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The two sub-questions discussed here 
are both relatively high demand. 
They are the last two questions in a 

sequence of five covering both the water and 
carbon cycles, arranged as shown in Table 1. 
In the Paper 1 exam, the sequence could be 
reversed with the 3–8 mark questions testing 
the carbon cycle and the 12 and 20 mark 
questions testing the water cycle. 

There are several important points to 
remember when tackling a full question 
sequence such as this:

 ■ It is all too easy to spend too long on the 3, 
6 and 8 mark questions, leaving too little time 
to tackle the longer 12 and 20 mark essay-
style questions.

 ■ As the mark tariff increases, so does the 
need to use examples and selected parts 
of case studies as evidence to support your 
argument. 

 ■ The 3 and 12 mark questions are data-
stimulus questions: there is a diagram 
containing geographical data and this must 
be referred to as part of your answer.

Question 1

Question
Study Figure 1. Assess the likely impacts of 
climate warming on the components of the 
carbon cycle shown in Figure 1. (12 marks)

The carbon cycle  
and energy security
This Question and Answer considers two parts of an A-level question for the 2016 Edexcel 
specification. The question tests Topic 6 The carbon cycle and energy security, Paper 1. This topic 
is covered by the other exam boards using similar style questions (see Box 1) and this piece could 
be used by students taking other specifications, bearing in mind differences in question and mark-
scheme style. The exam comments are the responsibility of GeoGraphy review and have neither 
been provided nor approved by the examination board

question and answer making the grade
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Figure 1 How climate warming impacts on the carbon cycle in a tundra environment

Table 1 Question sequence

Marks Command word 

Increasing demand 

Topic Spec

3 Explain Groundwater Water cycle 

6 Explain River regimes

8 Explain Water insecurity

12 Assess Climate warming and the carbon cycle Carbon cycle 

20 Evaluate Energy and the carbon cycle

scales attached to them (hours–months, 
years–decades, centuries–millennia).

 ■ The dashed horizontal white line shows the 
boundary between soil above and permafrost 
below, and on the right-hand side thawing of 
the permafrost is shown.

A full answer needs to refer to warming/
thawing, as well as the carbon stores and 

Question 1 makes use of Figure 1. This shows 
a carbon cycle in the Arctic tundra. You should 
study the diagram for a minute or two before 
you ‘dive in’ and start writing. Notice:

 ■ Three gases appear: carbon dioxide (CO2), 
methane (CH4) and nitrogen oxide (NO).

 ■ Fluxes between the air and ground stores 
are shown by arrows, and these have time 
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f luxes on different time scales. Your task 
here is not to write an essay about the carbon 
cycle and global warming, but to explain 
the information shown in Figure 1. A very 
good answer would go a bit further. It would 
assess the impacts of warming. This means 
explaining that some impacts are more 
significant than others — for instance by 
causing larger changes, or change that occurs 
more rapidly. 

A shortened mark scheme is shown in 
Table 2.

Frank’s answer 

Figure 1 shows how global warming will 
affect the carbon cycle. One important 
aspect is that in a warmer climate 
the tundra will become more densely 
covered by plants, possibly even tree 
cover. Although these plants will absorb 
and store some atmospheric carbon 
dioxide  — the gas that causes global 
warming — this sequestration of carbon 
will be more than offset by the impact 
of those plants on tundra albedo. Dark 
surface vegetation will absorb more 
solar radiation, warming the tundra 
more, and leading to more melting in a 
positive feedback loop. 

This is significant because in a warmer 
climate there will be greater decay of 
soil organic carbon, releasing more 
carbon dioxide and raising atmospheric 

Box 1 Carbon cycles and 
exam boards

AQA: Paper 1 Physical geography, Section A 
Water and carbon cycles. 

OCR: Section B Earth’s life support systems, 
A-level H481/01, Physical systems exam 
paper. 

WJEC/Eduqas: Component 2 Global systems 
and global governance.

