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Introduction

Overview of NSC Geography

The NSC Geography qualification has been 
developed by the Basic Education Department 
of the Republic of South Africa. It is an optional 
subject, intended for grade 10-12 students and 
is designed to be delivered over three years, 
each of four terms taking students through 
three phases: Foundation, Intermediate 
and Senior. The qualification forms part of a 
coherent progression through from Grade 4-12 
in geography. The qualification document 
suggests that each topic in NSC Geography 
can be explored by applying a conceptual 
framework that embraces Geography’s four 
“big ideas”, namely Place, Spatial processes, 
Spatial distribution patterns, and Human and 
environment interaction. These concepts 
run through the content and topics, and it is 
recommended that at least one is included in 
each enquiry that students are introduced to.

The National Curriculum Statement Grades R-12 
also identifies some wider curriculum aims for 
geographers, including critical and creative 
thinking. The curriculum design is clear and well 
structured, and time guidelines are provided to 
offer a weighting guide for teachers to help with 
curriculum planning and ensure that the content 
is appropriately taught ahead of periodic 
assessments. There are strong and relevant 
physical and human geography elements 
which are situated within a unifying concept 
of space, as all geographical phenomena 
have a spatial element. Skills development is 
built into each grade, and a useful table lists 
key questions that geographers can ask of all 
geographical phenomena and processes. There 
is a connection with other aspects of the Further 

Education and Training (FET) phase of South 
African education. Questions can be applied 
within each of the “big ideas” identified earlier. 
Assessment is made up of both informal and 
formal assessment. These include mid-year and 
end-of-year examinations in each of Grades 
10-12, along with a trial examinations and some 
school-based assessment tasks, so that students 
are able to gain marks towards the final grade 
throughout the curriculum rather than relying 
solely on terminal assessment. This is a forward-
looking Geography curriculum, building on 
current ideas, and aimed at developing the 
conceptual thinking of those students who 
complete it.

Structure of Appendix

This subject comparison appendix addresses 
the relationship between NSC Geography and 
subjects which fulfil similar roles in five alternative 
programmes. This appendix is structured to 
first demonstrate points of comparability and 
contrasts between the subjects (under the 
heading Comparison) and then to synthesise 
this into Key Findings with a particular focus 
on skill development. This analysis examines all 
comparison subjects against NSC Geography 
simultaneously, to enable stakeholders to see 
the range of similarities and differences across 
the international contexts in a single place. 
The analysis is based on the review of the 
NSC Geography curriculum and assessment 
documentation for grades 10 to 12, and 
more specifically on the 2011 Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement for Geography, 
the 2017 Examination Guidelines and the 2020 
question papers and marking guidelines for 
Geography.
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Comparison

Subjects in Context

Each of the comparison programmes also has a 
Geography subject, making cross-programme 
comparison relatively straightforward. The 
IB DP offers Geography at Higher Level or 
Standard Level. Cambridge International offers 
an International Geography AS Level over 
one year, an International AS Level in year 
one leading to an International A Level in year 
two, or an International A Level split over two 
years. In NSW, a stage 6 curriculum in Earth and 
Environmental Sciences is also offered (which 
has some substantial overlaps with Geography), 
however, Ecctis identified the Geography 

syllabus as the most pertinent direct comparison 
point with NSC Geography. The Kenyan and 
Zimbabwean national programmes each have 
a single Geography syllabus.

Entry Requirements, Duration, Mode of 
Study, Progression Routes

The table below summarises any subject-specific 
entry requirements for each subject, expected 
prior learning, the duration of study within the 
programme, and any notable facts about 
progression routes which study of each subject 
enables either nationally or internationally.
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7 National Curriculum Statement (2011), Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Grades 10-12 Geography,  
 p. 8. 

All six qualifications are preceded by other 
qualifications which provide the basis for further 
study, introducing some of the knowledge 
and skills which are contained within the 
benchmarked qualifications. In some cases, 
this is part of a spiral curriculum structure, 
where topics are designed to be revisited 
periodically. There are also some new topics in 
each, which will not have been explored in the 
earlier qualifications, and candidates are also 
introduced to new subject-specific vocabulary. 
This will eventually be assessed using more 
rigorous question types over a longer time-
period. Each qualification requires significant 
time investment by students during the variable 
length of the course. Candidates will also 
be required to demonstrate a much greater 
understanding of key subject concepts in order 
to do well in the final assessment. Fieldwork offers 
the opportunity to develop further statistical 
techniques and fieldwork skills, and the nature 
of the report that candidates create following 
any fieldwork will be lengthy. It will also include 
elements of research based on the exploration 
of quantitative and qualitative data. There is 
less detail in the NSC documentation on the 
completion of research projects than in some 

of the other documents provided, but certainly 
enough for students and teachers to be clear 
on the expectations and the marking rubric.

Different programmes provide different levels 
of emphasis on how they expect their students 
to progress, but none has substantially different 
goals from the general aim of supporting 
students into either higher/further education or 
the world of work.

Subject Aims

The following table lists the stated aims 
of each subject according to each 
programme’s documentation. Where curriculum 
documentation does not explicitly articulate 
aims with, for example, a subheading titled 
“Aims”, Ecctis have selected passages or extracts 
which most closely resemble a brief overview of 
the subject’s purpose. This is intended to enable 
comparison between the different curricula 
as effectively as possible. Where something 
not labelled “aims” has been used to stand-
in for curriculum aims, this is explained in the 
descriptive analysis underneath the table.

Subject Aims

NSC Geography7 During Grades 10, 11 and 12 learners are guided towards developing the following 
knowledge, skills and attitudes:
• explaining and interpreting both physical and human geographical processes
• describing and explaining the dynamic interrelationship between the physical and 

human worlds
• developing knowledge about where places are, and the nature of a range of different 

places at different scales 
• practising essential transferable skills – literacy, numeracy, oracy and graphicacy •
• promoting the use of new technologies, such as Information Communication 

Technology (ICT) and Geographical Information Systems (GiS)
• developing a commitment towards sustainable development
• creating awareness and sensitivity to inequality in the world
• fostering empathy, tolerance and fairness; and making and justifying informed 

decisions and judgements about social and environmental issues. 

Table 2: Comparison of subject aims
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8 International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (2019), Geography Guide, p. 20.

Subject Aims

The Geography curriculum aims to develop the following subject-specific skills: 
• using verbal, quantitative and symbolic data forms such as text, pictures, graphs tables, 

diagrams and maps
• practising field observation and mapping, interviewing people, interpreting sources 

and working with statistics
• applying communication, thinking, practical and social skills
• practising the following specific skills: 

• identifying questions and issues
• collecting and structuring information
• processing, interpreting and evaluating data
• making decisions and judgements
• deciding on a point of view
• suggesting solutions to problems; and working co-operatively and independently. 

Geographical education also contributes to the development of personal and social 
competence.

