
GCSE

Geography B

Paper 3: Preparing students for 

making geographical decisions



2© Pearson Education 2024

• Review the topics and exam structure in Paper 3 including 

question types, command words and mark scheme requirements. 

• Focus on the skills needed for the resource booklet about a place 

based geographical issue.

• Explore strategies for preparing your students for the final 12 mark 

‘Justify’ question.

• Reflect on marked scripts from the 2023 Geography GCSE B 

Paper 3 exam.

Aims and objectives
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Getting to know you

• What are your key reasons for attending this training on Paper 3?

• What is the single most important thing you hope to take away from this 

training?

Answers in the Group Chat please.

(2 minutes)



Part 1: The topics and 

exam structure of Paper 3 

(question types, command 

words and mark scheme 

requirements)
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Paper 3 content (AO1–2)

The knowledge (AO1) and understanding (AO2) in short-answer questions is 

drawn from pages 32-34 of the specification (three interlinked themes, shown 

above).

Additionally, up to 4 marks of AO2 credit is awarded in the final 12-mark 

question for understandings drawn from Paper 3 and the rest of the 

specification. 

• Biomes

• Biosphere 

services

People and 

the biosphere

• Tropical 

rainforest

• Taiga forest

Forests under 

threat • Resources

• Access and 

sustainability 

Consuming 

energy
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Paper 3 Assessment Objectives

• 64 marks overall (4 for marks for SPGT)

• 15 marks for demonstrating knowledge and understanding of locations, 

places, processes, environments and their inter-relationships (AO1 and 

AO2).

• 29 marks for applying knowledge and understanding to interpret, analyse 

and evaluate information and issues, and to make judgements (AO3).

• 16 marks the selection, adaptation and use of skills (AO4).

Note the very high proportion of AO3 marks available. This gives Paper 3 a 

very different character from other Geography exam papers. 

Papers 1 and 2 have a stronger focus on demonstrating AO1 and AO2 

knowledge and understanding, but Paper 3’s main focus is accessing AO3 

and AO4 marks.
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Paper 3 assessment

• Both SAMs and the 2023 paper provide 

guidance on the style and format of the 

assessment – see the pack.

• The paper is made up of several sections 

which always end with a Making 

Geographical Decisions task.

• The Resource Booklet will be 10-12 pages 

long and with approximately 800 words of 

text to read.

• The Resource Booklet can include maps, 

diagrams (charts, flow diagrams, speech 

bubbles), photographs and tables.

The problem or issue



The context



Issues / options



Make a decision 

Take a quick look at 

the 2023 Resource 

booklet (Iceland)
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Overview of Paper 3

1 hour 30 minutes examination

• All three Paper 3 themes are assessed each year.

• An unseen resource booklet is provided in the exam.

• The ‘problem’ (or issue) that is the focus of Paper 3 is always – broadly -

‘people and the environment’.

• However, the focus might be weighted a little more towards either human 

or environmental challenges from year-to-year (do not expect the 12-mark 

question will always ask about both).

Particular skills required of candidates are: 

1. an ability to interpret resources, 

2. knowledge and understanding of different stakeholder views (important 

preparation for the 8-mark questions),

3. an understanding that there isn’t always a ‘right’ answer (important for 

achievement in the 12-mark question).
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Enquiry pathway – paper 3

1. Read the resource booklet from cover-to-cover

See ‘the big picture’.

See how the issues fit 

in with prior learning of 

the three taught 

themes.

2. Complete the short answers

Work through each 

question carefully.

Remember that most 

questions are asking for 

analysis of what’s 

shown, not recalled 

knowledge.

3. Longer answers

Plan these carefully, 

making full use of the 

resources.

Know the command 

terms and AOs, and 

what they require you to 

do.
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Summary

• There are significant differences between this and the other GCSE 

Geography papers:

• Candidates need to have skills to interpret resources

• Candidates need to understand that the world is conflicted

• Candidates need to understand that there are no ‘right’ answers 

• Candidates need to be able to conduct a debate – the final question is not 

predictable but its format is. 
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Discussion Activity 1

1. What are the delivery 

challenges in your 

centre?

