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Summary 
 
The human geography examination was an accessible assessment, and it enabled students to score well 

across each of the themes. The overall distribution of marks indicated the paper discriminated well. The 
more able students could show their knowledge, understanding and skills whilst the less able could still 

access the lower levels of the mark scheme and gain credit.  

 
As with previous years, students had prepared for the structure of the examination and again there were 

very few incidences of rubric infringement. Completing all thirteen questions is a demanding task and 
there were relatively few papers suggesting students had run out of time.  

 
The standard format of the paper is for students to answer questions from two compulsory core sections 

and one of the three options.  There was a very similar pattern of marks across the three options, but 
Resource security continues to be the least popular choice taught by centres.  
 
Students showed that they were well prepared and that they understood how the questions align to the 
Assessment Objectives (AOs). Hence, there was evidence of clear geographical knowledge and 

understanding (AO1), appropriate application of knowledge (AO2) and some good use of geographical 
skills (AO3).   

 

Areas where students excelled  

• All question types showed evidence of good student performance.  

 

• Performance on the 4-mark questions assessing AO1 was a particular strength.  

 

• Question 02.1 was answered well with good knowledge of the term ‘endogenous factors’ and some 
clear links to how these contributed to the character of places.  

 

• Question 03.1 assessed students understanding of the concept of urban decentralisation and the 
reasons why both people and/or businesses had moved away from city centres. Students could 

explain economic, social and environmental reasons behind these changes and quite often used 
examples to help demonstrate their understanding.  

 

• AO3 questions provide students with the opportunity to apply geographical skills of analysis and 
interpretation to a variety of resources presenting geographical information. Many students 

accessed Level 2 by demonstrating analytical skills such as identifying overall patterns and trends, 

data manipulation, picking out anomalies, making connections between resources, and 

accurately interpreting scales and legends.  
 

• In the 6- and 9-mark questions (AO1 & AO2) that used novel stimulus material there was evidence 

of some student confidence and clear application of knowledge and understanding.  

 

• Question 01.3 and 02.3 scored almost identical mean marks into low Level 2. Question 01.3 
showed students had knowledge of the role of NGOs and could assess their importance in raising 

awareness in the protection of Antarctica.  
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• Question 02.3 required students to assess how a person’s lived experience affects their sense of 

place with the two photographs of London allowing students to consider insider and outsider 

perspectives.   
 

• In Section C, students chose to answer questions from the optional topics they had studied.  

o On question 03.3 the novel resource focussed on fortress developments 
o On question 04.3 the novel resource focused on female education and fertility 
o On question 05.3 the novel resources focused on wastewater and greywater management 

Students linked the resources to their own knowledge, rather than describing the information 

presented.  

 

• In Section C, each of the 9-mark questions showed mean scores of over 5.0, indicating mid-level 2 
performance. Students showed knowledge and evaluation of sustainable cities, local-scale factors 

negatively impacting health, and the geopolitics of mineral resources.   

 

• Student responses to the extended questions (20 marks) were often well structured and presented 
clear arguments with effective links to case studies.  
 

• Question 02.4 had the highest mean, indicating mid-level 3 performance. Students provided 

detailed place knowledge to demonstrate how shifting flows of investment had an impact on the 
character of the place. Detroit, areas of London (Stratford, Shoreditch, Brick Lane and Docklands) 

and Liverpool all featured prominently as places where shifting flows of investment (both positive 
and negative) had changed the character of the place over time.  
 

• The 20-mark question in Section C required students to make synoptic links between physical and 

human themes and required students to make a connection between impacts of the changing 
carbon cycle taken from the physical geography core theme of water and carbon cycles, and an 

aspect of the human options. Questions 03.5, 04.5 and 05.5 all achieved mean marks within level 

3.  