IB DP Geography8 The IB DP Geography qualification sits within the broader group called Individuals and 
Societies. The aims of all subjects in the Individuals and Societies subject group are to:
1. encourage the systematic and critical study of: human experience and behaviour; 

physical, economic and social environments; the history and development of social 
and cultural institutions

2. develop in the student the capacity to identify, to analyse critically and to evaluate 
theories, concepts and arguments about the nature and activities of the individual 
and society

3. enable the student to collect, describe and analyse data used in studies of society, to 
test hypotheses and interpret complex data and source material

4. promote the appreciation of the way in which learning is relevant to both the culture in 
which the student lives, and the culture of other societies

5. develop an awareness in the student that human attitudes and opinions are widely 
diverse and that a study of society requires an appreciation of such diversity

6. enable the student to recognize that the content and methodologies of the subjects 
in the individuals and societies group are contestable and that their study requires the 
toleration of uncertainty. 

Geography has specific aims
The aims of the Geography curriculum at SL and HL are to enable students to:
1. develop an understanding of the dynamic interrelationships between people, places, 

spaces and the environment at different scales
2.  develop a critical awareness and consider complexity thinking in the context of the 

nexus of geographic issues, including:
• acquiring an in-depth understanding of how geographic issues, or wicked problems, 

have been shaped by powerful human and physical processes
• synthesizing diverse geographic knowledge in order to form viewpoints about how 

these issues could be resolved
3.  understand and evaluate the need for planning and sustainable development through 

the management of resources at varying scales.
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Subject Aims

Cambridge 
International 

AS/A Level 
Geography9

The aims of this syllabus describe the educational purposes of Geography at International 
AS and A Level.

These aims are not intended as assessment criteria but outline the educational context 
in which the syllabus content should be viewed. Some of these aims may be delivered 
by the use of suitable case studies, through application of geographical skills, or through 
practical fieldwork.

The syllabus aims to enable candidates to:
• develop awareness of the relevance of geography to understanding and solving 

contemporary environmental problems
• understand the main elements of physical geography and human geography and the 

interdependence between them
• understand the processes operating at different scales within physical and human 

environments
• develop a sense of space, place and location
• explain the causes and effects of change over space and time on physical and 

human environments
• understand the importance of scale in studying geography
• develop an appreciation of the nature, value, limitations and importance of different 

approaches to analysis and explanation in geography
• increase knowledge of, and ability to use and apply, appropriate skills and techniques 

including fieldwork
• develop a concern for accuracy and objectivity in collecting, recording, processing, 

presenting, analysing and interpreting geographical data
• develop the ability to interpret and evaluate different sources and types of information
• develop a logical approach in order to present a structured, coherent and evidence-

based.

KCSE 
Geography10

These are expressed as ‘General Objectives’ rather than aims of which there are 14 listed 
in the documentation. Some of these refer to particular topics on the assessment as 
much as the wider purposes of geography as a subject to be studied:
By the end of the course, the learner should be able to:
1. appreciate the importance of studying Geography
2. recognize different types of environments and manage them for individual, national 

and international development
3. identify and explain weather phenomena and their influence on the physical 

environment and human activities
4. explain land-forming processes and appreciate the resultant features and their 

influence on human activities
5. acquire knowledge of available natural resources and demonstrate ability and 

willingness to utilize them sustainably
6. identify and compare economic activities in Kenya and the rest of the world
7. state, interpret, analyse and use Geographical principles and methods to solve 

problems of national development
8. apply field-work techniques in studying Geography
9. acquire knowledge and skills necessary to analyse population issues of Kenya and the 

world

9 Cambridge International Examinations (2016), International AS and A Level: Syllabus: Cambridge International  

 AS and A Level Geography 9696, p. 11.
10 The Kenya National Examinations Council (2014), Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education (KCSE):  

 Examinations Regulations and Syllabuses, p. 232.
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Subject Aims

10. appreciate the importance of interdependence among people and among nations
11. identify, assess and have respect for different ways of life influencing development at 

local, national and international levels
12. demonstrate the acquisition of positive attitudes, values and skills for self-reliance
13. acquire appropriate knowledge, skills and attitudes as a basis for technological and 

industrial development
14. promote patriotism and national unity.

ZIMSEC Forms 5-6 
Geography11

The wider aims of the syllabus are to: 
• develop in learners skills of observation, recording, analysis and interpretation of 

geographical phenomena 
• develop in learners an in-depth understanding of Zimbabwean, African and World 

environmental issues 
• equip learners with practical Geographic Information Systems and Remote Sensing skills 
• promote an appreciation of the diversity of cultural issues 
• develop in learners skills of sustainably using their resources 
• nurture self-sustained citizens with enterprise skills 

NSW HSC 
Geography12

The specification document includes a very brief statement for aims: ‘to enable students 
to study the spatial and ecological dimensions of biophysical and human phenomena in 
a changing world’ There is a rationale section which expands on what is meant by these 
ecological and spatial dimensions. Geography is described as a ‘key discipline’. The 
word curiosity is mentioned. This section also includes four primary reasons why students 
should study the subject of Geography

• Geography provides knowledge of the earth and helps people to plan and make 
decisions about the spatial dimensions of the world

• Geography provides an intellectual challenge to reach a deeper understanding of the 
variable character of life on our planet

• With a strong grasp of Geography, students are well prepared to explore issues as 
informed citizens in a changing world

• Students of Geography develop skills and understandings transferable and applicable 
to the world of work.

The subject is also described as preparing students for post-school studies and future 
employment and for active participation as informed citizens. The link with citizenship is 
brought out in other qualifications, notably the KCSE.

More general objectives are listed in the document and include:
Knowledge and understanding about:
• the characteristics and spatial distribution of environments
• the processes that form and transform the features and patterns of the environment
• the global and local forces which impact on people, ecosystems, urban places and 

economic activity
• the contribution of a geographical perspective
Skills to:
• investigate geographically
• communicate geographically
And informed and responsible values and attitudes towards:
• ecological sustainability

11  Zimbabwe Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (2015), Geography Syllabus Forms 5-6, p. 1.
12   New South Wales Education Standards Authority (2021), Geography Assessment materials, pp. 7-11. Accessed  
 at: https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/stage-6-learning-areas/hsie/geography 
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Subject Aims

• a just society
• ethical research practices
• active and informed citizenship
• responsible, autonomous life-long learning.

Alongside the objectives, NSW Stage 6 also makes reference to what are called ‘Key 
competencies’. Geography is said to offer the potential for these to be developed, and 
they are considered essential for the acquisition of effective, advanced thinking skills 
necessary for further education, work and everyday life’.

The key competencies of collecting, analysing and organising information and 
communicating ideas and information reflect core processes of geographical inquiry 
and are explicit in the objectives and outcomes of the syllabus.

The other key competencies are developed through the methodologies of the syllabus 
and through classroom teaching.
• Students working as individuals and as members of groups to conduct geographical 

inquiries and develop the key competencies planning and organising activities and 
working with others and in teams.

• When students construct, read and interpret maps, analyse statistical evidence 
and construct tables and graphs, they are developing the competency using 
mathematical ideas and techniques.