Table 2 Mark scheme for question 1

Level 1 1–4 marks Isolated geographical knowledge and understanding, inaccurate or irrelevant. (AO1)
Limited logical connections/relationships. (AO2)
Interpretation with limited relevance and/or support. (AO2)
Unsupported or generic judgements, few factors, unbalanced. (AO2)

Level 2 5–8 marks Geographical knowledge and understanding, mostly relevant but some inaccuracies. (AO1)
Some relevant connections/relationships. (AO2)
Partial but coherent interpretation, mostly relevant, some evidence. (AO2)
Judgements about the significance of some factors, partially coherent. (AO2) 

Level 3 9–12 marks Accurate and relevant geographical knowledge and understanding throughout. (AO1)
Relevant connections/relationships. (AO2)
Full and coherent interpretation that is relevant and supported by evidence. (AO2)
Supported judgements about the significance of factors throughout, balanced and coherent argument. (AO2)

Permafrost in Spitsbergen, Svalbard
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Figure 2  Evaluating using the washing-line model

Table 3 Mark scheme 

Level 1 1–5 marks Isolated elements of geographical knowledge and understanding, some inaccurate or irrelevant. (AO1)
Limited and rarely logical connections/relationships. (AO2)
Interpretation with limited coherence and support from evidence. (AO2)
Unsupported or generic conclusion, unbalanced or lacks coherence. (AO2)

Level 2 6–10 marks Geographical knowledge and understanding, which is occasionally relevant, may include some inaccuracies. (AO1)
Limited but logical connections/relationships. (AO2)
Partial interpretation that is supported by some evidence. (AO2)
Conclusion, partially supported. (AO2)

Level 3 11–15 marks Geographical knowledge and understanding, which is mostly relevant and accurate. (AO1)
Some logical and relevant connections/relationships. (AO2)
Partial but coherent interpretation of some evidence. (AO2)
Conclusion, largely supported. (AO2)

L4 16–20 marks Accurate and relevant geographical knowledge and understanding throughout. (AO1)
Fully logical and relevant connections/relationships. (AO2)
Full and coherent interpretation supported by evidence. (AO2)
Rational, substantiated conclusion, fully supported, drawn together coherently. (AO2)

Least 
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factor

Most 
important 

factor

Land 
use

Farming Deforestation

Gas and 
other 

energy 
sources

Coal and 
dirty fossil 

fuels

concentrations even further. Leaf litter 
from dead moss and other plants is 
likely to rapidly decay and release its 
carbon within months, whereas in the 
past much of it would have been frozen 
in permafrost and stored for decades. 

In addition, and even more significant, 
deep permafrost may thaw. Permafrost 
stores carbon for thousands of years. 
On melting it releases large quantities 
of methane which is a powerful 
greenhouse gas — up to 30 times as 
powerful as carbon dioxide in terms 
of warming. This in turn creates a 
positive feedback loop in which released 
methane causes further warming,  
deep permafrost melting and more 
methane release. 

There may be some benefit in the 
tundra due to increased carbon 
sequestration from additional 
vegetation productivity, but overall 
this is likely to be offset by fluxes in the 
release of carbon dioxide and methane 
into the atmosphere from thawing of 
permafrost and decomposition of soil 
organic material. 

Exam comment
Frank has written a Level 3 answer. His 
answer is closely linked to Figure 1, and 
there is repeated reference to different 
parts of the cycle shown in the diagram. 
There is an explanation of the different 
time scales, and how stores of carbon that 
have built up over centuries–millennia are in 
danger of being released.

Frank shows accurate understanding 
of positive feedback mechanisms and 
understands how different part of the cycle 
shown connect. There are some judgements, 
such as the overall importance of methane, 

which was until recently thought to be 
locked away in permafrost. One area of the 
answer that could be improved is that Frank 
does not consider the release of nitrous 
oxide (another greenhouse gas) as a result of 
increased microbial action in a warmer soil. 

Question 2

Question
Evaluate the extent to which today’s increasing 
demand for energy is the most important factor 
modifying the global carbon cycle. (20 marks)

Question 2 is an essay question. The most 
important word in the question is evaluate. 
There is no point trying to pretend that 
evaluating is easy. However, there is an 
approach to this question that might help 
you. This is the ‘washing-line model’ shown 
in Figure 2. Try thinking about question 2 
like this:

 ■ It is about modifying, or changing, the 
carbon cycle.

