relatively few issues this year and teachers are to be commended for 
the quality of marking and administration. Most centres had completed an effective internal 
standardisation process and provided the appropriate evidence. It was pleasing to note that the vast 
majority of centres differentiated well between students and made full use of the mark range. Many 
teachers again provided meaningful and helpful annotation on the candidate record forms as well as on 
the work itself. This is extremely helpful during the moderation process and we  would encourage all 
centres to provide as much comment as possible to enable moderators to make a more informed 
assessment. There were some outstanding investigations, deserving of full marks. Centres should use the 
full range of marks where appropriate. Full marks need not necessarily mean perfection.  
 
Where centres were out of tolerance it was often harsh on the lower marked scripts and over generous on 
the higher ones. There were virtually no centres where there was highly erratic marking with only limited 
understanding of the mark scheme. Most centres understood where each sub level was applied to the 
work, although a few could improve their use of marks where the sub levels didn’t really correspond with 
the overall level or mark.   
 
Once again, the moderating team have commented on the quality of reports submitted and the meticulous 
accuracy of the marks awarded which represents enthusiasm from students and Geography Departments 
alike.  On behalf of the moderating team we would like to pass on our thanks for your diligence and 
application to the Unit 3 NEA process in 2024.    
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Administration 
 
Most centres completed all aspects of administration efficiently and on time and with all of the essential 
paperwork completed correctly. However, there were some cases this year where the administrative 
requirements were not completed satisfactorily, leading to delays in moderation. The Centre Declaration 
Sheet should accompany the scripts submitted for moderation, signed by all teachers involved in the 
assessment of the work. The Candidate record forms must also be signed by both the student and the 
teacher to confirm the authenticity of the work, and the teacher must approve the initial student proposal 
and give suitable feedback, predating the collection of data. A few moderators reported instances of poor 
administration with missing Centre Declaration Sheets, missing signatures on Candidate record forms, 
missing or inaccurate student numbers, or different scores on the CRF and Electronic submission.  Centres 
are asked to check all additions and transcriptions very carefully. Note that if the student has received any 
assistance beyond that given to the class as a whole and beyond that described in the specification, this 
additional support must be indicated and considered when marking the work.   
 
A small number of centres did not send the original work but had reprinted it to put all into the same 
format, some reducing to folded A4 to create A5 booklets. Some printed PDF versions with teacher 
comments in a very wide right-hand sidebar. Unfortunately, these procedures resulted in reduced size 
diagrams that were illegible, or illustrative material separated from title, or description, or key. Note that 
at present it is not possible to submit the work electronically.  
 
On an individual basis, students should be encouraged to number the pages of their studies and to give 
reference numbers to their presentation. A minority of students continue to include in the study, either in 
appendices or occasionally in the body of the study, the whole set of questionnaires or data recording 
sheets used. This is not necessary; one example would suffice. Some studies included overlong 
appendices, which added little or no value to the quality of the submitted work.   
 

Structure and length 
 
Most students could organise the NEA into a logical structure. This usually mirrored the mark scheme. The 
grossly over-word length issue was less common this year. Where this occurred, it was usually due to an 
unnecessarily lengthy introduction, Area 1 literary review, or in Area 3 critical analysis. Sometimes this was 
at the expense of Area 4, evaluation and conclusion, which became somewhat neglected at the end of the 
investigation report. Securing manageable and focused investigation titles for each student, through 
detailed discussion at the outset could greatly assist this process. Investigations that were close to 4,000 
words in extent tended to have very clear aims, only two or three sub-questions or hypotheses and 
therefore analysis sections that were more focused. 
 
On occasion, the time taken for data collection was sometimes surprisingly brief, as little as 1 hour, but 
this was not necessarily commented upon in evaluations. Similarly, data collection took place in a very 
restricted space and at only one or a very few sites. Conversely, some students made repeated visits to 
their site(s) over a period of time. Quality of analyses very often reflected these strengths and weaknesses. 
Some centres scheduled data collection in late November/December which added an extra challenge. 
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Independence 
 
Centres generally adhered to the requirements of the NEA and showed a clear understanding of both the 
collaborative and independent phases of the investigation. However, a small minority of centres took 
insufficient care to ensure that students’ work was truly independent. This was most evident when titles 
and hypotheses varied by just a few words across the cohort, or where the entire cohort chose to do very 
similar studies, for example on infiltration rates or environmental quality in one small area. 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 directed. This 
sometimes arises after residential fieldwork. To avoid this, residential trips might be best used for 
providing a fieldwork experience, demonstrating different geographical contexts with possible links to the 
specification, teaching methods of data collection, sampling, data presentation and analysis skills.  
Independent investigations are often best developed after residential fieldwork perhaps in a location close 
to the school or college. 
 