 

• Question 04.5 had a mean score of over 12 and showed students had some clear knowledge and 

understanding of the possible impact of the changing carbon cycle on migration. Connections 
were drawn between increased carbon in the atmosphere, climate change, increased weather and 

climate related hazards, rising sea levels, impacts on agriculture, urban flooding and the possibility 
of climate related migration. There was evidence of good place knowledge here. Many focused on 

Pacific Island communities or sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

Areas where students struggled 

• In question 01.1 (AO1, 4 marks) a number of students misread the key terminology in the question, 
producing responses referring to environmental independence rather than interdependence. For 

those students studying Resource Security a number were unable to differentiate clearly between 
primary and secondary sources of energy.  

 

• In general, there were some errors made by students on the resources questions (AO3).  
 

• In question 02.2 there was some misinterpretation of the horizontal scale showing the percentage 
of respondents. Some students saw these values as actual numbers of responses.  
 

• In question 05.2, many students understood the logarithmic horizontal scale; however, some did 
not, and as a result, their analysis was incorrect and limited to Level 1. 
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• Most of the 6- and 9-mark questions evidenced some good subject knowledge and application. 

However, students could achieve higher marks within Level 2 or 3 by making their assessments 

and evaluations more explicit.   
 

• The 20-mark essays did highlight some areas for improvement. When answering 20-mark 

questions, students were more successful when the response continued with a single line of 
reasoning, compared to responses that try to offer a balanced argument or approach from 
different angles.      

 

• Question 01.4 (AO1, 20 marks) was a complex question linking unequal flows of technology to 

inequalities in patterns of consumption. Some students interpreted the term consumption simply 
in terms of food consumption. Others were determined to repeat their learned knowledge of global 
trade such as Apple, Coca Cola, bananas or coffee rather than integrate examples into their 

responses. A number of responses to 1.4 were convoluted and lacked a direction of argument. 

 

 

Point marked questions 
4-mark questions are point marked. A mark may be awarded where a student makes a single relevant point 

and subsequent marks awarded (if applicable) where the student develops those points with additional 

knowledge. 

Levels marked questions 
6-mark, 9-mark and 20-mark questions are levels marked where the response is holistically marked against 

the assessment objectives, given a mid-level mark initially and then a fine tune mark awarded within that 

level.  

Assessment Objectives (AOs) 
AO1: Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of places, environments, concepts, processes, 

interactions and change, at a variety of scales (30-40%). 

AO2: Apply knowledge and understanding in different contexts to interpret, analyse and evaluate 

geographical information and issues (30-40%). 

AO3: Use a variety of relevant quantitative, qualitative and fieldwork skills to: 

- investigate geographical questions and issues 

- interpret, analyse and evaluate data and evidence  

- construct arguments and draw conclusions (20-30%) 
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4-mark AO1 questions 

These questions assess knowledge and understanding and require students to outline key 

 processes, concepts, interaction and change.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The key to good marks in the 4-mark, AO1, questions is to make clear, focused responses that directly 

relate to the part of the specification being assessed. Specific knowledge is vital, and responses should be 
clear and if appropriate relate to a suitable example.  
 

 

 
 

This response, from the core theme of Global Systems and Global Governance, is a very good example of a 
student writing clear, concise focused points about the topic being assessed, in this case environmental 

interdependence. It includes some details of an example of this interdependence, the Paris agreement of 
2015.  

(4 marks) 
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This answer demonstrates the student shows an understanding of the mutual agendas with environmental 
issues, effectively linking these to the governance of the global commons, and the shared responsibility in 

dealing with the issue of climate change. It was also awarded full marks. 
(4 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 
 
Lower scoring responses to the 4-mark questions tend to show limited knowledge and understanding of 

the concept being assessed. Responses may make incorrect statements or simply not know enough about 
the topic.  

 

 
In this example, from Global Systems and Global Governance, the response gained 1 mark. This was for an 
overall point about aspects of the environment being linked. However, it connects the environment to trade 

which is not the thrust of the question. The answer is very brief and demonstrates limited knowledge. 