 ■ It asks you if increasing demand for energy 
is the most important factor in (cause of) the 
changes.

 ■ Not all energy is the same. Some fossil fuels 
have much higher carbon emissions per unit 
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of energy than others, for example coal and 
tar sands. 

 ■ Energy demand isn’t the only factor 
changing the carbon cycle.

 ■ What are the other factors (causes)? 
Deforestation, land-use change and farming 
spring to mind.

 ■ So, which of these factors is the most 
important cause of the changes? 

It is this last bullet point upon which 
you need to focus in order to answer the 
command word evaluate. Make a judgement 
about which factors are the most and least 
important. 

Table 3 gives a shortened version of the 
mark scheme.

Juliana’s answer

Global energy demand increased by 
nearly 50% between 1990 and 2010 
and is expected to increase by another 
40% to 2030. Fossil fuels supply more 
than 80% of the world’s energy 
and this is unlikely to change soon, 
despite increases in renewable energy. 
According to the US Environmental 
Protection Agency, about 70% of carbon 
dioxide production worldwide is a result 
of emissions from burning fossil fuels. 
This has increased the concentration of 
carbon dioxide in the atmospheric store 
from 315 ppm in 1958 to over 400 ppm 
today. Burning fossil fuels releases 
carbon from geological stores into the 

atmosphere, and also into the oceans 
which take up some carbon dioxide and 
in the process become more acidic.

Not all energy sources are the same. 
Some sources — such as nuclear and 
wind power — are low-carbon, but 
these do not meet most of global 
energy demand. Coal and oil are 
the main sources of energy. Coal in 
particular is inefficient and emits large 
amounts of carbon dioxide in relation to 
the energy released. 

In the near future the development 
of Canada’s tar sands and possibly the 
USA’s oil shales are likely to release even 
greater amounts of geological carbon. 
This is because a lot of energy is used 
in extracting and processing these 
unconventional fossil fuels even before 
they are used — so emissions are far 
greater. Growing global energy demand 
makes it likely that these sources will need 
to be tapped in order to increase supply.

Some energy sources are more complex. 
Biofuels such as maize or sugar cane 
emit carbon dioxide when combusted, 
but when they grow in the following 
season they sequester carbon from 
the atmosphere. In theory this means 
their impact is less than that of fossil 
fuels. However, in Indonesia, palm-oil 
plantations are created by burning 
primary tropical forest which releases 
enormous volumes of carbon dioxide. 

Land-use change, especially 
deforestation, is responsible for up to 
25% of global greenhouse gas emissions. 
Up to 8 million hectares of tropical forest 
have been destroyed in Indonesia alone 
just for palm oil. However, deforestation 
is at least reversible because forests 
can be replanted. Some countries 
such as India and Costa Rica have 
net afforestation so the size of their 
biological carbon sinks is increasing. 

Farming is a major contributor to 
atmospheric greenhouse emissions. 
Eighty per cent of all methane 
emissions are from farming, including 
farm animals and wet rice cultivation. 
Fertilisers are a major source of 
nitrous oxide emissions. As the global 
population climbs toward the 9 billion 
expected by the UN by 2050, the 
challenge of feeding these additional 
people is likely to increase emissions 
further, as well as leading to even more 
deforestation to convert forests to food 
production. Poor farming practices can 
lead to more rapid decay of soil organic 
matter and greater carbon emissions.

Overall, energy demand does have 
the greatest impact on modifying the 
carbon cycle, by releasing fossil carbon 
into the atmosphere and oceans. Not all 
energy sources have the same impact, 
with coal and unconventional sources 
being the most significant. Biofuels are 
more complex and their impact is not 
easy to quantify. Deforestation and 
farming are two other factors, which are 
often linked. While less significant than 
energy demand, their importance is only 
likely to grow as there are more mouths 
to feed, whereas it may be possible to 
reduce fossil-fuel use with renewable-
energy technologies in the future. 