• During investigations, students will need to use appropriate information technologies, 
developing the competency using technology.

• Finally, the exploration of issues and the investigation of the nature of spatial 
and ecological problems contributes towards students’ development of the key 
competency solving problems.

There are differences between the Preliminary Course, where outcomes are labelled as 
P1-P12 and the Higher Secondary Course (HSC) outcomes which are labelled as H1-H13

The content of this table was drawn from:

• NSC curriculum aims were drawn from the 
“aims” subsection of the subject curriculum 
guide.

• IB DP curriculum aims were drawn from the 
“aims” subsection of the subject curriculum 
guide.

• Cambridge International AS/A Level 
curriculum aims were drawn from the “aims” 
subsection of the subject curriculum guide.

• KCSE aims were drawn from the “General 
Objectives” bullet point list in the curriculum 
guide, as there is no specific “aims” or 
“purpose” subsections.

• Zimbabwe Forms 5-6 aims were drawn 
from the “aims” subsection of the subject 
curriculum guide.

• NSW curriculum aims were drawn from the 
“Rationale” and “Aim” subsections of the 
subject curriculum guide.

There is broad agreement across the 
specifications that geography can develop 
a particular way of perceiving the world 
and promote thoughts on the best ways of 
approaching its challenges. There is also a 
range of processes with which students should 
become familiar, as well as a broad awareness 
of the location of significant places. These 
are all important aims but are phrased slightly 
differently in each of the qualifications.

The aims of the NSC generally align with those 
of the other qualifications and contain some 
socially-relevant outcomes, notably:
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• creating awareness and sensitivity to 
inequality in the world

• fostering empathy, tolerance and fairness; 
and making and justifying informed 
decisions and judgements about social and 
environmental issues. 

The broad aims are clearly framed and 
articulated, ensuring that the NSC is placed 
within a larger context which is comparable 
to other qualifications such as IB DP and 
Cambridge International AS/A Levels. The 
discussion of changing place is significant 
as it frames the qualification as being about 
the exploration of change generally and 
connects with broader geographic themes. 
This foregrounds the broader aims while being 
supported by the greater detail that emerges 
in the learning outcomes that follow. The NSW 
Level 6 qualification makes the claim that 
geography is a key discipline, and the NSC is 
similarly aspirational for South African students.

NSC has a slightly narrower overall focus than IB 
DP, Cambridge International A Level and NSW 
HSC, but does have a greater range of aims 
than the other African-based qualifications 
analysed here. The duration of the NSC is also 
different in that it is intended to take three years 
rather than two. This provides opportunity to go 
into greater depth and also to provide a greater 
range of both aims and objectives.

The ZIMSEC qualification has a different approach 
to the other qualifications. This syllabus uses a 
concentric approach. This recommends starting 
local, then moving to the whole of Zimbabwe, 
Southern African Development Community 
region, the rest of Africa, and then the world. It 
also uses a systems approach. There is also an 
integrated approach, which recommends that 
related topics should be taught together rather 
than in isolation. The NSC has a more tightly 
controlled structure.

Learning Outcomes

The following table lists the learning 
outcomes named in each programme’s 
subject documentation. Where curriculum 
documentation does not explicitly articulate 
learning outcomes with, for example, a 
subheading titled “Learning Outcomes”, Ecctis 
have selected lists or extracts which most 
closely resemble the expected knowledge, 
skills and competencies that students should 
have on completion of a programme of 
study. This is intended to enable comparison 
between the different curricula as effectively 
as possible. Where something not labelled 
“Learning Outcomes” has been used to stand-
in for learning outcomes, this is explained in the 
descriptive analysis underneath the table.

Learning Outcomes

NSC Geography13 During Grades 10, 11 and 12 learners are guided towards developing the following 
knowledge, skills and attitudes: 
• explaining and interpreting both physical and human geographical processes
• describing and explaining the dynamic interrelationship between the physical and 

human worlds
• developing knowledge about where places are, and the nature of a range of different 

places at different scales
• practising essential transferable skills – literacy, numeracy, oracy and graphicacy
• promoting the use of new technologies, such as information Communication 

Technology (iCT) and Geographical information Systems (GiS)

Table 3: Comparison of learning outcomes 

13 National Curriculum Statement (2011), Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Grades 10-12 Geography,  
 pp. 8-9. 
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Learning Outcomes

• developing a commitment towards sustainable development
• creating awareness and sensitivity to inequality in the world
• fostering empathy, tolerance and fairness; and 
• making and justifying informed decisions and judgements about social and 

environmental issues. 

The Geography curriculum aims to develop the following subject-specific skills: 
• using verbal, quantitative and symbolic data forms such as text, pictures, graphs tables, 

diagrams and maps
• practising field observation and mapping, interviewing people, interpreting sources 

and working with statistics
• applying communication, thinking, practical and social skills
• practising the following specific skills: 
• identifying questions and issues
• collecting and structuring information
• processing, interpreting and evaluating data
• making decisions and judgements
• deciding on a point of view
• suggesting solutions to problems; and 
• working co-operatively and independently. 

Geographical education also contributes to the development of personal and social 
competence. 

The Geography curriculum also aims to foster the following values and attitudes in 
learners: 
• a concern for the sustainable and fair use of resources for the benefit of all
• recognising the significance of informed decision making
• the application of geographical knowledge and skills in learners’ personal lives
• respect for the rights of all people; and 
• a sense of fairness, sustainability and equality.

IB DP 
Geography14

There are four assessment objectives (AOs) for SL and HL Diploma Programme 
Geography.
Having followed SL or HL, students will be expected to do the following.
1. Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of specified content
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the core theme–global change
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of two optional themes at SL and three 

optional themes at HL
• At HL only, demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the HL extension–global 

interactions
• In internal assessment, demonstrate knowledge and understanding of a specific 

geographic research topic
2. Demonstrate application and analysis of knowledge and understanding
• Apply and analyse geographic concepts and theories
• Identify and interpret geographic patterns and processes in unfamiliar information, 

data and cartographic material

14 International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (2019), Geography Guide, p.21. 
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Subject Aims

• Demonstrate the extent to which theories and concepts are recognized and 
understood in particular contexts