(1 mark) 

 

 
This low-scoring response to question 02.1, on the topic of Changing Places refers to some endogenous 
factors (natural location, topography), but without developing how these contribute to the character of place 
One mark is awarded for the overall sense of understanding, but the student has not produced clear 
knowledgeable statements.   

(1 mark) 
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6-mark AO3 skills questions 

These questions assess how students interpret, analyse and evaluate data, evidence and 

resources.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The resources from the skills checklist used to present geographical information in this paper included bar 

graphs (simple, compound and comparative, using both linear and logarithmic scales), maps and 
comparative line graphs. To score well in the skills questions students should aim to apply relevant skills 
directly to the data provided. These skills may include identifying overall patterns (‘the big picture’), 
recognising trends within the data, accurately reading scales and interpreting values, exemplifying key 

points and reporting on anomalies and manipulating data further to add depth to their analysis.  

 

 
This example uses data relating to the sales of LEGO and the global distribution of corporate locations. The 
response begins with an overview ‘there has been a year-on-year increase’ and shows that the scale was read 
with some degree of accuracy (‘21bn Kroner higher in 2021 compared to 2017’). There is some data 

manipulation (use of percentages) and the student comments on both resources (compound bars and the 
map). There are connections made between the two resources.  

Level 2 (6 marks) 
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This response, from the People and Environment topic, shows the student has good analytical skills by 
making clear links between the two-line graphs. There is clear use of data in support of these comments, 
and it uses comparative language in the statements.  This was also assessed at the top of Level 2 and 

awarded 6 marks. 

Level 2 (6 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

 
Less successful responses to these questions can have a somewhat disjointed feel to them, lacking a clear 

sense of the bigger picture. They may also contain errors due to reading the data incorrectly.  
 

 
The example, from Changing Places, was awarded 3 marks placed at the top of Level 1. There are some 
comments about the data, but not all of them are accurate. Lower scoring responses have often misread 
the data being used. The response deals with each element in turn rather than seeing an overview. There is 

some credit for this response, but only at Level 1. 
Level 1 (3 marks)  
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6- & 9-mark AO1/AO2 questions with stimulus  

These questions assess knowledge and understanding when applied to novel situations  
 (resource prompts).  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

Section A includes one 6-mark question assessing AO1 and AO2. Section B also includes one 6-mark 
question assessing AO1 and AO2. In Section C, there are two 9-mark questions, both of which assess AO1 
and AO2.  

 

These questions are based on the novel resources, designed to assess students’ abilities in how well they 

can apply their understanding of the specification topic to unfamiliar scenarios. Students should integrate 
their own knowledge and understanding, with the information presented in the novel material to answer 
the question.  

 
In both of the 6- and 9-mark questions, AO2 has a greater bearing on the distribution of marks, so the 

assessment or evaluation is more significant. Students should use their ‘own knowledge’ (AO1) to support 

their reasons.   
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This question, from Changing Places, requires students to assess how a person’s lived experience affects their 
sense of place. The novel resources are two photographs showing people in Canary Wharf, London Docklands 
and tourists in central London. The example here makes clear use of both images and assesses how lived 

experience has shaped the sense of place of the people in the images. The student proposes that the people 

in figure 4a are local and have a sense of place shaped by the familiarity of people and places around them 
compared to the tourists in figure 4b who have knowledge of London as a media place. There is both AO1 
(media place, the link to how people in a school have familiarity) and AO2 (engagement with the resources 
and assessment of the concept).  

 Level 2 (6 marks)  
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Section C: Population and the Environment  
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Section C: Population and the Environment  

 
 

The example is a 9-mark question in Section C: Population and the Environment. It does everything required 
to gain Level 3 marks. The response begins with a clear statement that education is a very significant factor 
in reducing fertility rates. The student uses their own knowledge with reference to Tanzania (AO1) and factors 
affecting fertility. There is detailed engagement with the novel resources provided to support their view. In 

summary, it shows detailed knowledge and understanding of the links between education and fertility rates 
and presents a coherent view (AO2).   