Examiner comment
Juliana’s is a Level 4 answer. Her answer 
shows good understanding of energy 
demand and how this leads to emissions 
which alter the carbon cycle. In addition, her 
answer judges that some energy sources are 
more significant than others — both today 
and in the near future. Juliana also considers 
other factors, particularly deforestation. Her 
answer judges this as less significant than 
fossil-fuel burning because deforestation 
can be stopped and even reversed. Farming 
is also considered and she argues that 
this threat is likely to grow in the future. 
Throughout, examples and data are used 
to support the answer, i.e. evidence is 
presented. There is also a coherent overall 
conclusion. 

Timber awaiting conversion to wood chips 
for biofuel, Shropshire
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centrepiece new horizons

Real-time control
Sensors are now used in cities to control basic functions 
such as paying for services, intelligent lighting, more 
efficient energy. At the same time personal and mobile 
sensors in our smartphones are collecting data that help 
us make decisions about how we behave in real time.

Michael Batty is Bartlett professor of planning at 
University College London. His most recent book is 
The New Science of Cities (MIT Press, 2013). Images 
Copyright of CASA-UCL, by Ollie O’Brien, Andy 
Hudson-Smith, Jon Reades, Stephan Hugel and 
Flora Roumpagni.Map showing flow of tube trips

Tweetcity map

Real-time data display

The mobile devices we carry 
and the electronic systems that 
make up a city provide new and 
rich sources of data that can be 
used in the planning and  
policy-making of urban places

Smart cities

You can download a pdf of 
this spread to print as a poster at:    
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
geographyreviewextras

GeographyReviewExtras

What is a smart city?
Today computers are embedded into many of the elements that make up a city 
— its buildings, streets, cars and so on. In combination these generate ever 
bigger data about how a city functions and performs in real time. These data 
allow us to produce more efficient and liveable cities, which we call smart.

City dashboards and  
control rooms
Dashboards collect real-time data from different 
sources, and display the information in a form that gives 
an instant and continuing picture of how well or badly a 
city is functioning. Some cities now have control rooms 
which allow them to spot problems as they emerge, 
and take immediate action to manage issues like traffic 
congestion.

Using social media
Smartphones record our location, and when we post on 
social media. From these data, we can begin to extract 
social networks that give us a picture of how, where and 
with whom we communicate.

Automated travel, autonomous vehicles
Our cities are being automated with technologies that enable us to pay using 
smart cards such as London’s Oyster Card, or to call up services such as Uber 
from our phones. Autonomous ‘driverless’ vehicles such as subway trains are 
already in operation. In the next decade, some of this technology will be used to 
help us drive better.

Virtual London

Real-time transport and weather data

Mapping and modelling the 
three-dimensional city
Data from remote sensing, digital cartography and 
geographic information systems let us build working 
models of the buildings, streets, physiology and 
geography of the city. We are now able to generate 
three-dimensional digital models that enable us to 
coordinate information, displaying it in real time as a 
virtual city.
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What shapes Hackney?  
Hackney borders London’s f inanc ia l 
district (the City of London) and its digital 
industries quarter (Silicon Roundabout). It is 
also home to many artists and writers, new 
immigrants and established white working-
class communities. It has been characterised 
as a place of ‘super diversity’ (where multiple 
groups live alongside each other) and 
dramatic ‘churn’ (in which there is constant 
change in the make-up of neighbourhoods 
and some residents remain for short periods 
before moving on). These socioeconomic and 
demographic characteristics and changes play 
an important part in defining Hackney as 
a place.

The photograph below captures some 
conflicting experiences of changes that 
have been taking place in Hackney, a 

borough in inner London. It suggests an area 
that is being promoted to investors, with 
some success, but which is also gathering 
dust and graffiti. This raises questions about 
how changing places are experienced by the 
different groups of people who live in and 
pass through them, and about how these 
experiences can be documented in words and 
images. Taking these questions as a point of 
departure, this article explores how the things 
we see can be used to investigate the processes 
and meanings that define a place, in this 
case Hackney.