2. How are you 

supporting learners 

across the ability range 

to engage with ‘the big 

idea’ of Paper 3?

GCSE B – Paper 3

Yuriy Kulik / Shutterstock



Part 2: Developing the 
skills (working with a 
resource booklet and a 
place-based geographical 
issue)
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Developing AO4 skills

1. Describing distributions and trends on:

• Maps

• Photographs

• Graphs. 

2. Performing mathematical/statistical calculations

• Mean, median, mode, range, etc.

• Calculate percentage increase.

3. Writing analytically about the resource booklet and 

communicating findings 

• Important for 8-mark and 12-mark questions

• Making links between different resources.

Take a quick 

look at the 

specification 

skills list, page 

37-38
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Discussion Activity 2

1. How do you integrate 

skills into your 

curriculum?  

2. Do students always 

bring their literacy and 

numeracy skills into the 

geography classroom 

in your school? If there 

are barriers to this, how  

can they be overcome?

GCSE B – Paper 3GCSE B – Paper 3

Yuriy Kulik / Shutterstock
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Describing distributions

• General pattern/distribution 

– overview (is it even or 

uneven?).

• Does the pattern sub-divide 

in coherent areas/zones?

• Are there any anomalies in 

these subdivisions?

• If there are changes over 

time (as are shown here in 

Figure 3, 2018 paper), which 

are most worthy of mention?

• Try to manipulate or quantify 

data e.g. the area of forest 

has halved  / reduced by 

about 50% in West Africa.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2018
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Describing trends

• Firstly, make sure students understand what the word ‘trend’ means (also, 

‘rate’ and ‘pattern’). 

• Is it consistent or irregular? 

• What are the starting & end 

points?

• Does it sub-divide into 

coherent periods?

• Any anomalies in these 

sub-divisions?

• Any data to use?

• Using precise terms:

• consistent, irregular

• up/down/constant

• rate is 

faster/slower/constant

• maximum, minimum.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 SAMs
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Making connections (AO3)

Using evidence from Figures 5 and 6, 

explain two reasons why the people of 

Iceland need a diverse energy mix.

(4 marks, 2023 exam)

An entirely AO3-

targeted question. 

The ‘story’ students 

need to tell is self-

contained in 

Figures 5-6. They 

will create analytical 

links & connections

as part of their 

answer.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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Comparing trends

• How are they alike?

• How are they different?

• Is there a pattern? 

• Do the correspond – or is the 

relationship inverse?

• AO3-targetted questions may 

look for evidence of links and 

connections between two 

resources.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2018



Part 3: The 12-mark 

‘Justify’ question 

(strategies for preparing 

your students)
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The 12-mark format

• The final question (Q4) will always be structured the same way, but the 

focus will vary.

• It will offer three options and ask students to weigh these options before 

making a decision.

• They must support their decision with evidence.

• In the 2023 exam, the focus was on sustainable management of 

Iceland's natural environment.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



The AOs and the 12-mark Q

4 marks AO2

4 marks AO3

4 marks AO4

+4 marks SPAGT 21© Pearson Education 2024

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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‘People and the environment’

What must be done first, and why?

How do we justify what should be done 
‘first’…? How might this decision relate 
to Iceland’s different economic, social, 

environmental issues and 
challenges?

Who will the immediate winners and 
losers be for the action the 

government takes first? Which people 
and environments will be positively and 

negatively affected by the choice? 

What could be left until later, 
and why?

Why might the other actions be left until 
later when the government is making 

long-term plans for the future? 

The benefits of some of the options 
might take longer to materialise than 

others (regrowing forest, for example). 

‘People and the Environment'

People and the environment is the over-arching focus of paper 3

• The 12-mark question might ask about what is ‘best’ for ‘people’ and/or 

‘the environment’; or what the ‘first priority’ or ‘key goal’ of a 

government should be over a particular time scale.

• It is vital that students can ‘unpack’ the question focus in order to 

structure their response. 
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Discussion Activity 3

1. How do you integrate 

‘thinking’ skills for the 

12-mark question into 

your curriculum?  

2. How frequently should 

students practice 

‘unpacking’ and 

scaffolding a decision-

making question? 