Centres are generally managing the problem of sharing fieldwork data effectively, where students are 
working in small groups. However, there are some that pursue the use of grouped data too far.  Situations 
where a large number of students centre collect and share data, and even appear to fit their titles 
retrospectively is not acceptable in an assessment component that requires an independent investigative 
approach. It can be difficult in these circumstances for moderators to discriminate between students. 
It is encouraging to report that many students produced a high standard of work, demonstrating an 
individual element and a good understanding of the underlying geography applied to a particular place. 
They produced studies that investigated original topics that were impressively well-planned and 
researched.  Self-reliance and initiative were evident in many studies and where students were allowed 
the opportunity to choose their location, focus and techniques, true independent decision-making was 
possible, which often led to inspired and ambitious work. It is a pleasure to read such examples of 
outstanding scholarship, which achieved marks at the top of the mark range. 
 

Malpractice and the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
 
Centres applied the requirements for Non-Examined Assessment throughout the research and the write-
up phase, and there were very few instances of misinterpretation of the regulatory guidelines. There was 
little evidence of teachers marking work provisionally or providing feedback on student work midway 
through the process.  A minority of centres reported issues relating to the use of Artificial Intelligence in 
students work. JCQ has provided guidance on this. Inappropriate use of AI to create or enhance student 
work without acknowledgement of risks is being classed as plagiarism. Teachers must keep student work 
submitted for assessment as coursework under supervision and must be able to authenticate it as the 
student’s own original unaided work. All use of generative AI programs to conduct initial research, create 
text, images, sound or video or plan a project must be acknowledged in the work and AI-generated material 
must be clearly referenced. Students should clearly state the prompt or series of prompts they used, the 
name and version of the generative AI program used and when it was accessed. 
 
Where teachers suspect plagiarism or inappropriate use of AI they should not authenticate the work and 
should be prepared to investigate further. Centres are reminded that if any form of malpractice is 
suspected, AQA will investigate. Where malpractice is found to have taken place a penalty is given 
dependent on the circumstances and severity of the malpractice.  
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Themes selected 
 
Across the entry, virtually all potential themes contained within the specification pertaining to fieldwork 
were explored. Most students chose to investigate aspects of the specification related to aspects of 
Changing places, Contemporary urban environments, and Coastal systems and landscapes.  
 
In a sample of 340 reports, taken from a wide range of centres and across a range of marks from 12 to 60, 
the percentages in each broad topic were as follows: Changing Place 36%, Contemporary urban 
environments 21%, Coastal landscapes 18%, Water and carbon 11%, Ecosystems under stress 6%, 
Globalisation 3%, Population and environment 2%, Glacial landscapes 1%, Resource security 1%, Hazards 
1%. Some straddled across more than one specification theme.  
 
Clone town studies and investigations of sustainability in urban systems were frequently seen this year. 
There were many investigations comparing two areas in terms of quality of life, standard of 
living/environment/sense of place, choosing "known" areas of huge diversity. Students often compared 
media images to the lived experience, or focused on insider/outsider experiences. Evaluative questions 
examining aspects of urban regeneration were common as were studies that considered environmental 
and socioeconomic inequalities in contrasting areas. Some very interesting and perceptive studies were 
undertaken on unusual topics in diverse places-these included a study of how the catholic identity of an 
Irish village has changed, an investigation of the impact of wildfires in a rural part of Portugal, and 
investigating the impacts of agricultural intensification on soil quality and fertility in an area of northern 
France. Sometimes students follow up an area they are interested in, such as football or surfing, but ideas 
don’t fully come to fruition and the outcomes can be poor without teacher guidance at the approval stage. 
The most popular physical geography topics were coastal erosion, marine sediment transport and 
deposition, and coastal management. Ecological investigations focussing on plant succession and 
diversity, usually in a sand dune or salt marsh environment, were also popular.  Urban microclimate 
studies and carbon stores in woodlands were more in evidence than previous years. Investigations based 
on elements of the water cycle, normally measurement of infiltration, were sometimes less successful, 
often because methodology and analysis were limited in scope.  
 