3. Demonstrate synthesis and evaluation
• Examine and evaluate geographic concepts, theories and perceptions
• Use geographic concepts and examples to formulate and present an argument
• Evaluate materials using methodology appropriate for geographic fieldwork
• At HL only, demonstrate synthesis and evaluation of the HL extension–global 

interactions
4. Select, use and apply a variety of appropriate skills and techniques
• Select, use and apply the prescribed geographic skills in appropriate contexts
• Produce well-structured written material, using appropriate terminology
• Select, use and apply techniques and skills appropriate to a geographic research 

question

Cambridge 
International 

AS/A Level 
Geography15

These are described as ‘Assessment Objectives’, similarly to IB DP Geography
AO1: Knowledge 
Candidates should: 
1.1 give definitions and explanations of relevant geographical terms and concepts 
1.2 show working knowledge of relevant principles, theories and models
1.3 recall accurately the location and character of places and environments
1.4 show knowledge of physical and human processes and factors. 
AO2: Understanding and application 
Candidates should: 
2.1 understand the complex and interactive nature of physical and human 

environments
2.2 understand how processes bring changes in systems, distributions and environments
2.3 recognise the significance of the similarities and differences between places, 

environments and people 
2.4 recognise the significance of spatial scale and time scale
2.5 apply geographical knowledge and understanding to unfamiliar contexts. 
AO3: Skills 
Candidates should: 
3.1 interpret a variety of types of geographical data and sources and recognise their 

limitations
3.2 use geographical data to identify trends and patterns
3.3 use diagrams and sketch maps to illustrate geographical features
3.4 demonstrate skills of analysis and synthesis of geographical information
3.5 communicate geographical evidence, ideas and arguments. 
AO4: Evaluation 
Candidates should: 
4.1 assess the effects of geographical processes and change on physical and human 

environments 
4.2 evaluate the relative success or failure of initiatives 
4.3 assess how the viewpoints of different groups of people, potential conflicts of interest 

and other factors interact in the management of physical and human environments 
4.4 critically evaluate geographical principles, theories and models.

15 Cambridge International Examinations (2016), International AS and A Level: Syllabus: Cambridge International  

 AS and A Level Geography 9696, p.12.
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Subject Aims

KCSE 
Geography16

These are expressed as ‘General Objectives’ rather than aims of which there are 14 listed 
in the documentation.
By the end of the course, the learner should be able to:
1.  appreciate the importance of studying Geography
2.  recognize different types of environments and manage them for individual, national 

and international development
3.  identify and explain weather phenomena and their influence on the physical 

environment and human activities
4.  explain land-forming processes and appreciate the resultant features and their 

influence on human activities
5.  acquire knowledge of available natural resources and demonstrate ability and 

willingness to utilize them sustainably
6.  identify and compare economic activities in Kenya and the rest of the world
7.  state, interpret, analyse and use Geographical principles and methods to solve 

problems of national development
8.  apply field-work techniques in studying Geography
9.  acquire knowledge and skills necessary to analyse population issues of Kenya and 

the world
10.  appreciate the importance of interdependence among people and among nations
11.  identify, assess and have respect for different ways of life influencing development 

at local, national and international levels
12.  demonstrate the acquisition of positive attitudes, values and skills for self-reliance
13.  acquire appropriate knowledge, skills and attitudes as a basis for technological and 

industrial development
14.  promote patriotism and national unity.

The document also includes a long list of specific objectives for each of the elements 
of these general objectives. These are helpful for teachers in providing support for their 
curriculum making / lesson planning. They are included in the Appendix.

ZIMSEC Forms 5-6 
Geography17

By the end of this learning phase, learners should be able to: 
4.1  demonstrate practical Geographic Information Systems and Remote Sensing Skills for 

describing the spatio-temporal distribution of phenomena 
4.2  evaluate the causes, effects and solutions related to natural and human induced 

disasters 
4.3  analyse the physical and human environmental phenomena of their locality, 

Zimbabwe, Africa and the world 
4.4  solve key global environmental issues 
4.5  demonstrate knowledge of geographical data collection, illustration, analysis and 

interpretation 
4.6  examine the diversity of indigenous knowledge systems and their impact on the 

environment 
4.7   design sustainable economic projects. 

Learners will also be assessed on a number of objectives, which include community 
engagement (Unhu/Ubuntu).

16 The Kenya National Examinations Council (2014), Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education (KCSE):  

 Examinations Regulations and Syllabuses, p. 232.
17 Zimbabwe Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (2015), Geography Syllabus Forms 5-6, p.2.
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Subject Aims

NSW HSC 
Geography18

Through their study of Geography Stage 6, students will be expected to develop:
knowledge and understanding about: 
• the characteristics and spatial distribution of environments 
• the processes that form and transform the features and patterns of the environment 
• the global and local forces which impact on people, ecosystems, urban places and 

economic activity 
• the contribution of a geographical perspective 
skills to: 
• investigate geographically 
• communicate geographically
and informed and responsible values and attitudes towards: 
• ecological sustainability 
• a just society 
• ethical research practices 
• active and informed citizenship 
• responsible, autonomous life-long learning.
The inclusion of values and attitudes is significant and connects once again with ideas of 
citizenship e.g.: ‘a just society’ needs some unpicking with students when exploring ideas 
such as inequality, food security etc.

18 New South Wales Education Standards Authority (2021), Geography Assessment materials, p.7. Available  
 from:https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/stage-6-learning-areas/hsie/geography 

Where learning outcomes were drawn from:

• NSC curriculum learning outcomes 
were drawn from the “geography aims” 
subsection of the subject curriculum guide.

• IB DP curriculum learning outcomes were 
drawn from the “assessment objectives” 
subsection of the subject curriculum guide.

• Cambridge International AS/A Level 
curriculum learning outcomes were drawn 
from the “assessment objectives” subsection 
of the subject curriculum guide.

• KCSE learning outcomes were drawn from 
the “General Objectives” bullet point list in 
the curriculum guide, as there is no specific 
“learning outcomes” subsections.

• Zimbabwe Forms 5-6 learning outcomes 
were drawn from the “syllabus objectives” 
subsections of the subject curriculum guide.

• NSW HSC curriculum learning outcomes 
were drawn from “Objectives” subsections 
of the subject curriculum guide.

Learning outcomes are fairly consistent between 
the qualifications, although there is some 
variability in the language used to express them 

in the documentation. Each subject requires 
students to be able to demonstrate some 
outcomes connected to the discipline, alongside 
more generic skills which will be included in other 
subject documentation as a broader outcome 
of secondary school education.

The outcomes of NSC are broadly consistent 
with the other qualifications. There are no 
obvious differences in inclusion which are not 
partially present in the other documents. They 
are clearly articulated and matched with the 
content, alongside suggested time allocations 
for their completion. They are named as “aims” 
rather than outcomes. 

Content Areas

The following table summarises the different 
content areas included within each of the 
comparison subjects. For ease of comparison, 
content areas have been grouped by Ecctis. The 
groups in the table below are labels assigned 
by Ecctis according to analysis of subject 
documentation and they do not necessarily 
reflect the groupings or labels used in the subject 
documentation for each programme.
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The way that the qualifications are structured 
is broadly similar, but there are some particular 
differences that stand out in each one to 
some degree. There are some qualifications, 
including the NSC, which don’t follow the 
“traditional” separation of papers into physical 
and human, which was the model for most 
geography qualifications for many decades. 
They all require some degree of fieldwork and 
associated research. Sometimes this forms part 
of the final assessment; this is the case for the 
NSC qualification.