       Visual research  
on changing places

An example from Hackney
Many of you will be undertaking studies of place as part of your course. 
This article describes a project in Hackney that used photo and film to study 
perceptions of the area, and suggests how the techniques might be applied to 
A-level fieldwork

Relationships
Relationships and connections between the 
individuals and groups who live in, and 
pass through, Hackney also help to shape it. 
Some argue that these residents do not simply 
coexist; they ‘rub alongside each other’ in a 
tolerant, accommodating way. Other studies 
are less optimistic, pointing to evidence 
of racism and exclusion, contributing to 
events such as the 2011 riots, which began in 
Tottenham, north London, and spread into 
nearby Hackney and other parts of the capital, 
as well some other English cities. There is also 
evidence of tension between richer and poorer 
residents, in what remains one of the most 
economically deprived parts of the UK. 

Richard Phillips
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In addition to relationships between 
neighbours and others who encounter each 
other in their daily lives, Hackney is shaped 
by its external connections, such as those 
between Muslims in this local area and those 
in the Ummah — the global community of 
Muslims — as well as family connections 
between individuals living in Hackney and 
their relatives in other parts of London, the 
UK and the world. 

Meaning
Another key to understanding Hackney as 
a place relates to something less tangible, 
which is often referred to as meaning. Places 
become meaningful to people in different 
ways for different reasons. Place has been 
defined as ‘location plus meaning’. There are 
many different ways in which meanings can 
be explored. Possible sources include urban 
planning documents, tourist and property 
marketing materials, musical and artistic 
depictions of place, and photographs and films. 
All of these capture ways of seeing a place that 
reflect what is meaningful to those looking. 

Visual fieldwork
The photo at the start of the article was 
exhibited in a show at the Whitechapel 
Art Gallery. It was produced by students at 
Urswick School in Hackney, who participated 
in a local survey led by artist Amy Feneck. 
This was part of a larger project, conceived by 
an urban design consultancy — the General 
Public Agency — that helps developers, local 
authorities and other clients understand 
and plan for geographical change. This 
consultancy’s ‘public realm surveys’ are 
designed to help ‘people think in new ways 
about processes of change and the possibilities 
they open up’. This research by the agency is 
intended both to describe and also to help 
shape places.

The themes described above —  the use 
of creative methods and the exploration of 
geographical change — overlap with the 
fieldwork component of A-level geography, 
where emphasis is placed on developing 
research skills. The survey in Hackney used a 
range of methods for collecting evidence about 
and interpreting a place, including sound, text, 

photography, film, paint, sculpture, print 
and maps. A number of these methods were 
visual. Taking advantage of new technologies 
while also exploring the possibilities of more 
traditional visual sources including film 
archives, the Urswick students conducted two 
kinds of visual research: 

 ■ taking photographs
 ■ making a documentary film of their own 

Ways of seeing: taking 
photographs
Although it was led by an artist, Amy Feneck, 
the aims of the Hackney school project were 
not primarily aesthetic. Photography was 
intended to illuminate experiences of change 
in the borough, asking how this was affecting 
different people and how they experienced and 
perceived it. Feneck regards the photography 
as ‘a workshop exercise in looking at their 
local area differently, taking pictures of signs, 
symbols, also redevelopments and changes 
that were happening’.

The photograph at the start of the article 
explores some of these issues. It depicts a place 
of investment and gentrification, where artists 
and city workers are buying up properties and 
spending money in fashionable shops, bars 
and restaurants. But the dust and graffiti in 
the photograph also allude to another, less 
fashionable and privileged Hackney. The 
picture speaks of the disconnection between 
people of different social classes (the rich 
investors and poorer long-term residents) 
and different generations (the older property 
owners and presumably younger authors of 
graffiti, for example). 

Similar tensions are captured in a hand-
painted signpost in which a spelling mistake 
may allude to differences in class and 
education and in a picture of a woman eating 
her lunch outside a launderette. These images 
are a reminder of some of the people who may 
be marginalised by gentrification in this area, 
left behind by its change.

Collectively, these images illuminate one 
element of place — the socioeconomic and 
demographic characteristics of residents, their 
relationships and connections. 