Starting in Year 10 or 

Year 11? GCSE B – Paper 3GCSE B – Paper 3

Yuriy Kulik / Shutterstock
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Decisions are complex

This paper’s people-biosphere-forest-energy 

‘nexus’ will focus on a context and issue where it is 

always likely that:  

• There will be winners and losers whatever happens 

next

• Governments must balance short-term and longer-

term benefits and goals

• Local actions may have direct or indirect impacts, 

and consequences at global scales. 

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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The decision-making process

Identify the issue



Understand why the issue exists

• What are its causes?

• How serious is it?

• Who does it affect (people)?

• Where does it affect (environments)?



Identify possible solutions

There could be several options



Weigh-up the solutions

• Use evidence to help identify advantages and 

disadvantages

• Consider costs and benefits of each option

• Think about who is affected by each option, and how



Make a final decision and justify it

This can be done 

using past exam 

papers and 

SAMs, but in 

lessons it can be 

done through 

presentations, 

mock news 

reports / videos, 

posters, role play 

etc. that deal with 

other contexts, 

perhaps drawn 

from newspaper 

headlines
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The final question

• The options may be complex or relatively simple.

• Some students will underline words which look important/interesting and 

will comment on them explicitly e.g. why should one option be delivered 

first – might it need more time to achieve? Is it less controversial and so 

easier to gain public support? 

• No option is considered more or less ‘favourable’ in terms of the question 

and mark scheme design and intentions.

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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The final question (2023: Q4)

Broadly, it was hoped candidates would:

• think about the costs and benefits of each option

• perhaps make a distinction between short-term and longer-term goals, and 

argue a good case

• recognise each choice has drawbacks - but the key thing is to identify one 

choice as being either especially urgent or a good pragmatic choice 

(perhaps because it is more likely to gain public support)

• say something about the rejected options and why they might be left until 

later, even if they have obvious merit too

• support the choice with some information and ideas borrowed and applied 

from the two-year GCSE course

• employ geographical terminology with confidence and accuracy, in order 

to help lend some authority to their choice.
We will look at examples of 

answers in the final session

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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Sustainability

• Taking a view is central to 

paper 3. 

• Another useful teaching and 

learning approach to take is the 

sustainability model (right).

• This makes us think about the 

balance and tensions between 

possible economic, social and 

environmental goals.
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Discussion Activity 4

1. How often do you 

practice decision-

making (DM) 12-mark 

questions?  

2. Other than the SAMs 

and recent papers, 

what DM resources 

and approaches are 

useful and might be 

shared?

GCSE B – Paper 3GCSE B – Paper 3

Yuriy Kulik / Shutterstock
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Synoptic links (AO2 credit)

There are several different ways of demonstrating  wider knowledge and 

understanding in the 12-mark answer. They are:

• reference a parallel case study (‘I studied a similar issue in Peru...’)

• mention a model or theory (‘as Boserup says...’) or named concept

(biodiversity)

• show applied understanding of processes and interrelations between 

different causes and effects  (‘this could lead to overland flow and even 

worse soil erosion impacts’).

Candidates should try to do some of these, but keep it brief (1 or 2 

sentences).
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Argument & evidence (AO3–4) 

Useful evaluative (AO3) and connective phrases include the following:

• This is probably the best choice overall… 

• Although / whereas…

• However, despite…

• But there are disadvantages too… 

• Not everyone will benefit though…

• Moreover, benefits may outweigh short term gains…

In summary…

• Arguments should be supported with sustained use of evidence (AO4):

• Figure 3 shows… And this is further supported by Figure 4…



32© Pearson Education 2024

Justifying a decision

• The final stage of the 

decision-making process 

is justifying the 

decision. 

• At this stage, candidates 

could refer one last time 

to the issue they saw on 

the first page of the 

booklet.

• They will see a strong 

link between what they 

are expected to do in  

the last question, and 

the issue they began 

with.
Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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What gets marks?

Here is an abbreviated summary of the levels-based mark scheme

AO4 information AO2 understanding AO3 argument

RANGE

Obtain a a range of 

accurate information from 

the booklet (‘Figure 7 

shows... Figure 8 

shows...Figure 9...’)