There are a number of common themes within 
the content areas which are not unexpected 
for geography qualifications. Each of the 
qualifications starts with some skills development, 
including the use of geographic information 
system (GIS) and the familiar inclusion of map 
skills, including map interpretation and some 
further abilities such as photo interpretation and 
statistical analysis. For some of the qualifications 
this is separated out into a discrete unit, but for 
most the GIS and other skills are embedded 
within the important subject content.

There are a few areas of interest in NSC 
Geography which are mirrored by the others. 
One area that one would expect to form part 
of Geography qualifications is some mention 
of climate change, or indeed the phrase 
“climate emergency”. Teachers delivering UK 
qualifications are provided with support in this 
area from subject associations and learned 
societies including The Royal Geographical 
Society and Geographical Association. The 
NSW, IB DP, and Cambridge International 
specifications all have some element of climate 
resilience and environmental management, 
which are slightly more firmly stated within the 
documents.

In terms of sustainability, there is also a need to 
consider the impact of human activity and the 
resilience that countries and regions have towards 
some issues, such as food and water security. The 
term sustainability is something which is mentioned 
in most of the specifications, and important to 
explore at this level of school education.

The ZIMSEC qualification has an additional 
element which is the inclusion of some 
community-based work using the philosophy of 
Ubuntu. This is something which is not present in 
the same way in the other qualifications.

The content of the NSC Geography curriculum 
could be clearer on how it fully embraces the 
possibilities offered by three key bullets at the 
start of the documentation:

• Human rights, inclusivity, environmental 
and social justice: infusing the principles 
and practices of social and environmental 
justice and human rights as defined in the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.

• The National Curriculum Statement Grades 
R-12 is sensitive to issues of diversity such as 
poverty, inequality, race, gender, language, 
age, disability and other factors.

• Valuing indigenous knowledge systems: 
acknowledging the rich history and heritage 
of this country as important contributors 
to nurturing the values contained in the 
Constitution.

These seem to offer a direction for the subject, 
but the content listing does not clearly reflect 
how subject content directly relates to these 
interesting themes.

Assessment Objectives

The table below provides a list of the subject-
specific assessment objectives for each subject. 
Where curriculum documentation does not 
explicitly articulate assessment objectives with, 
for example, a subheading titled “Assessment 
Objectives”, Ecctis have selected lists or extracts 
which most closely resemble the knowledge, 
skills, and competencies that students are 
assessed on. This is intended to enable 
comparison between the different curricula as 
effectively as possible. Where something not 
labelled “Assessment Objectives” has been 
used to stand-in for assessment objectives, this is 
explained in the descriptive analysis underneath 
the table.
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Assessment Objectives

NSC Geography25 Weighting of cognitive levels:
Low order – Knowledge/ Remembering (25%); 
Middle order – Understanding / Applying (50%); 
High order – Analysing, Evaluating, Creating (25%)

Some examples of geographical competencies that may be assessed in the formal 
assessment tasks are listed below. They are provided as examples rather than being 
specifically itemised. These geographical competencies may form the focus of specific 
tasks, or they may be used together as part of a task. Learners should demonstrate 
competence in various combinations of the following during the grade:
• reading, analysing and interpreting maps, photographs and satellite images
• drawing, analysing and interpreting graphs
• drawing and labelling sketch maps
• labelling diagrams
• using models
• working with a variety of data
• analysing and synthesising information from different sources
• conducting fieldwork, recording and interpreting findings
• working with concepts, data, procedures related to GIS
• conducting and writing up research
• writing paragraphs and essays; and
• evaluating arguments and expressing and supporting a point of view.

Geographical skills and techniques should be integrated into all formal assessment tasks. 
However, one formal assessment task in each grade should focus primarily on skills and 
techniques associated with topographic maps and orthophoto maps.
Points to consider when designing assessment tasks:
• The purpose of the assessment tasks is to assess the learner’s ability to apply in an 

integrated way, knowledge, skills and a range of competencies.
• It is helpful to design assessment tasks around specific issues in familiar or unfamiliar 

contexts to enhance the interest and enthusiasm of learners.
•  The criteria for assessing each task should be discussed and negotiated with the 

learners preferably before they start the task.

Formal assessments must cater for a range of cognitive levels and abilities of learners 
as mentioned elsewhere in this document. The inclusion of cognitive levels is useful 
clarification for teachers.

IB DP 
Geography26

There are four assessment objectives (AOs) for the SL and HL Diploma Programme 
geography curriculum.
Having followed the curriculum at SL or HL, students will be expected to do the following.
1. Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of specified content
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the core theme–global change
• Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of two optional themes at SL and three 

optional themes at HL

Table 5: Comparison of assessment objectives 

25 National Curriculum Statement (2011), Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement Grades 10-12 Geography,  
 p.51.
26 International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (2019), Geography Guide, p.21.
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• At HL only, demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the HL extension–global 
interactions

• In internal assessment, demonstrate knowledge and understanding of a specific 
geographic research topic

2. Demonstrate application and analysis of knowledge and understanding
• Apply and analyse geographic concepts and theories
• Identify and interpret geographic patterns and processes in unfamiliar information, 

data and cartographic material
• Demonstrate the extent to which theories and concepts are recognized and 

understood in particular contexts
3. Demonstrate synthesis and evaluation
• Examine and evaluate geographic concepts, theories and perceptions
• Use geographic concepts and examples to formulate and present an argument
• Evaluate materials using methodology appropriate for geographic fieldwork
• At HL only, demonstrate synthesis and evaluation of the HL extension–global 

interactions
4. Select, use and apply a variety of appropriate skills and techniques
• Select, use and apply the prescribed geographic skills in appropriate contexts
• Produce well-structured written material, using appropriate terminology
• Select, use and apply techniques and skills appropriate to a geographic research 

question.

Cambridge 
International 

AS/A Level 
Geography27

There are 4 Assessment Objectives (AOs) identified in the document:
AO1: Knowledge 
Candidates should: 
1.1 give definitions and explanations of relevant geographical terms and concepts 1.2 

show working knowledge of relevant principles, theories and models
1.3 recall accurately the location and character of places and environments
1.4 show knowledge of physical and human processes and factors. 
AO2: Understanding and application 
Candidates should:
2.1 understand the complex and interactive nature of physical and human environments
2.2 understand how processes bring changes in systems, distributions and environments
2.3 recognise the significance of the similarities and differences between places, 

environments and people 
2.4 recognise the significance of spatial scale and time scale
2.5 apply geographical knowledge and understanding to unfamiliar contexts. 
AO3: Skills 
Candidates should: 
3.1 interpret a variety of types of geographical data and sources and recognise their 

limitations 
3.2 use geographical data to identify trends and patterns
3.3 use diagrams and sketch maps to illustrate geographical features
3.4 demonstrate skills of analysis and synthesis of geographical information 
3.5 communicate geographical evidence, ideas and arguments. 

27 Cambridge International Examinations (2016), International AS and A Level: Syllabus: Cambridge International  

 AS and A Level Geography 9696, p.12.
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Assessment Objectives

AO4: Evaluation 
Candidates should: 
4.1 assess the effects of geographical processes and change on physical and human 

environments 
4.2 evaluate the relative success or failure of initiatives 
4.3 assess how the viewpoints of different groups of people, potential conflicts of interest 

and other factors interact in the management of physical and human environments 
4.4 critically evaluate geographical principles, theories and models.