There were very few reports of investigation themes that were not connected to specification content.  
 

Titles 
 
Most titles were suitably chosen, with a focus on small scale investigation. Students should avoid titles 
that begin with ‘to find out’, ‘to explore’, or “to investigate” Many titles had a temporal dimension, for 
example considering urban change through redevelopment or the degree of success of a coastal 
management scheme, but the appropriate historical data was not usually available, so the investigation 
simply focused on a snapshot in time, and therefore failed to answer the research question. The many 
investigations which explored the success or failure of urban regeneration projects never properly 
established how success was measured or assessed. Clear indicators to measure success, sustainability or 
impacts should be identified at the outset.  
 
As in previous years, a number of submissions in 2024 were based on broad and unmanageable titles, 
making the task of answering the question very challenging within the 4000-word guidance. Some titles 
seen were over ambitious and even unrealistic in their aims, lacking a locational context, such as 
“Examining the impact of renewable energy sources on reducing carbon emissions” or “Assessing the 
economic impacts of sea-level rise on coastal communities”. The scale of study was sometimes 
inappropriate, for example “Analysing the impact of air pollution on public health in Manchester” or 
“Investigating the impact of globalisation on local cultures and traditions in Birmingham”. 
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Candidate Record Forms 
 
The majority of student proposals were clearly articulated, with appropriate titles, hypotheses or research 
questions, locational focus, methodologies and sampling strategies. However, CRFs did show  variation in 
the way they were completed by students and commented upon by teachers. Some students could have 
had greater success had shortcomings such as, too broad a title, too many hypotheses, tautologous aims, 
difficulties in planned data collection been pointed out. It is vital that teachers use the opportunity to 
provide feedback at the initial approval stage, as it is not possible to give specific advice at a later point in 
the process. 
 
There is a frequently a close correlation between the detail and substance of the CRFs and the quality of 
the ensuing work.  The proposal is a working document and a way of managing adaptation within the 
enquiry rather than an exact blueprint, and students may make minor changes to their plans as the enquiry 
progresses. 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. This is perfectly acceptable, and it is not 
necessary for a further CRF to be submitted. 
 
This example of a Candidate Record Form shows specification links that are justified; a title with an 
evaluative question, and a theoretical and locational context; three linked sub-hypotheses; a clear focus 
and methodology linked to each of the hypotheses, with sampling strategies indicated. 
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Centres are reminded that AQA offers an advisory service for teachers to contact their advisor for any 
queries relating to the delivery of this NEA. This offers teachers the chance to gain input from senior 
advisers on the suitability of proposals, as well as obtaining guidance on other aspects of the NEA.  
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The written report 

The advised structure to the written report is that it should be linked closely to the mark scheme. It is 
recommended that it follows a logical sequence, starting with the CRF, and covers the four areas of the 
mark scheme. Some students submitted work that only partially covered the four areas, or alternatively 
combined several of the strands under a single heading. In the best work seen the enquiry route was 
obvious from the outset, and the work maintained a rigour and clear sense of purpose with the issue under 
investigation being firmly rooted in geography. 
 
 

Area 1 Introduction and preliminary research 
 
Moderators reported that where students had achieved the highest marks there was evidence of a clear 
link to the specification content and a strong theoretical and comparative context. Alongside the 
theoretical basis of the investigation, many students provided justification for the locational setting of 
their investigation using a series of GIS maps at different scales. However, this was not consistent across 
the cohort and there is still a need for students to provide a rationale for their sub-hypotheses or sub-
questions, in terms of their relationship to the underlying theory, and how they will assist in directly 
addressing the selected key question. In some of the poorer scripts students provided generic  
background that bore little reference to theory or context. Literature reviews were used by the majority of 
students, but  while most had a list of literature sources in their appendix, these were sometimes limited 
to website links, such as Wikipedia and Google. The better reports made excellent use of literature 
throughout their work, with relevant sources clearly identified in the text, using a recognised system such 
as Harvard. An effective introduction will be quite short – perhaps only 500-750 words. 
 
