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Letter from the Geographical Association and Royal Geographical Society (with IBG)

The Independent Investigation – its value and place in geography
The Geographical Association and the Royal Geographical Society (with IBG) jointly support a strengthening of the contribution of geography fieldwork and the Non-Examined Assessment (NEA), the vehicle through which it is assessed within A Level geography.   
The NEA, which has been developed by the Department for Education, is worth 20% of students’ final grade and is underpinned by the idea of independence. However, what does it mean for A Level geographers to investigate independently, and why is this so important to their studies? 

What does independence mean?
Independence is having the motivation, knowledge, skills and capacity to carry out geographical enquiry without a reliance on teachers, parents or other students, while also recognising that there may be a need, at times, to draw on appropriate advice and guidance. For A Level Geography students to investigate independently, they need to be able to pose geographical questions that are worth investigating. They then need to pursue their questions as part of their own appropriate sequence of enquiry.  This should draw on their own and others’ data, and wider reading, so that a student can research, analyse, summarise and contextualise their findings, while taking into account the specific circumstances of their investigation.
An independent investigation provides scope for students to follow their geographical interests. It also allows them to demonstrate how they have engaged in fieldwork and brought their own thinking, analysis and conclusions to the data that has been collected. However, independence doesn’t necessarily mean isolation; depending on the context or location, and taking into account practical considerations such as access and field safety, the data might equally be collected individually or as part of a group.    

Why the Independent Investigation is so important to the study of geography
The Independent Investigation is a unique opportunity for geography students, requiring their application of geographical knowledge and understanding to the context of a real-world location. Through this they will develop their skills in careful observation and both primary and secondary data collection. Their experience of the ‘messy’ world beyond the textbook challenges them to appreciate and make sense of geographical complexity and to ‘think like a geographer’.  

Of course, students do not become independent the moment they begin A Level studies. The Independent Investigation is therefore an important opportunity for students to demonstrate the critical, creative and synoptic thinking they have acquired throughout their geographical education. This assumes they have engaged regularly in meaningful geographical enquiry and fieldwork, and been given the opportunity to pose their own questions, collect both primary and secondary data, and reflect on their learning. In this way, the Independent Investigation also provides an opportunity for teachers to support and further develop these skills. Careful thinking and planning should therefore be given to the teacher’s role, recognising that coaching and facilitation can be as effective as direct teaching, modelling or instruction. 
Fieldwork offers the chance to examine how physical and human processes and human–environment interactions are changing our world. Through their A Level course students will have the opportunity to work as part of fieldwork teams and to conduct their own Independent Investigation. They will learn to frame geographical questions, collect, analyse and review data, and apply their theoretical understanding to the complexity of the real world.  
The Independent Investigation provides a valuable experience for students of the nature of geographical enquiry and knowledge, how data can be collected and used, and the application of geographical skills, all of which help to create a more geographically literate society. For those applying to study geography at university, it also provides a tangible experience of their own geographical endeavour which could be discussed within their UCAS personal statement.  
This is a new opportunity for all A Level geographers to demonstrate their geographical interests and abilities in a way which will help better prepare them for transition into undergraduate study, and positively develop their academic and social skills.


Geographical Association 
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Student guide to developing Independent Investigation titles
The A Level Independent Investigation is an opportunity for you to study an aspect of geography in more depth and conduct your own research and data collection. One of the most challenging activities when starting your investigation is to come up with a title; a good title makes it clear to the reader what the research topic is and the type of investigation you will be doing.  
As well as the following information the exam boards (AQA, Eduqas, OCR and Pearson Edexcel) have also produced a helpful series of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) about the Independent Investigation, which we suggest you read alongside this guide.  You can download the FAQs from your exam board’s website.
Assuming you have already chosen a particular topic that you are keen to investigate further, you will need to narrow this down through your investigation title. A good title has both a geographic and location context:
· Geographic context – what topic, theme or issue in the specification are you keen to investigate further? Whatever you choose to investigate, your title must have a link to a topic(s) within the specification. 
· Location context – where is the investigation, fieldwork and data collection going to take place?
The title of your Independent Investigation needs to be concise and descriptive, and can be in the form of a statement, question or hypothesis e.g.: 
· To what extent are groynes the most effective coastal management strategy in Sheringham?
· Sexuality influences perception of place in Bristol. 
You should develop one (or more if appropriate) statement, question or hypothesis that can be tested. This may form your actual investigation title or your sub-question/s or sub-hypotheses. 
Q addition …. Above all else your title needs to be something that you can actually address through the data you will collect and secondary sources you will also draw on. 