Meanings of place: documentary 
films 
The Urswick students also explored changing 
meanings of their local area — the second key 
element in broader understandings of place 
— through documentary film. They found 
archive films in a local library and they made 
a film of their own, which combined older 
clips with new footage they shot themselves. 
They explored local areas through the lens of 
their camera, and included interviews with 
some local people who had lived in the area 
in the past.

Images of a misspelt sign and a woman 
eating lunch outside a launderette are a 
reminder of the different types of people 
living in Hackney
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Richard Phillips is professor of human 
geography at the University of 
Sheffield. He was a member of the 
subject advisory panel for the new 
geography A-level. His publications 
include Fieldwork for Human 
Geography (published by Sage in 2012).

• All places change, in different ways and 
at different speeds. This means that it is 
possible to investigate ‘changing places’ 
wherever you live. 
• In human geography, data collection 
methods should not be limited to statistics, 
questionnaires and interviews. They 
should include other verbal, visual and 
non-numerical data. 
• This article describes two kinds of visual 
research: generating new visual documents 
to describe and interpret a changing place, 
and finding and interpreting pre-existing 
visual documents.

Key points 

Changing Places, Royal Geographical 
Society website: www.tinyurl.com/zo8jj9a 

Moore, R. (2015) Slow Burn City: London in 
the Twenty-First Century, Picador.

Phillips, R, and Johns, J. (2012) Fieldwork 
for Human Geography, Sage.

The School Looks Around Toolkit (2010) 
www.tinyurl.com/hx76kh8 

Further reading 

In this project, the young people selected 
sites through which to explore changes that 
were taking place more widely in Hackney. 
These included shopping centres, parks and 
public buildings. They used archived films to 
understand how these sites had been seen in 
the past — their meanings to the film makers 
— and also considered their significance for 
new generations. 

Urswick School
One of the sites they investigated was their own 
school, Urswick, which was formerly called the 
Hackney Free and Parochial Secondary School. 
The school building was particularly significant 
at the time this project was underway (2010) 
because it was soon to be demolished and 
replaced. The students were interested in 
finding out what the old building had meant, 
and what would change with its passing.

Films the students found at the local 
Hackney Archives provided insights into what 
the school grounds used to look like and 
how they were once seen. Sources included 
government information films and amateur 
16 mm footage, which showed social housing, 
schools and civic centres being rebuilt after the 
Second World War, and contained some footage 
of a ceremony in which Princess Margaret 
(1930–2002) officially opened the school. 

These sources provided inspiration and some 
content for the film the pupils made themselves, 
entitled Government Workers, which explored 
the changing relationships between educational 
values, political idealism and school buildings. 
Amy Feneck explained ‘The film focuses on 
these aspirations in their current setting, 
ref lecting on the educational values and 
ideals that the school and its community now 
embody.’ In making the film, the young people 
found that the school building, built in the 
early 1950s, had been central to a progressive 
education, housing and social project. 

Against this historical backdrop, the 
students gained a clearer understanding of 
the changes they were experiencing around 
the school and local area. In their generation, 
as in the postwar period, Hackney and other 
parts of London were undergoing a building 
boom. In the 1950s, this meant new public 
housing and civic architecture, whereas in 
the 2010s, the focus had shifted towards the 
private sector, luxury apartments and service 
industries, with public-sector projects such as 
schools in the minority. These developments 
were illuminated by the pupils through their 
film and other visual research. 

What can you do?
The project described in this ar ticle is 
intended to offer ideas and inspiration, if not 
a direct model to copy, for A-level geography 
fieldwork. Wherever you live, local fieldwork 
will allow you to investigate geographical 
processes through changing places.

This article focuses upon a time and place of 
noticeable change, but Hackney is not unique 
in this respect. All places change, in different 
ways and at different rates. This project, led by 
the General Public Agency consultancy, was 
run in four schools — two in inner London, 
the others in rural Devon — and each of these 
found and investigated change. The rural 

schools drew conclusions about how to 
run a project of this type, which they 
have made available through an online 
toolkit (The School Looks Around 2010) 
that could be useful to urban designers, 
community groups or teachers running 
similar projects.