The example below demonstrates the identification of relevant parts of specification content, with a 
rationale or justification for each link: 
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In the following study the student develops 4 sub hypotheses related to the research question to what 
extent will deciduous woodland provide a higher biodiversity than coniferous woodland. The report 
includes footnotes linked to literary sources and makes references to several comparative studies which 
have been carried out previously.  
 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 12 of 30     
  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 13 of 30     
  

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
There are still some recurring spatial context issues. Students should aim to include a clear focus on the 
location(s) under investigation. This can be achieved, for example, by providing a regional map and O.S. 
extract with sites marked precisely where the data was actually collected, or a street map of an urban area 
with the locations of surveys pinpointed, or where questionnaires were conducted. The (partial) example 
below demonstrates this (although scale is not indicated): 
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Area 1 Summary 
 

Area 1a Aims and research questions.  
Students performed well when they had: 

Aims and research questions.  
Students performed less well when they had: 

• precise links to the specification, with a 
suitable rationale or justification 

• 2-3 sub questions or hypotheses, all 
connected to the central theme of 
investigation 

• a research question with a clear locational 
and theoretical context 

• an independent choice of title, based on a 
topic they were genuinely interested in, 
capable of being tested at an appropriate 
scale, using evidence collected in the 
field. 

• opportunity to select from a range of 
different contexts, with the chance to 
revisit locations to collect repeat 
measurements/observations. 
 

• inappropriate or generalised links to the 
specification 

• a multi-hypothesis approach or 
hypotheses not capable of being tested 

• sub-hypotheses or sub-questions that 
were not connected 

• titles that were too broad or ambitious, or 
truisms, or based around a data collection 
technique 

• titles that were similar across the whole 
cohort because they were restricted to 
one context or environment. 

• titles that were largely dependent on 
collection of secondary data 

 
Area 1b Literature review/theoretical contexts. 
Students performed well when they had: 

Literature review/theoretical contexts. 
Students performed less well when they had:  

• a few well-chosen sources that were 
closely linked to the investigation theme. 

• fully acknowledged sources using 
footnotes and bibliography 

• selectively quoted from research 
information, adding their own 
interpretation and analysis  

• researched comparative contexts where 
fieldwork on similar themes had been 
conducted 

• provided a clear locational context for the 
study  

• general sources that were not clearly 
linked to the investigation. 

• failed to acknowledge sources 
• indiscriminately cut and paste chunks of 

text or research information  
• included lengthy and irrelevant 

background description of study area  
• limited or superficial coverage of the 

theoretical context  
• ignored comparative contexts 
• not provided a spatial context to the 

investigation 
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Area 2 Methods of field investigation 
 
The stronger investigations demonstrated evidence of a well-designed planning phase, often including a 
piloting strategy, careful selection of a range of 3-6 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. Where the study is split into sub-
questions or sub-hypotheses it is good practice to link the method(s) to each in turn.  
The better scripts justified the sites selected or questions asked within a questionnaire, and linked 
different items of data to the underpinning hypotheses or questions.  Sampling was often referred to, but 
the different strategies were not always understood.  Awareness of the difference between systematic and 
stratified was often lacking. Sample size was difficult to determine for many.  
 
The best explained their methods in a replicable way although some clearly relied on what they had done 
at a field centre or as part of a group. A number of students relied on well-established surveys for EQS 
derived from websites and field centres-there is often scope to individualise the data recording sheets, 
making them specific to the purpose of the enquiry.  
 
The amount of data collected varied significantly – from those where there was an inadequate amount to 
draw conclusions (2 different sites, 5 questionnaires for example), to those who have many data items and 
large, representative sample sizes. There is a balance between too little and too much but students ought 
to aim for 10 study sites in terms of subsequent processing; 20 plus on questionnaires as a minimum.  It is 
recognised that face to face questionnaire data is time consuming to collect and not always successful. 
Many surveys are now completed online, sometimes with limited options for responses. A lot are closed 
questions with yes/no alternatives, which is not really appropriate at GCE.  Whenever a questionnaire is 
used it would be sensible to provide an annotated copy in an appendix; the annotations can be used to 
justify the choice of questions. 
 