Level 3 (9 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 
 

Students obtaining Level 1 in these questions often do not address the question posed or lean towards a 
description of the novel resources.   

 

 
In the response there is some engagement with both resources (AO2), and the student shows some basic 
knowledge (AO1), with reference to insiders and outsiders, but beyond that there is no clear assessment. This 

response was placed at the top of Level 1 and received 3 marks.   
Level 1 (3 marks) 
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This response to question 04.3 was assessed at low level 2 and gained 4 marks. There is only a basic link to 

Figure 8a and no reference to Figure 8b. There is some straightforward assessment (AO2), and some evidence 
of the student’s own knowledge, linked to the Japanese economy and society, but the response lacks the 
depth and detail required for higher level marks.  

Level 2 (4 marks) 
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9-mark AO1/AO2 questions   

These questions assess knowledge and understanding without the use of resources.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The 9-mark questions, without the use of resources, test students’ subject knowledge and application in 

the optional themes. Responses should balance knowledge (AO1) with evaluation and assessment (AO2) 
to answer the question posed. 
 
Level 3 answers demonstrate detailed knowledge and understanding, make clear connections and views 

are well supported with evidence and examples.    
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In this example, assessing Contemporary Urban Environments, the question ‘assess the relative importance 

of factors contributing to a sustainable city’ required students to identify key factors—economic, social, 
environmental, and technological—and evaluate their significance and interrelationships. Level 3 

responses show knowledge of a range of factors, assess their importance and do so with respect to 

examples. 
 

This response begins by identifying some key factors for sustainable cities (sustainable urban drainage, 
waste management and energy production). These factors are described with links to examples for support 

(AO1) and their importance and relative importance are considered (AO2). The answer is succinct and shows 

both detailed subject knowledge and good exam technique.  
 
The response shows detailed AO1 knowledge. This was clearly a Level 3 response – it was assessed as being 

in the middle of Level 3 and awarded 8 marks. With a little more clarity in the introductory section on the 

concept of sustainable cities it would have received full marks. 

Level 3 (8 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Responses that did not score well either lacked knowledge and understanding of the area of the 
specification being assessed, for example - sustainable cities, health factors at a local scale or mineral 

resource security - or a failed to really address the commands of the question (e.g. assess, to what extent).   
 

 
 

In this example, from the Environment and Population topic, the question requires an understanding of the 
relative importance of factors having a negative impact on health in a local area. This response does refer to 

Glasgow, the area studied, and shows some knowledge and understanding of life expectancy in different 
parts of Glasgow, as well as reference to health-related factors of drug use and absence of green spaces. 

However, whilst AO1 is evidenced, AO2 is partial. This response was assessed as being in mid-Level 1 and was 
given 2 marks. 

Level 1 (2 marks) 
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20-mark questions 

These questions assess knowledge, understanding and application: constructing   
 arguments and drawing conclusions.  

Qualities seen in more successful responses  

The 20-mark questions assess students’ deeper knowledge of the specification. Responses should be 
supported with relevant case studies or examples to demonstrate place knowledge. The generic level 

descriptors and strands within the marking guidance are used to assess student responses. Examiners are 
looking for a balance of geographical knowledge and understanding (AO1) and application of knowledge 

and understanding (AO2) to answer the question.  

 
Responses should have a clear structure and follow a clear and sustained line of reasoning. The extended 
responses should come to a clear conclusion based on preceding evidence that summarises the student’s 
answer to the question.    

 
Given the time and demands of the paper responses should strike a balance between demonstrating 
detailed knowledge and understanding, whilst also being focused and succinct within the available answer 

space.  

 

The following examples demonstrate good responses from the core topics that can be used with students 
to help hone their skills in answering extended questions.  
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©2025 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved.  23 
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This example focussed on Global Systems and Global Governance. It required students to critically assess the 
extent to which they agreed with the statement ‘unequal flows of technology are the main causes of 

inequalities in patterns of consumption around the world’. 

