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What can I do? My 
work always looks 
this way!
•	Slow down a little. Think more, write 
less, get it right the first time you put it 
down. Avoid crossing-out and over-writing.
•	Plan ahead. Planning an essay means 
you are less likely to realise you’ve left 
something out and have to cross out large 
sections or attach extra sheets.
•	Try to write a little bigger, or smaller, 
if teachers are forever telling you your 
handwriting is too tiny to read, or is so 
large that bundles of extra pages get tied to 
your exam scripts. 
•	Practise handwriting. If you were going 
to run a marathon, you would practise 
running long distances. If you have a 
2-hour exam ahead, you need to get used 
to writing for long periods of time. Do not 
type every homework essay if there are 
hand-written exams waiting for you at the 
end of the year. Use it or lose it.

A smart strategy for 
short answers
Consider the question ‘Explain the 
economic and social consequences of 
migration for source regions’. Look at 
the two examples in Figure 2. One of these 
is very short, but do you think it might get 
full marks? Yes, it would. The other one 
only gets half marks despite being twice 
as long. Can you work out why? Which 
one was more likely to make the examiner 
weep?

What your answer 
looks like
•	When teachers really like an essay, they 
write a comment like ‘this was a pleasure 
to read’. Think about why work might be 
enjoyable to read — an easy-to-follow 
argument, and handwriting that didn’t give 
them eye-strain.
•	Think of your exam script as a 
conversation with the examiner. In 
conversation, we are often influenced by 
other people’s body language, and the 
way they dress, as much as by what they 
say. Appearances do matter and people do 
judge books by the cover. 
•	On the day of your geography exam, 
you’ll probably check your appearance in 
the mirror before leaving home. But the 
examiner sees only your script. How does 
it look?

Letting the geography 
shine through
Don’t let important terminology vanish into 
a vortex of cramped writing, crossings-out 
and ink smudges. If your writing is hard to 
read print out important words that you are 
pretty sure will trigger marks IN CAPITALS, 
or perhaps underline them. You’ll surely get 
the credit you deserve when you mention 
the effect WETTED PERIMETER has on 
hydraulic radius (Figure 1). 

You can download a pdf of these 
two pages from this issue of 
GeographyReviewOnline.
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Figure 2 Which answer might get full marks?
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Examiner	comment:	both	
economic	and	social	addressed	
so	4	marks	can	be	awarded

Examiner	comment:	it	is	unclear	
what	the	social	consequences	are

Second candidate

First candidate

Explain the economic and social consequences of migration for a source country you 
have studied. (4 marks)

 what makes examiners weep

Performance
Have you ever wondered why it’s called ‘exam  
performance’ rather than ‘exam achievement’ or ‘exam 
attainment’? Perhaps because your work will be judged by  
a stranger who is an expert in the field you are competing  
in. In that sense, you’re not a million miles away from those 
brave souls who put themselves forward as performers for 
X Factor or Pop Idol. This What Makes Examiners Weep  
looks at how to put in a winning performance Understand the rules

When you sit your geography exam, the 
similarity between you and an X Factor 
contestant is that you too are being judged, 
according to a range of fixed criteria. 
You’re up against all the other hopefuls in 
your school year nationwide (plus some 
overseas students too). So get to know the 
performance criteria! 

Make sure you understand the 
‘competition rules’ such as levels indicators 
(for longer answers) or point marking rules. 
One thing that really makes examiners 
weep is wasted potential — scripts from 
bright students who haven’t asked their 
teachers what the ingredients of a good 
answer are, and haven’t taken care to 
provide a ‘user-friendly’ performance for 
their examiner. 

Geography spelling top 
tips
•	Some technical terms are commonly 
misspelt, including hydraulic radius and 
trade bloc, as well as everyday words like 
vegetation and desert. Pay attention to 
errors your teacher identifies and take steps 
to improve.
•	Place names that are commonly misspelt 
include Mumbai and Cairo. Practise 
writing these words. 
•	Gaining marks can hinge on whether 
specialist words and place names are 
recognisable. Don’t sabotage your own 
exam with poor spelling.

A bad look
It would be unfair for an examiner to take 
marks away from you because your work is 
messy, or hard to read. 

But put yourself in the place of a teacher-
examiner who cannot decide if a geography 
essay is worth, say, 10/20 or 11/20 (based 
purely on the quality of the geography). 
This is often the case when work is 
assessed using level mark-bands. 

Now, imagine how you would feel if 
reading this particular essay had been 
difficult and time-consuming — you 
were forced to hunt asterisks, hurdle over 
multiple crossings-out and even broke off 
your marking at one point to find your 
magnifying glass (see Figure 1). 

Having struggled through the essay, which 
mark will you finally award? Honestly. Will 
it be 10 or 11?

I can’t write as fast as 
other people
First: recognise this, which you have done. 
Good. Now take steps to adapt. 

One thing that makes examiners weep 
— sympathetically — is a potentially good 
answer that only looks at one side of the 
argument when the question has asked for 
two sides of a debate. The candidate has 
run out of time. 

Consider the question ‘Examine the 
view that globalisation is unstoppable’. 
Your answer must do more than agree with 
the view. You need to provide examples of 
resistance too, such as the Occupy movement, 
or a ‘switched-off’ place like North Korea. 

Returning to the X Factor parallel, the 
judges have, in effect, asked you to sing 
two songs. It’s OK if yours are both quite 
short. But you must do as they’ve asked and 
sing both.

Use bullet points if you have to but make 
sure you cover both sides of the argument.

Figure 1 A bad look

Examiner	thinks:	‘Great.	So	
now	I	have	to	go	looking	for	
page	3.	Why	isn’t	the	rest	of	
the	answer	here?’

Little	pictures	do	not	
really	seem	to	say,	‘I	am	
17,	and	I	am	serious	about	
my	performance…’

Does	this	actually	say	‘wetted	
perimeter’?	It’s	hard	work	to	
tell,	which	is	a	pity	as	there	is	
a	mark	at	stake

This	
says…?

Outline the relationship between hydraulic radius 
and the discharge of a river. (3 marks)

Look out for our new centrespread 
feature on geography in the news, 
starting September 2013, in GeoGraphy 
review Vol. 27.