Some students used methodology tables to explain and justify their methods. They can have the 
advantage of covering each aspect of the mark scheme as along as the headings are wide ranging, but they 
can be constraining, particularly for more able students. They are often descriptive rather than 
explanatory, and the separation under different headings can limit the quality and depth of discussion. 
Extended writing for this section is often preferable and allows for greater discussion and  
justification of the methods adopted as well as the sampling framework. A (partial) example is shown 
below. Note that problems and improvements would be assessed as part of 4b evaluation.  
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Annotated questionnaires can be a useful way of justifying the questions posed and show the link to 
investigation sub-questions or hypotheses. This example shows an adapted questionnaire that has 
changed following a pilot study: 
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When explaining the use of secondary data, students often gave brief or superficial reasons, even when 
primary data sources were outlined in detail. Others explained the use of secondary sources in relation to 
the purpose of the enquiry, as shown in this example: 
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Area 2 Summary 
 

Area 2. Methods of field investigation.  
Students performed well when they had: 

Area 2. Methods of field investigation.  
Students performed less well when they had:  

• fully understood sampling strategies and 
justified them for each method in relation 
to the purpose of the investigation. 

• collected a large sample of primary data 
which would enable meaningful 
conclusions to be drawn. 

• used relevant secondary data sources in 
support of primary data collected in the 
field. 

• selected a range of methods which 
directly addressed the sub-
questions/hypotheses 

• carried out pilot surveys which often gave 
clear insight into the feasibility and 
timings of the investigation, as well 
offering a practical opportunity to trial the 
technique. 

• devised own recording sheets and tables 
for outlining methodology 

• explained methods fully without any 
gaps. 

• given careful consideration to the timing 
and frequency of sampling. 

• allowed for both temporal sampling 
(repeat measurements and observations) 
and spatial sampling (collecting data from 
a range of locations) 

• used photos to illustrate data collection 
and locate sample sites on a map 

• inserted examples of data recording 
sheets with explanations or annotations 
of the questions posed or data headings 
 

• failed to justify the sample size or 
method. 

• a limited range, often only one or two 
simplistic techniques.  

• (or) a large number of data capture 
methods executed poorly, some of which 
were not helpful to the enquiry 

• collected data in large groups and relied 
heavily on a single data set 

• relied largely on secondary data, with 
minimal data collected in the field 

• misunderstood sampling strategies 
• selected methods indiscriminately and 

inappropriately 
• used recording sheets obtained from field 

centres or taken directly from secondary 
sources 

• given partial and incomplete explanation 
of methodology  

• tiny or unrepresentative samples. 
• too much (inappropriate) data.  
• been given credit given for methods that 

were not subsequently executed in the 
field. 
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Area 3 Methods of critical analysis 
 
The majority of students were able to produce a suitably wide range of cartographical and graphical 
techniques to present and analyse their data. These ranged from the use of those available in Microsoft 
Excel  to some thoughtful and appropriate use of GIS packages. Students should aim to produce 
techniques that meet the basic presentation standards; sometimes they lacked clear titles, labelled axis, 
and appropriate scales. There is still an overreliance on multiple bar and pie charts to show simple 
information that summarise limited questionnaire answers.   
 
There was some suitable application of statistics but some students do not always understand their use, 
for example seeing Chi Squared as testing for correlation instead of discrepancies between the data 
distributions that are observed and those that are expected. Some did not realise the shortcomings of 
sample sizes that were too small, and a large number failed to consider significance when completing 
correlation or chi shared tests.  Quoting the final outcome of an analytical technique is important, but 
students should indicate what it means in the broader geographical context of the investigation.  
Qualitative techniques were used in certain investigations, particularly for changing place studies. More 
complex techniques of analysis such as well annotated photographs, or colour coding and graphical 
representation of interview transcripts were extensively used. Mapping with superimposed symbols and 
annotations, often helped to display more than one data item simultaneously in a spatial context.   Many 
students used techniques such as polarising, theming, categorising or making linkages when coding text 
as part of qualitative analysis. Note however that there is only limited credit for simply downloading maps 
from the census or crime data websites.  
 