DETAIL

Make extended 

explanations using 

process, place (case 

study) or other detail from 

the GCSE course

BALANCE

Make a balanced 

argument that considers all 

options (may think about 

different perspectives or 

scales)

ANALYSIS

Makes critically use of 

information in the booklet 

(‘However, Figure 3 shows 

some species are at a 

point of no return…’)

RELATIONSHIPS

Recognise 

interrelationships between 

different geographical 

ideas and information

JUSTIFY A VIEW

Make an overall judgment 

that is logically linked to 

the evidence that has been 

used.



Part 4: Reviewing marked 

scripts (from the 2023 

Geography GCSE B Paper 

3 exam)



A

B

AO1+2 Targeted Question

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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An entirely AO3-
targeted question. 

The ‘story’ 
students need to 

tell is self-
contained in 

Figures 5-6. They 
will create 

analytical links & 
connections as 

part of their 
answer.

Making connections (AO3)

3 (c) Using evidence from Figures 5 and 6, 

explain two reasons why the people of Iceland 

need a diverse energy mix.          

(4 marks, 2023 exam)

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



AO3-targeted question (3c) 
A

B

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



This question is 

AO2+AO3 targeted. 

The students will 

apply prior 

understanding to a 

single resource.

AO2/3-targeted question 

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



A

B

AO2/3-targeted question 
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AO2/3-targeted question

This question is AO2+AO3 targeted. 

The students need to apply prior 

understanding to the task. 

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



A B

AO2/3-targeted question 



8-mark ‘Assess…’ 

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



8-mark ‘Assess…’ (3f)

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



8-mark ‘Assess…’



12-mark ‘Justify…’

Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023



Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography Paper 3 2023
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Key assessment messages

Questions stating ‘Study Figure X… Explain…’ require an answer 

which explicitly interprets and analyses information in the Figure(s).

• It is essential that the response focuses on the evidence presented in the 

relevant figure and makes some reference to it. The candidate’s own 

knowledge should also be applied when the focus is a SINGLE figure.

The 8-mark questions using the command word 'assess' require 

candidates to reflect critically on the information they write about.

• Candidates of all ability levels will benefit from frequent exam practice 

answering questions beginning with phrases such as 'Assess the 

importance...' , ''Assess the impacts...', 'Assess the benefits...', 'Assess 

the role...', etc.

Answers to the 12-mark question must try to balance the three AO-

linked skill sets which examiners are looking to reward.

• Apply own knowledge; use the information; argue a case (see Slide 33).



51© Pearson Education 2024

Your Geography Subject Advisor

Any questions? 

Please contact the geography team.

• Email: TeachingGeography@pearson.com

• Call: (+44)333 016 4060

Please sign up to receive our Subject Advisor 

emails about qualification updates, support, 

training and resources.

mailto:TeachingGeography@pearson.com
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/forms/subject-advisor-geography.html
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Free qualification support

Our free qualification support includes:

• Getting Started guide and course planners for a two-year and three-year 

GCSE

• Schemes of work and topic booklets for every topic

• Assessment guide for GCSE Geography B and a free KS4 baseline 

assessment

• Student exemplars with assessment commentary

• Exam feedback videos for all three exam papers

• Fieldwork packs

• ‘Maths for Geographers’ guide

• ‘Pace Yourself’ support for delivering a 2-year GCSE

• Student and teacher guides to key terms and language

• Knowledge organisers for every topic.

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/geography-b-2016.coursematerials.html#%2FfilterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-materials
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Upcoming PD events

Search and book upcoming training events here:

• Embedding critical thinking in your KS3 geography curriculum, 

06 March 16:00–17:30 GMT

Developing students' critical thinking skills can help them to become more 

independent and understand more complex geographical concepts from a range of 

different perspectives. This course will introduce you to a number of practical 

strategies that can be adapted to different topics and year groups.

• Pearson Edexcel GCSE Geography A and B: Identifying Learning 

Gaps and Intervention Strategies, 

11 March 16:00–17:30 GMT

This event is for teachers who are delivering the Pearson Edexcel GCSE 

Geography A or GCSE Geography B specifications and aims to help you get your 

students back on track.

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/subjects/geography/live-events.html


Thank you for attending!
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