Sub questions/hypotheses
It is not just your title that is important; you may also have sub-questions – potentially two to four of them – and these will guide your research and provide a framework. Your sub-questions enable you to break your title down and look at aspects of it in more depth. It is advisable that your sub-questions follow a logical sequence. Each sub-question/hypothesis should be an answerable question or testable hypothesis that is clear and well-defined so that you can do the research needed within an appropriate time frame. 
Top tips – thinking more about your title
Is your title relevant?
· Is it relevant to an academic debate or intellectual interest?
· Is it a topical issue from the news or personal experience and what makes this issue geographical?
· Does your investigation lend itself to meaningful data collection, analysis and evaluation?
· Does your title enable you to go in search of information and data which enables you to reach conclusions, recognising that there might be more than one answer?
Is your title manageable?
· It must be within your ability to tackle your question in terms of scope and scale. Can you collect all the data you need from your primary data collection techniques and/or the secondary sources in your methodology?
· Where and how are you going to collect data for your investigation? Is this accessible? Practical? Safe?
· What are the timescales you have to complete your investigation? 
Does your title meet the requirements of the assessment? 
· Your title must have a link to a topic(s) within the specification. *
· Can you access all parts of the mark scheme by using your title? *
· Does your title enable you to collect and use sufficient data, e.g. primary or secondary, qualitative and / or quantitative?

* Don’t forget you can look these up on the exam board websites and talk to your teacher about this.

Is it of interest to you?
· If your question is of interest to you, this will help you remain motivated and engaged with your investigation.
· Is your question clear and straightforward? What looks like a simple question could allow the complexity to develop once the investigation, research and fieldwork begin.

Final thoughts
Your Independent Investigation title needs to be clear and concise – what is it you want to investigate, where and why? Your title can be very specific and narrow in focus or a little broader with focussed sub-questions to break the title down. 
There is no definitive way to approach this but remember your initial ideas for your title will be refined as you do some reading and become more ‘expert’ in your chosen topic area. Your title will evolve and change and, as you complete your Independent Investigation Proposal Form, you can plan your investigation and think through your ideas. Your teacher will finally sign your form indicating that your title and investigation is fit for purpose.
The information you provide in your proposal form should demonstrate how your investigation is capable of being tested or answered to enable you to analyse your data and reach substantiated conclusions within an appropriate time frame. The mark scheme can be used in the early stages of your planning so that you know how to plan an investigation that will enable you to reach your potential. Your teacher will take you through the mark scheme to make sure that you understand the stages of the investigation and this will support you in putting your Investigation Proposal Form together. 

Glossary 
· Title – This frames your investigation and can be in the form of a question or statement.
· Hypothesis – A statement which is a prediction and can therefore be tested (through data collection, analysis and evaluations)
· Sub-question – This is a question which addresses an aspect of the title and helps to break it down for the purpose of research and data collection.

Good luck with your investigation.











The independent investigation proposal form – guidance for teachers and students
The Awarding Organisations (AOs) have jointly written 12 exemplar Independent Investigation Proposal Forms to support and guide both teachers and their students. These exemplars are not aligned to any AO and so they can be used by all teachers and students; however, to show how the titles link to the specification, there are precise references to individual AO specifications.   
The main purpose of these 12 exemplars is to:
· explore a range of investigation styles 
· outline different types of teacher guidance (general and specific)
· show examples of good practice (both the student and the teacher).

These exemplar proposal forms were not written to be ‘perfect’; the Awarding Organisations wanted them to represent what students could potentially produce and show the range of support and guidance a teacher may give to their students to ensure they effectively plan their investigation. The exemplars do not provide a list of titles for students to choose from. 
The layout of the exemplars is as follows:
· A completed student Independent Investigation Proposal Form.
· The white ‘speech bubbles’ surrounding the completed proposal demonstrate teacher guidance to the student.
· Underlined red text in the teacher guidance ‘speech bubbles’ indicates where the Awarding Organisations feel the teacher is giving specific guidance (which is not permitted).
· The blue boxes are Awarding Organisation guidance to the teacher, highlighting areas of good practice, things to consider and an indication of specific guidance (not permitted by the teacher).

Important to note for risk assessments and ethical considerations
While specific guidance is generally not permitted by the teacher, the exception to this is with regard to risk assessments and ethical considerations. It is imperative that teachers ensure all students are able to conduct their investigations in a safe and appropriate manner; therefore, a suitable risk assessment and any ethical considerations must be accounted for prior to the student embarking on fieldwork. Teachers are able to provide students with any relevant detail as part of the risk assessment. To deal with ethical considerations, teachers should provide students with any relevant detail to protect themselves, the environments they are working in, whether it is appropriate to collect and hold certain types of data (e.g. peoples’ personal details) or take samples (e.g. flora or fauna), their participants and anyone else involved in the data collection.
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