Most students effectively analysed and interrogated their data and discussed the main trends and patterns 
in the same sequence as the questions/hypotheses.  Many were aware of anomalies and cross-referenced 
different sources, interpreting the evidence by applying theory from the earlier literature review.  The best 
scripts included logical and organised interpretations, with precise and plausible reasons for the results 
obtained. Poorer scripts simply described the results, as depicted in each technique of data presentation, 
rather than being driven by the hypotheses.  A limited literature review at the start clearly has implications 
for this section.  In the weaker scripts, the underpinning theory was not integrated into the analysis, nor 
was it used to help explain the findings. Often what was missing from the interpretation was the 
requirement to indicate the degree to which the data is representative. This should form part of the critical 
examination of the field data. Similarly, only limited attention was given to the accuracy of data, which is 
also part of this strand. 
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All techniques should be linked to the hypotheses or research questions stated in the introduction. This 
series of annotated photographs illustrates links between the hypotheses and the features shown. Note 
that there is some credit for 3a presentation and analysis as well as 3b interpretation. 
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This example of located word clouds attempts to illustrate some spatial variation within a village. The 
sample size is small and the scale not entirely clear, but subsequent analysis made good use of the 
qualitative data.  
 

 
 
Where statistical tests were used, the best studies explained why they were used, showed evidence of the 
calculations made and used the results to inform the analysis. Where there was good understanding, the 
use of significance was employed and the results interpreted with regard to the hypothesis. This example 
has (just) sufficient readings for a Spearman rank correlation test. Note that presentation, analysis and 
interpretation are linked together.  
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Area 3 Summary 
 

Area 3. Methods of critical analysis. 
 Students performed well when they had: 

Area 3. Methods of critical analysis. 
Students performed less well when they had:  

• demonstrated flair and innovation in 
combining photos with maps or graphs 
with maps so that data could be geo-
located. 

• Included accurate and complete 
techniques with correct map and graph 
conventions.  

• made appropriate use of statistical 
techniques with test of significance. 

• included annotated photographs with 
analytical observations 

• looked for explanations for anomalous 
results 

• explained patterns and trends, showing 
understanding of the ‘bigger picture’ 

• comment on the degree to which the data 
collected was representative 

• commented on the accuracy of data 
sample 

• regularly linked analysis and 
interpretation directly to aim and 
hypotheses.  

• realised that the lack of a relationship 
between data sets or unexpected result is 
no less valid than one that shows a strong 
link. 

• shown awareness of the implications of 
the findings, returning to the theoretical 
aspects that drove the study. 
 

• made indiscriminate over-use of 
computer-generated graphs  

• relied entirely on ‘safe’ and 
straightforward data presentation 
techniques 

• lacked a spatial element when displaying 
and analysing results 

• missed the standard conventions when 
drawing graphs and maps 

• missed opportunities to analyse results 
statistically 

• included misconceptions, e.g. Chi squared 
tests for correlation  

• insufficient data for a statistical test 
• missed significance testing as a final step.  
• missed opportunities for coding – instead  

producing tables of transcript answers 
from interviews conducted. 

• considered presentation, analysis and 
interpretation separately. 

• written a purely descriptive analysis 
without explanations of results, patterns 
and trends 

• missed opportunities to do data 
manipulation or make connections 
between data sets 

• failed to show understanding of “bigger 
picture” 

• seen anomalous results as inconvenient 
• made no link made to theoretical aspects 

or literature review 
•  

 
 
 

  



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 25 of 30     
  

 
 

Area 4 Conclusions, evaluation and presentation 
 
Virtually all bar the weakest reports (who often hadn’t completed the NEA) had a structure that flowed and 
was easy to follow. This structure usually took the format of the four areas of the mark scheme. Many 
studies were well organised, with titles, contents, pagination, well written paragraphs, techniques 
integrated into the study, full enquiry sequence, bibliography and appendix. Some even included an 
abstract or executive summary. Students should be commended for the quality of their written 
communication. The use of extended prose and technical language was often high level and mature. A 
range of appropriate presentation techniques were present in most, including location maps and 
photographs. Some of the weaker scripts were harshly marked here despite having a clear structure.  Many 
students included a risk assessment which is not required in the written report. As reported in previous 
series, many students made too much use of an appendix, perhaps because they saw this as a way of 
increasing the word count without exceeding the 4000 word guidance available for the main text. The 
written text must function independently of its appendix. 
 