KCSE 
Geography28

These are expressed as “General Objectives”, of which there are 14 listed in the 
documentation.
By the end of the course, the learner should be able to:
1.  appreciate the importance of studying Geography
2.  recognize different types of environments and manage them for individual, national 

and international development
3.  identify and explain weather phenomena and their influence on the physical 

environment and human activities
4.  explain land-forming processes and appreciate the resultant features and their 

influence on human activities
5.  acquire knowledge of available natural resources and demonstrate ability and 

willingness to utilize them sustainably
6.  identify and compare economic activities in Kenya and the rest of the world
7.  state, interpret, analyse and use Geographical principles and methods to solve 

problems of national development
8.  apply field-work techniques in studying Geography
9.  acquire knowledge and skills necessary to analyse population issues of Kenya and 

the world
10.  appreciate the importance of interdependence among people and among nations
11.  identify, assess and have respect for different ways of life influencing development at 

local, national and international levels
12.  demonstrate the acquisition of positive attitudes, values and skills for self-reliance
13.  acquire appropriate knowledge, skills and attitudes as a basis for technological and 

industrial development
14.  promote patriotism and national unity. 

The document also includes a long list of specific objectives for each of the elements 
of these general objectives. These are helpful for teachers in providing support for their 
curriculum making / lesson planning.

ZIMSEC Forms 5-6 
Geography29

Learners will be assessed on their ability to demonstrate:
• Knowledge and understanding

− Recall, recognize and use Geographical terms and definitions
− of processes underlying physical and human landscapes and spatial patterns
− how landscapes and patterns change
− environmental inter-relationships

28 The Kenya National Examinations Council (2014), Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education (KCSE):  

 Examinations Regulations and Syllabuses, p. 232.
29 Zimbabwe Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (2015), Geography Syllabus Forms 5-6, p. 45.
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• Skills and their application
− Comprehensive skills of observation, recording, interpretation and analysis
− Use of Secondary sources of data
− Draw and interpret tables, graphs, charts and diagrams
− How to select, use and communicate information and conclusions effectively

• Judgement and decision making
− The role of values, perceptions and decision making in evolution of patterns in human 

Geography
− How to use Geographical principles and concepts in interpreting situations at various 

scales
− How to prepare, justify and evaluate solutions to environmental and socio-economic 

problems
• Community engagement (Unhu/Ubuntu)

− Ability to work in a group
− Volunteerism and responsible citizenship
− Innovativeness
− Honesty and reliability
− Integrity
− Tolerance and mutual respect

NSW HSC 
Geography30

Knowledge and understanding of course content (40%)
Geographic tools and skills (20%)
Geographical inquiry and research, including fieldwork (20%)
Communication of geographical information, ideas and issues in appropriate forms (20%)

Through the study of Geography Stage 6, students will develop 
knowledge and understanding about: 
• the characteristics and spatial distribution of environments 
• the processes that form and transform the features and patterns of the environment 
• the global and local forces which impact on people, ecosystems, urban places and 

economic activity 
• the contribution of a geographical perspective
skills to: 
• investigate geographically 
• communicate geographically
and informed and responsible values and attitudes towards: 
• ecological sustainability 
• ecological sustainability 
• a just society 
• ethical research practices 
• active and informed citizenship 
• responsible, autonomous life-long learning.

Alongside these broad objectives, which are drawn from the aims of the qualification, 
there are separate detailed objectives for the two levels of the qualification. There are 
25 of these in total, which draw out some additional thinking to guide teachers in their 
development of the courses.

30   New South Wales Education Standards Authority (2021), Geography Assessment materials. Available from:  
 https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/stage-6-learning-areas/hsie/geography 
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Some programmes do not specifically name 
“assessment objectives”. The content of this 
table was drawn from:

• NSC curriculum assessment objectives 
were drawn from the “cognitive levels” 
information in the subject curriculum guide.

• IB DP curriculum assessment objectives 
were drawn from the assessment objectives 
subsections of the subject curriculum guide.

• Cambridge International AS/A Level 
curriculum assessment objectives were 
drawn from the assessment objectives 
subsection of the subject curriculum guide.

• KCSE assessment objectives were drawn 
from the “General Objectives” bullet point 
list in the curriculum guide, as there is no 
specific “assessment objectives” subsection.

• Zimbabwe Forms 5-6 assessment objectives 
were drawn from the assessment objectives 
subsections of the subject curriculum guide.

• NSW curricula assessment objectives were 
drawn from “Objectives” and “Outcomes” 
subsections of the subject curriculum guide.

There will always be some common features 
of qualifications at this level in that there 
is an expectation of a thorough grasp of 
subject knowledge, which is backed up by 

the development of skills, often building on 
prior qualifications. All assessments involve a 
combination of knowledge which needs to 
be learned, and other knowledge which is 
acquired in order to be applied. A broad range 
of statistical techniques, photo interpretation 
and other skills are also part of the assessment, 
and all examinations require mapping of some 
kind. This usually begins with the inclusion of 
topographic maps, but usually includes other 
mapping, whether that be isochrones, weather 
charts or geology related mapping. The NSC 
assessment objectives and the associated 
materials provided are consistent with the other 
qualifications.

NSC’s assessment objectives are broadly in line 
with the majority of the other qualifications, 
although they are not explicitly labelled as 
“assessment objectives”. The assessment tasks 
listed in the Curriculum and Assessment Policy 
Statement for (CAPS) Geography document 
appear to be well designed to provide a robust 
test of the objectives.

Assessment Methods

The table below demonstrates some key features 
of the methods used to assess each subject. 
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e 
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al

 G
eo
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 m
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 d
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0 
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 c
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ou
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 m

in
ut

es
 S
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hr
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 d
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0 
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) S
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n 

B:
 O

ne
 

st
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ed
 q

ue
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io
n 

fro
m

 a
 c

ho
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e 
of
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(3

0 
m

ar
ks
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0 

m
ar

ks

Pa
pe

r 3
 A

d
va
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ed

 P
hy
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eo

gr
ap

hy
 

O
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io
ns
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 h

ou
r 3

0 
m

in
ut
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an
d

id
at
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an
sw

er
 q

ue
st

io
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 o
n 
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o 
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 th
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na
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h 
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c 
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ist
s o
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ne
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n 
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 c
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 m
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 G

eo
gr

ap
hy

 
O
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ns
 1
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ou
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0 
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 C
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ac
h 
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 c
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 d
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at
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d
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an
d
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 c
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 m
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ce
 a

nd
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 c
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 o
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ra
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Th
is 

qu
al

ifi
ca

tio
n 

is 
st

ru
ct

ur
ed

 u
sin

g 
pa

pe
rs

.
Pa

pe
r 1

 - 
2 

ho
ur

s a
nd

 4
5 

m
in

ut
es

Ph
ys

ic
al

 G
eo

gr
ap

hy
 (a

lso
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

M
ap

 
In

te
rp

re
ta

tio
n 

an
d

 F
ie

ld
w

or
k)

10
0 

m
ar

ks
 (5

0%
 o

f m
ar

ks
)

Se
ct

io
n 

A
Sh

or
t a

ns
w

er
 q

ue
st

io
ns

.
C

om
pu

lso
ry

 q
ue

st
io

ns
 a

pa
rt 

fro
m

 a
 c

ho
ic

e 
fro

m
 4

 e
ss

ay
 ti

tle
s b

as
ed

 o
n 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 
ge

og
ra

ph
y 

an
d

 F
ie

ld
 w

or
k 

of
 w

hi
ch

 
ca

nd
id

at
es

 a
ns

w
er

 2
. 