  
The approach to marking the 20-mark questions is to consider the complete response and decide which of 

the four levels of response is the best match. The final mark is then decided by ‘fine tuning’ up or down within 
the range of marks for the level. In this example, Level 4 fits the response. It has a nice balance of opinions 

(AO2) and views to respond to the question, backed up with relevant geographical evidence (AO1). The 

student discusses aspects of technology (in agriculture) and links economic development to inequalities in 
consumption.  It goes on to consider another factor – trade blocs – and their importance in inequalities of 
consumption. It is well-written and finishes with a clear conclusion. It shows awareness of spatial and 
temporal changes. Having decided on Level 4, the final mark was agreed as in the middle of the mark range 

as some of the AO1 points could have been more specific, rather than making general points about ‘Africa’. It 
was awarded 18 marks.  
 

Level 4 (18 marks) 
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This example focusses on Changing Places. In question 02.4, students were directed to use the distant place 

they had studied to say to what extent they agreed with the statement that ‘shifting flows of investment can 
have significant impacts on the character of places.’   

 
The response identifies the distant place studied, Shoreditch in London and gives some valid details on 

historical changes and flows of investment from migration and private investment and how these link to the 
vibrant character of Shoreditch. The changes that occurred when private and public investment were 
withdrawn in the transition to a post-industrial economy post-World War 2 are then covered. It finishes the 

response with discussion of more recent commercial and new industrial growth and how this links to the 
character of the district. It also has a clear conclusion that summarises the key points. The response was 
awarded 20 marks at the top of Level 4.     

Level 4 (20 marks) 
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Less successful responses can be attributed to a number of factors. Students may have misread the 
question or sometimes drifted away from the question focus. In some responses they get rather mixed up 

with their arguments, threads become intertwined, and clarity is lost. Lower scoring responses often arise 
from those students determined to include learned case study material in their answers whether it is 

relevant or not. Using case studies appropriately is a key skill and a feature of higher scoring responses.  
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The response from Q1.4 is very keen to introduce a learned case study of the banana industry in Ecuador but 
offers some quite simplistic and unsubstantiated views. There are references to some relevant knowledge of 

factors such as the role of the WTO and the influence of TNCs such as Apple, but the response does not form 

a convincing argument. There is evidence of some relevant knowledge and understanding of concepts and 
processes in global systems and some partial knowledge of places. It fits a Level 2 descriptor very well and 
was awarded 7 marks. 

Level 2 (7 marks) 
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While this example is not a particularly poor response, it stands out in contrast to the response that received 
20 marks. It has a nice opening paragraph that sets up the answer and there is clear reference to the distant 

place studied, Dharavi in India. There is some reference to investments and the changing economy, so the 

student is answering the question. However, some of the links to character are not fully developed. There are 
elements of a clear response, so this was assessed at low Level 3 and awarded 11 marks. 

Level 3 (11 marks) 

 

Synoptic question  

These questions assess knowledge and understanding applied to links across specification 

 content. 

The synoptic question appears once each series in either Paper 1 or Paper 2 and makes links across 

specification content. In the 2025 series, the synoptic question appeared in the 20-mark questions in 

Section C for Paper 2.  
 
Depending on the optional topic studied, students were required to link aspects of the changing carbon 
cycle to one of the following themes: 

• Contemporary urban environments – managing environmental problems in urban areas.  
• Population and the environment – causes of migration. 

• Resource security – management of energy supply and/or consumption.  
 

Qualities seen in more successful responses 
 

The more successful responses to this question showed knowledge and understanding of changes within 
the carbon cycle, for example, such as increased atmospheric CO₂ resulting from fossil fuel combustion, 

leading to climate change and rising sea level. These changes were connected to the key aspect of the 

optional topic studied in each question with an evaluation of the question statement. Good responses 
made effective use of case studies to illustrate points made. Typically, they would have a clear structure 

and an evaluative conclusion.  
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Section C: Contemporary Urban Environments 
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Contemporary Urban Environments 

 
This is a strong response to question 03.5 demonstrating a good understanding of contemporary urban 

environments. The question required students to present their view on the extent to which impacts of changes 
to the carbon cycle would make managing environmental problems in urban areas more difficult. This 
student has taken some time to write a brief plan and this is often seen with good responses. 
 
