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GA response to the Secretary of State’s public consultation on proposed amendments to 
the Level Descriptors (for geography).

The Geographical Association (GA) welcomes the retention of distinct Level Descriptors for 
geography. As a distinct subject discipline, with its own key concepts, processes and rich 
knowledge, we regard a statement of attainment for geography as an essential tool for teaching 
and learning the subject. The principle that the Attainment Target should be arranged as 
summative statements to guide progression and make judgements about attainment is a sound 
one.

The GA regards the Attainment Target (AT) as an essential tool for schools wishing to evaluate 
their provision for geographical learning in Key Stages 1-3 and for teachers wishing to plan 
effectively to meet the needs of their learners. The GA notes that good and outstanding schools 
and practitioners already use the AT in this way and urges others to follow suit.

The GA welcomes the more coherent language introduced in this revision to the Level 
Descriptors (LDs) for geography. More of the language of the LDs now reflects that used within 
the Programme of Study (PoS). By referring to physical and human processes and to concepts 
such as geographical diversity, links between what should be taught (the PoS) and what learners 
should achieve (the LDs) have been strengthened.

The GA regrets that the opportunity to update the LDs more thoroughly has not been taken. 
There remains a ‘disconnect’ between the proposed amendments and the language and ideas 
underpinning the 2008 Programme of Study. Twenty first century approaches to school 
geography, which feature prominently in the PoS (such as pupils’ personal geographies, 
Geographical Information Systems or futures perspectives) are either missing or are only implicit 
within the revised Level Descriptors.

The GA notes a number of errors, omissions and inconsistencies that reduce the effectiveness of 
the LDs as a tool for describing progression in geography. These include:
 The mention of students asking questions in all levels except Level 3. Posing questions is an 

essential element of geographical enquiry, but this skill is not developed progressively in the 
proposals. The revised LDs suggest that learners move from ‘ask and respond to questions 
about places and environments’ (L2) to ‘’begin to suggest suitable geographical questions’ 
(L4). The GA recommends that an appropriate reference to questioning be inserted in L3;

 The absence of graphic skills, including the drawing of maps. Making and manipulating maps 
is an essential element of learning in geography. The proposed LDs refer only obliquely to 
this, through phrases such as ‘select a range of skills’ (L6). The GA recommends that more 
direct reference to graphic skills be made in the LDs;

 The limited references to application of knowledge, understanding and skills. The proposed 
LDs imply the need to apply these, through phrases such as ‘Pupils use their knowledge and 
understanding of the geography of the UK and the wider world’ (L6) and ‘drawing on their 
knowledge and understanding’ (L6). The GA recommends that more explicit reference be 
made to the ability of students to apply their learning to new contexts, particularly to indicate 
higher levels of attainment;

 The ability to describe is important at all levels of attainment, yet many teachers appear to 
regard description as a ‘lower level’ skill. This misunderstanding is reinforced by the weak 
references to description in the higher LDs. For example, at L6 learners ‘are able to identify
geographical patterns at a range of scales’ (but need not describe patterns with precision or 
describe complex patterns, either of which might signal higher attainment) and L7 states that 
learners ‘are able to identify and analyse geographical patterns’ (and therefore miss the 
important step of describing the pattern). The GA  recommends that appropriate references 
to description are included in higher LDs;

 Learners are not expected to evaluate sources of evidence until L5 – which is too late and is 
inconsistent with other subjects. We note, for example, that in history, learners attaining L4
should ‘describe different ways in which the past has been interpreted’ and ‘begin to use 
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information as evidence to test hypotheses’. The GA  recommends that the need for pupils to 
evaluate evidence is recognised prior to Level 5;

 The description of attainment for Level 1 appears too brief to adequately give a ‘broad 
description’ of attainment. It is appropriate and perfectly possible for learners working at this 
level to show understanding of ideas omitted from the proposed description. For example, in 
relation to interdependence, a learner attaining this level could ‘recognise and make 
observations about physical and human features of localities and how they are linked to other 
people and places’ (our addition given emphasis). The GA recommends that understanding 
of key concepts, such as interdependence, be recognised in the lower level descriptions to 
give a fuller account of attainment at these levels;

 The level descriptors make frequent use of the phrase ‘begins to …’ e.g. ‘begin to use 
appropriate geographical vocabulary’ (L2); ‘begin to use appropriate vocabulary’ (L3); ‘begin 
to recognise and describe …’ (L4); ‘begin to recognise that other people may hold different 
views’ (L4); ‘are beginning to identify bias’ (L5); ‘begin to reach substantiated conclusions’ 
(L7). This phrase or device undermines the purpose for which the AT is intended – as a 
summative tool to assess the attainment of learners at the end of a key stage. Statements 
within the LDs should focus on what learners have achieved. Ambivalent statements are to 
be avoided wherever possible. The GA recommends that the use of the phrase ‘begins to’ is 
critically re-examined.

The GA concludes that the description of progression contained within the AT as a whole remains 
disjointed. The overall assessment objectives for this subject remain implicit within the 
individual Level Descriptors. Thus individual LDs lack a clear and consistent structure which 
summarise, at an appropriate level, the attainment of the learner in relation to agreed objectives 
for the subject. It is this underlying problem which is responsible for many of the errors, omissions 
and inconsistencies mentioned above. From the perspective of the teacher or the learner, the 
relationship between one LD and another can be difficult to discern. The GA recommends that 
additional effort be applied to the proposed LDs to create a more consistent written structure, 
across which progression can be more readily discerned.

The GA queries the apparent disparity between the description of attainment contained in the 
higher LDs and description of attainment in place at GCSE. It is difficult to distinguish, for 
example, between the description of attainment for L8 and for higher grades at GCSE. The 
solution applied by many teachers is to interpret the level descriptors against a set of norms for 
this key stage. This runs against the principles of criterion-referenced assessment and threatens 
the accuracy and comparability of teacher assessment. The GA recommends that future revisions 
to descriptions of outcomes are conducted across the age range 5-14 (and on to 19).

The GA is aware that the intended purpose of the LDs – to provide a broad description of 
attainment for the purposes of summative assessment at the end of Key Stage 3 – is no longer 
the purpose for which they are used in many schools. The GA is highly critical of the use of LDs 
for day-to-day or periodic assessment purposes and regrets the trend towards ‘levelling’ 
individual pieces of work. The GA welcomes recent efforts by the Qualifications and Curriculum 
Development Agency (QCDA) to develop Assessing Pupil Progress (APP) as a more appropriate 
tool for periodic assessment and looks forward to the speedy publication of guidance and support 
to schools in the use of the APP approach for geography, in order to help reform the assessment 
practices in many schools. In addition, we draw attention to our position paper: ‘Level descriptions 
and assessment in geography: a GA position statement’. This can be downloaded using the 
link below.

http://www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_AULevelAssessmentsInGeography.pdf
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