Pa
pe

r 2
 - 

2 
ho

ur
s a

nd
 4

5 
m

in
ut

es
.

Hu
m

an
 a

nd
 E

co
no

m
ic

 G
eo

gr
ap

hy
 

10
0 

m
ar

ks
 (5

0%
 o

f m
ar

ks
)

C
om

pu
lso

ry
 q

ue
st

io
ns

 a
pa

rt 
fro

m
 a

 c
ho

ic
e 

fro
m

 4
 e

ss
ay

 ti
tle

s b
as

ed
 o

n 
Hu

m
an

 a
nd

 
Ec

on
om

ic
 G

eo
gr

ap
hy

 o
f w

hi
ch

 c
an

d
id

at
es

 
an

sw
er

 2
.

10
0 

m
ar

ks
 (5

0%
 o

f m
ar

ks
)

Fi
el

d
 w

or
k 

(a
s i

t i
s d

es
cr

ib
ed

 in
 th

e 
qu

al
ifi

ca
tio

n 
d

oc
um

en
t i

s e
xa

m
in

ed
 a

s 
pa

rt 
of

 P
ap

er
 1

: Q
ue

st
io

ns
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

a 
to

po
gr

ap
hi

c 
m

ap
 a

nd
 o

pt
io

na
l e

ss
ay

s.
Pa

pe
r 2

 in
cl

ud
es

 a
 c

om
pu

lso
ry

 q
ue

st
io

n 
ba

se
d

 o
n 

ei
th

er
 st

at
ist

ic
s o

r p
ho

to
gr

ap
hi

c 
in

te
rp

re
ta

tio
n.

Th
er

e 
is 

no
 in

te
rn

al
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t f
or

 
th

is 
qu

al
ifi

ca
tio

n 
id

en
tifi

ed
 in

 th
e 

d
oc

um
en

ta
tio

n.

A
 w

id
e 

ra
ng

e 
of

 q
ue

st
io

n 
ty

pe
s a

re
 u

se
d

 
fo

r t
he

 a
ss

es
sm

en
t. 

Th
e 

ex
am

 p
ap

er
s s

ta
rt 

w
ith

 sh
or

t p
oi

nt
 m

ar
ke

d
 q

ue
st

io
ns

 w
or

th
 

2 
or
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 m

ar
ks

 w
hi

ch
 a

re
 k

no
w

le
d

ge
 re

ca
ll. 

G
en

er
al

ly
, m

ar
ks

 a
re

 lin
ke

d
 to

 th
e 

fo
rm

at
 

of
 th

e 
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es
tio

n 
e.

g.
 ‘E

xp
la

in
 fo

ur
 p

os
iti

ve
 

ef
fe

ct
s o

f u
rb

an
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tio
n 

of
 a

 c
ou

nt
ry

’ i
s w
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th

 
8 

m
ar

ks
. T

w
o 

m
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ks
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er
 e

ffe
ct

. T
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 a
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al
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 d
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gr
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s t
o 
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l.
C

an
d

id
at

es
 w
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e 
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 se
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te
 lin

ed
 p

ap
er

 
an

d
 n

ot
 in

 th
e 

ex
am

in
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io
n 

pa
pe

r.
Th

is 
le

ad
s o

n 
to

 e
ss

ay
 ti

tle
s w

hi
ch

 a
re

 
m

ar
ke

d
 o

ut
 o

f 2
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lth

ou
gh

 th
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re
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tu
al
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 sp

lit
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 sm

al
le

r s
ec

tio
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 b
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ng
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ne
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n 
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e 

Ke
ny

a 
N

at
io

na
l E

xa
m

in
at

io
ns

 C
ou

nc
il (

20
14

), 
Ke

n
ya

 C
e

rt
ifi

c
a

te
 o

f S
e

c
o

n
d

a
ry

 E
d

u
c

a
tio

n
 (

KC
SE

):
 E

xa
m

in
a

tio
n

s 
R

e
g

u
la

tio
n

s 
a

n
d

 S
yl

la
b

u
se

s.



36

A
ss

es
sm

en
t M

et
ho

d 
(E

xt
er

na
l) 

an
d 

W
ei

gh
tin

g
A

ss
es

sm
en

t M
et

ho
d 

(In
te

rn
al

) a
nd

 
W

ei
gh

tin
g

Us
e 

of
 Q

ue
st

io
n 

Ty
pe

s

ZI
M

SE
C

 F
or

m
s 

5-
6 

G
eo

gr
ap

hy
35

Th
e 

ex
am

in
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io
n 

co
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f t
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 c
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he
 to
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ct
ur

ed
, p

hy
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 c
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d
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t p
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d
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l m
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 o
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 c
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 d

at
a-

re
sp

on
se

 q
ue

st
io

ns
, e

ac
h 

m
ar

ke
d

 o
ut

 o
f 

25
. T

w
o 

qu
es

tio
ns

 w
ill 

be
 se

t p
er

 to
pi
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l m
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s o
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 p
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d
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 c
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 c
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e 

of
 c
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t, 

ad
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d
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d
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l r
es

ea
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e 
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 y
ea

r, 
m

ak
in

g 
up

 1
0%

 o
f t

he
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 p
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d
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 p
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e 

in
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m

m
un
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 p
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m
m
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 p
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ft 
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hi
s i

s i
m

po
rta

nt
.

Th
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w
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 p
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r m
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ss

m
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 p
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 y
ea
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 e
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ed
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 b
e 
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ed
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e 
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 T

he
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w

ill 
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 p
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m
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 o
f t
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se

ss
m

en
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 p
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r)

Th
eo

ry
 te

st
s w

ill 
al

so
 b

e 
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 o
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. T

he
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 w
ill 
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ne
 p

er
 te

rm
 m

ak
in

g 
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 1
0%

 o
f t

he
 a

ss
es

sm
en

t i
n 

to
ta

l (
5%

 p
er

 
ye
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)

A
 w

id
e 

ra
ng

e 
of
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ue

st
io

n 
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pe
s a
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ed
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se
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e 
st
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ue

st
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, 
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ud
in

g 
fre

e-
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 d
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se
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ns
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r 1
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 te

n 
st
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st
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m
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ke
d

 o
ut

 o
f 2
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- c

an
d
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 n
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d
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an
sw

er
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ny
 fo
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 q
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r p
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s m
ov
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-
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 d
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Th
e 

Ye
ar

 1
2 

ex
te

rn
al

 e
xa

m
in

at
io

n 
w

ill 
co

ns
ist

 
of

 a
 w

rit
te

n 
pa

pe
r w

or
th

 1
00

 m
ar

ks
.