The student then demonstrates knowledge and understanding relating to impacts of changes in the carbon 

cycle such as rising sea levels, melting permafrost and increased air pollution. These impacts are considered 
in relation to the urban environmental problems to which they can lead. Examples are drawn from London 
and Lagos. The response is not perfect, there are some errors and misunderstandings, but this illustrates the 
positive ethos of marking where credit is given for good geography rather than negatively marking by 

focusing on errors. The student makes effective synoptic links between the carbon cycle and urban 
environments. This response was credited in Level 4 and given the full 20 marks.   

Level 4 (20 marks) 
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Section C: Population and The Environment  
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Population and The Environment  
 

This response links the impacts of changes to the carbon cycle to causes of migration. It has an assertive 

opening statement in the introduction. The response then goes on to make links between climate change, 
rising sea levels and migration from low lying and coastal communities such as The Netherlands. It connects 

changing rainfall patterns to possible impacts on agriculture and the consequences regarding migration. 
 
The student does offer an alternative perspective, which is not necessary, but credited. They show good 

synoptic thinking by integrating geographical theory into the response before finishing with a clear 
conclusion. This was also assessed as a Level 4 response as it is detailed with highly relevant and appropriate 

knowledge. It was given 20 marks.   
Level 4 (20 marks)  
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Section C: Resource Security 
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Resource Security 

 
Question 05.5 required students to consider the extent to which impacts of changes to the carbon cycle will 

cause significant challenges for the management of energy supply and/or energy consumption. This example 
was credited at mid-Level 3 and awarded 13 marks. It begins by outlining changes to the carbon cycle linked 
to the enhanced greenhouse effect. It then goes on to explain how global warming will cause significant 
challenges to energy consumption with a focus on the demand for air conditioning in Saudi Arabia. It has 
some precise use of facts and figures in support (AO1). The second part of the answer linked to Nigeria is not 

fully relevant but there are some links to energy supply. 
Level 3 (13 marks)     
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Limitations of less successful responses 

Some of the less successful responses to the synoptic question were not well-balanced in terms of the 
content from both areas of the specification. Some lack focus and there is a skill in crafting relatively 

concise answers that deal with the question directly whilst still showing some depth of knowledge and 
understanding.   

 

 
Section C: Contemporary Urban Environments 
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Contemporary Urban Environments  

 
This response to question 03.5 begins by outlining some relevant knowledge and understanding of the 

changes to the carbon cycle and links this to urban challenges in London associated with a rising population. 

There is consideration of the environmental problems linked with the urban heat island, but the response 

then goes on and considers many aspects of carbon feedback cycles. It is very long and lacks clear focus. It 
was assessed as a Level 2 response and awarded 8 marks.  

Level 2 (8 marks) 
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Section C: Population and The Environment 
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Population and The Environment  
 

The response to question 04.5 shown below starts with an opinion (AO2), but the introduction is not 

particularly clear in terms of where the answer is going. There is some knowledge and understanding of the 
changing carbon budget and links to migration however there is no particular place focus. It refers to the 
impact on changing climate on agriculture and the links to migration, but apart from a reference to less 

developed countries there are no examples used. It finishes with a conclusion that rounds off the response. 

Overall, this was assessed as Level 2 and awarded 7 marks. 
Level 2 (7 marks) 
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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 our website.  

 

Data Insights  

Use our Data Insights analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 

students’ performance. 

  

Data Insights 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 Data Insights, log into Centre Services via your ‘My AQA’ account. 

 

Professional development 

Attend one of our 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 
 
 

 

https://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/results-days/grade-boundaries
https://www.aqa.org.uk/myaqa
https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development/search?subject=Geography
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