For those studying geography at 
A-level, the project in Hackney offers 
a different kind of inspiration: ideas 
for particular methods that could be 
used to study changing places, and 
collect fragmentary evidence — rather 
than a complete case study — of one 
particular place as it undergoes change. 
This, in turn, speaks to the question of 
how to understand changing places in 
a broader sense. 

Finally, as the background to this 
study makes clear — it was conceived 

by an urban design consultancy — this kind 
of research is not ‘purely academic’. It can also 
inform civic design and planning processes.

Points for discussion 
1 How might the visual evidence of changing 
places produced through the Hackney project 
inform urban design and planning?
2 Why is it important to use a range of 
fieldwork techniques in human geography, 
and not rely too heavily on questionnaires and 
interviews?
3 Place is sometimes defined as location plus 
meaning. What is meaning?
4 What kinds of change are occurring where 
you live?  

Students used their own 
and historical footage 
for a film about Hackney 
as a changing place
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Writing up your NEA report 

David Redfern 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2017 



Introduction 
This presentation supports the article ‘What makes examiners weep: Top ten don’ts for your 
independent investigation’ in GEOGRAPHY REVIEW Vol. 31, No. 1. It suggests a way in which 
you could go about writing up your final report for the independent investigation (NEA).  
Some initial points: 
• Keep all your investigation work together in a separate folder. 
• Organise this into sections for easy retrieval. 
• The final write up of your investigation should be well structured, logically organised, and 
clearly and concisely written. 
There are three aspects of this process that you should consider:  
• structure 
• language 
• presentation 

 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2017 



Structure (1) 
The structure of the report should help the reader to understand it, and should help you in to 
organise it logically. This checklist provides a generalised structure to your report: 
• Candidate ‘Independent investigation proposal/record’ form. 
• Title page and contents page. 
• Executive summary (not a requirement, but advisory). 
• Introduction: aims/questions/hypotheses/issues being examined, and scene setting.  
• Sources of information used. 
• Methods of data collection. 
• Data presentation, analysis and interpretation. 
• Conclusion including overall evaluation. 
• Appendices and bibliography. 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2017 



Structure (2) 
You need not write these in the order given. Indeed it may be easier if you do not. For 
example, the executive summary (if you decide to write one) is perhaps best written at 
the end of the whole process, as it is only at this stage that the ‘whole picture’ can be 
described.  
The following slides provide a suggested order of completion. 
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1 Data presentation, analysis 
and interpretation 
This is the section where you present, analyse 
and interpret your findings. At this stage you will 
have collected the data, sorted them and selected 
the most useful pieces. You will know what you 
have found out, and what it all means. Your results 
will be complete, and they will be most fresh in 
your mind at this time.  
You should be able to interpret each separate 
section of your results, and formulate conclusions 
for each one. The ‘whole picture’ may begin to 
appear in your head. 
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2 Sources of information and methods of 
data collection 
Now you can write about what 
information you collected, and the 
methods you used.  
• Make sure you have included both 
primary and secondary data.  
• Give a description of how you 
collected your primary data, possibly 
including a photograph of the 
equipment you used, and of you using 
it.  
• Do not forget to discuss any 
limitations of the methods of collection 
you used, and/or the data sources 
themselves. 
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3 Conclusion 
You should now be in a position to write the 
conclusion of your investigation, possibly by 
writing a series of sub-conclusions for each 
section of the data analysis first. 
Towards the end of this section, try to draw 
together each of the sub-conclusions into one 
overall conclusion — the ‘whole picture’. 
It should end with an overall summary and an 
evaluation of all the major findings of your 
investigation.  
Do not present anything new to the reader at this 
stage.  
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4 Introduction (aims, questions/ 
hypotheses/issues and scene setting) 
Having written up the bulk of the enquiry, you can now write the introduction, making sure it 
ties in with what follows.  
This section is intended to acquaint the reader with the purpose of the enquiry, and the 
background to it.  
Clearly state the aims/questions/hypotheses/issues of your investigation, and give a resume of 
the geographical theory on which the investigation is based. 
Also give the geographical context of the investigation, the location(s) and wider setting. You 
may want to include a map, sketch or photographs. 
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5 Appendices and bibliography (1) 
The appendices contain additional pieces of evidence that may be of interest to the reader, but 
are not essential to the main findings.  
The bibliography provides detail of the secondary sources that have been used in your 
research, either as guides or as sources of information.  
Remember that any diagrams or text you have used or copied from secondary sources must 
be acknowledged. 
For advice on referencing, see next slide. 
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5 Appendices and bibliography (2) 
Systems of referencing 
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Data source Referencing advice 