There is some evidence that evaluations were weaker this year. They sometimes were brief, generalised, 
and superficial. The weaker scripts focused on practicalities of methodology and improvements, rather 
than producing a more holistic evaluation of the entire investigation. The ethical dimension generally was 
understood and explained. Whilst there is scope for commenting on the positives and successes of the 
study, there should be recognition that whatever method is used, it is flawed in some way.  Better 
responses linked to the results and conclusions and showed an awareness of the extent to which the 
hypotheses/questions/aims had been fulfilled.  Subsequent improvements and extensions can then be 
noted. Consideration of the conclusions in the wider context as well as opportunities to develop the work 
further were lacking in many of the scripts sampled. 
 
Most attempted conclusions based around their original sub questions / hypotheses. In the better reports, 
students were able to summarise their findings, rather than simply repeat their analysis, giving a clear 
overview and returned to their underpinning theory and literature review to discuss and evaluate the 
extent to which their hypotheses have been realised. Better reports also recognised the tenuous nature of 
the conclusions and avoided a dogmatic approach, especially where the evidence was partial or limited. 
Some students indicated what they believe to have discovered but did not relate to any evidence, which is 
essential. Some lost sight of their initial purpose altogether. Overall conclusions were often brief in 
comparison to the sub questions and at times missing, so students were unable to draw the various strands 
of enquiry together at the end. 
 
The ethical dimension deals with issues in collecting the data which may impact on people and/or 
environment. These examples illustrate issues in contrasting environments.  
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This (partial) evaluation considers several issues relating to the validity and reliability of methods adopted. 
The student subsequently considers the wider implications of the study and how further research might 
be undertaken. 
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The following conclusion to an investigation about carbon sequestration in seagrass within Torbay was 
written on a hypothesis by hypothesis basis. This ensured that the mini conclusions related back to the 
original aims and hypothesis, as well as providing an overall summative conclusion. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 29 of 30     
  

 
 

Area 4 Summary 
 

Area 4. Conclusions, evaluations and 
presentation. 
 Students performed well when they had: 

Area 4. Conclusions, evaluations and 
presentation. 
 Students performed less well when they had:  

• produced a well organised, logically 
sequenced report, with pagination, 
appendix and bibliography. 

• a wide range of presentation techniques 
embedded in the report.  

• a cogently written report, grammatically 
correct and accurate. 

• evaluated the limitations of methodology 
with suggested improvements, reflected 
on strengths and weaknesses of the study 
and considered further research 
possibilities or other avenues of enquiry. 

• considered ethical issues concerning the 
collection of accurate and fair data. 

• reached valid conclusions based on the 
evidence collected, linked to initial aims. 

• explained unexpected or unusual 
outcomes. 

• referred to geographical theory or 
concepts in explaining the findings of the 
enquiry. 
provided a synthesis of the outcomes , 
effectively combining the evidence to 
reach a summative conclusion 

• missed out part of the enquiry sequence 
eg the evaluation of the investigation  

• only included a narrow range of 
presentation techniques 

• made too much use of an appendix 
• limited the evaluation to purely logistical 

issues affecting methodology 
• asserted that all aspects of investigation 

were perfect 
• confused ethical considerations with risk 

assessment. 
• given vague or lengthy conclusions, 

repeating earlier analysis. 
• failed to provide an overall summative 

conclusion.  
• given plausible sounding conclusions that 

didn’t draw on the evidence collected. 
• made exaggerated conclusions based on 

limited findings 
•  
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Support and guidance  
Our reports on  the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your understanding of our 
assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics page of our 
website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 
students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question 
• identify topics, skills and types of question where students may need further support 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in other AQA 

schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our feedback courses where you can review example responses from students and 
commentaries from our examiners.  
 
 

Contact us 
 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel: 0800 197 7162 
Email: geography@aqa.org.uk 
 