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. 



6 Contents page and title page 
• All the sections of the report can now be listed in sequence with accurate page references. 
• Provide the title of your report. Include also your name, candidate number, centre number 
and date of completion. 
• Complete the official form required by your examination board — the candidate ‘Geography 
independent investigation’ form — which will vary according the awarding body (AB). Place it 
in the position required by the AB. 
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7 Executive summary  
(Not a requirement, but advisory) 
• An executive summary should provide a brief statement (no more than 250 words) 

covering all the main aspects of the investigation.  
• A good executive summary introduces the subject of the full report, refers to its aims, and 

provides a brief synopsis of the findings.  
• A very good executive report tempts the reader into reading more by being 

comprehensible, interesting and stimulating.  
• It should also make sense and read as a separate document from the full report. 
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Language (1) 
The quality of language you use in writing up your investigation is important. You are entirely in 
control of this aspect of the process, and your style of writing must be appropriate for this 
exercise. You should avoid poor or inaccurate use of English language.  
In particular: 
• your sentences should be grammatically correct, and well punctuated 
• your writing should be well-structured, with good use of paragraphs 
• your spelling must be accurate (use a dictionary or your PC spellcheck) 
• you must be clear in your use of specialist terminology, and in the expression of your ideas 
• you should be aware that the assessment of your work may be influenced by the above 
aspects of your writing 
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Language (2) 
Proofreading is an important part of this process. 
Prior to submission, make sure you read through the 
draft from start to finish, and mark any places where 
there are errors or inconsistencies. 
If possible, ask someone to read your report for you 
as a second check — parents or relatives may help. 
You need someone who is going to be highly critical 
of what you have written. A report littered with 
spelling mistakes or grammatical errors does not 
impress, and it is possible that your PC/Mac 
spellcheck may miss something (for example, you 
may have wished to type ‘than’ but typed ‘that’ – 
spellcheck will recognise this as correct, whereas a 
proofreader would spot it as an error). 
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Presentation (1) 
Most people are influenced by presentation, and that includes teachers and NEA moderators. 
Bear in mind the following: 
• A neatly presented handwritten or typed report is going to create a favourable impression, 
before its contents are rea . 
• Adequate headings, numbering of pages and carefully produced illustrations will make it 
easier for the reader to navigate and understand the report  
• Layout is also important. Do not crowd the pages with dense text, which looks unattractive. 
Provide adequate margins, use either double or 1.5 line spacing if using a word processing 
package, and make use of clear heading levels with short paragraphs.  
• More sophisticated reports will number the paragraphs in sequence, though this is not a 
requirement. 
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Presentation (2) 
It is essential to make sure that maps and diagrams are inserted in the correct place in the 
report — it is irritating to have to flick backwards and forwards when trying to read the 
document.  
Make sure all the references in the text are included in the bibliography. 
Reports written within the stated word limit (3,000–4,000 words) tend to be those that are 
better planned, structured and executed. 
Make sure you allow enough time to add the finishing touches which give your work the ‘final 
polish’. It goes without saying that this time will be available providing you have not left 
the completion too near to the final deadline.  
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Finally… 

You should now be in a position to submit your finished product confident in the belief that it is 
the best you could have done. 
Make sure you get a signed receipt from your teacher that s/he has received your 
report. Reports can go missing occasionally, and you may need this as insurance. 
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This resource is part of GEOGRAPHY REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level 
students by subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go 
to:  http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/geographyreview 

All illustrations copyright Fotolia 
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