Th
e 

tim
e 

al
lo

w
ed

 is
 3

 h
ou

rs
 p

lu
s 5

 m
in

ut
es

 
re

ad
in

g 
tim

e.

Th
e 

Ye
ar

 1
1 

fo
rm

al
 sc

ho
ol

-b
as

ed
 

as
se

ss
m

en
t p

ro
gr

am
 is

 to
 re

fle
ct

 th
e 

fo
llo

w
in

g 
re

qu
ire

m
en

ts
: 

• 
th

re
e 

as
se

ss
m

en
t t

as
ks

• 
th

e 
m

in
im

um
 w

ei
gh

tin
g 

fo
r a

n 
in

d
iv

id
ua

l 
ta

sk
 is

 2
0%

 
• 

th
e 

m
ax

im
um

 w
ei

gh
tin

g 
fo

r a
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Assessment of all the qualifications involves a 
number of externally assessed papers, which 
run to considerable length to provide a robust 
test of knowledge and competences. Most 
programmes also include some element of 
internal assessment, which involves teachers in 
assessing and providing marks based on rubric 
provided by awarding bodies.

The NSC qualification is the only one to actually 
build in and identify one term in Grade 12 of the 
curriculum to be used completely for revision. In 
all other qualifications, revision would need to be 
built in by perhaps aiming to finish the curriculum 
some time ahead of the final assessments, or 
even to offer revision outside of the normal 
school day or Geography curriculum time. This is 
an interesting element of the qualification.

There is also the question of optionality in some 
qualifications, which provides some flexibility for 
students to prepare and revise less material, and 
also for teachers to make decisions about which 
sections of the curriculum to teach, based on 
local circumstances and context. This would 
include, for example, physical content such as 
a choice between rivers, coasts and glacial 
landscapes. 

All of the questions on the NSC assessment 
are compulsory and provide comprehensive 
coverage of the different aspects of the 
qualification. This is significant as it illustrates to 
students that all areas of the qualification are 
equally important and form part of a coherent 
subject framework, rather than being left to the 
discretion of teachers. It also provides clarity 
over the structure that the qualification has: that 
the content in each year builds on the former 
and every subject topic provides foundational 
knowledge for later material.

One qualification which differs is the ZIMSEC 
which, alongside lengthy examination papers 
adding up to nine hours in total, includes some 
additional assessment features not included 
in the comparator qualifications. Candidates 
are expected to participate in communal 
projects that aim to solve prevailing community 
problems. These should demonstrate soft skills 
as inculcated in Hunhu / Ubuntu. This practical 
application is significant and has the potential 
to develop vocational skills which could be 
carried forward. 
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Key Findings

Learning Outcomes and Assessment 
Objectives

Scope

All of the Geography specifications analysed 
here are broad and ambitious in scope. They 
each explore and focus on different branches 
of geography which are recognised by many 
national qualifications beyond those explored 
here: physical geography, human geography, 
and fieldwork skills, including mapwork skills and 
statistical analysis. 

The focus of the NSC is more closely linked to 
South African contexts than the other, non-
SA qualifications. The topic on the Economic 
Geography of the country takes an approach 
which goes for depth rather than breadth, which 
is entirely appropriate, and this and other areas 
also link to possible careers that those students 
who complete the qualification may move into.

The NSC qualification shares the broader scope 
of the other subjects, although it does not include 
the same extent of global focus as qualifications 
such as the IB DP and the Cambridge 
International AS/A Level. These cover more 
ground but do not have the specificity of the 
NSC regarding industrial areas and specific links 
to South Africa. The format of NSC Geography 
assessment requires students to be appropriately 
prepared for a range of different themes and 
content; from this perspective, the scope is 
proportionate.

Skills Coverage

There is much agreement between the 
qualification documentation around the 
subject-specific and more generic skills which 
students should develop during their studies in 
geography at this age. These often relate to the 
use of primary and secondary data and the skills 
which are developed during fieldwork. Some 

of these are used within the curriculum, others 
are developed for use in the final assessment. 
Ideally, students see the intrinsic value in the 
acquisition of these skills rather than the purely 
extrinsic purpose of passing as assessment. They 
also form part of the internal assessment of 
qualifications as well.

The NSC qualification has a strong emphasis on 
skills development. The idea of competences 
or soft skills is an element of many of the 
qualifications and the NSC also explores these 
in the documentation provided for teachers. 
One particular growth area in geographical 
skills is that of the use of Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). GIS is covered in the NSC 
qualification and also the development of some 
more traditional geographic skills. The NSC aims 
to make geography students proficient in the 
use of aerial photography and other mapping. 
Those students who follow this qualification will 
therefore be prepared for entry into a suitable 
career in key industrial sectors including mining, 
agriculture and forestry, and bring some key 
skills and knowledge with them.

Skills are also explored during research projects, 
which each of the qualifications include. NSC 
Geography develops skills which are consistent 
with the other qualifications in this area, including 
some generic ones alongside the more explicitly 
geographical ones. There is a greater emphasis 
on photographic interpretation, images are 
a key tool of the geographer when it comes 
to comparisons between locations, and also 
exploring change: all important larger aims for 
geographers to be able to demonstrate.

Content and Structure

Scope

All qualifications have a broad and ambitious 
range of topics to cover. All of the qualifications 
explore a wide range of geographical themes or 
concepts. They also cover a number of different 
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locations at a range of scales from the local to 
the global. There is an African focus to the case 
studies on the qualifications from Kenya and 
South Africa, and the Zimbabwean qualification 
also explores locations within country. The IB has 
perhaps the broadest scope of all, mirrored by 
the Cambridge International syllabus which is 
ambitious in its scope.

The NSC has a few elements which one could 
describe as traditional, rather than being a little 
more future focussed. Some of the urban models 
such as Harris and Ullman have been a little 
overtaken by modern urbanisation trends and 
globalisation has also changed the dynamics 
of trade with regard to terms such as “break of 
bulk” points.

The rivers element of the NSC geomorphology 
topic has quite a defined focus on drainage 
systems and river networks in Grade 12, whereas 
other specifications tend to prioritise processes 
and landforms. However, this links with the focus 
on topography and geology in Grade 11, which 
makes sense when looked at holistically. This 
approach is different to the other specifications 
but works well and has good coherence.

The exemplar assessment materials from 
November 2020 are a little focussed on the 
drainage network and underlying geology, 
including the stream order of the network 
channels. There is less of a focus on process and 
river landforms and the flood risk that rivers pose 
than one finds in qualifications such as the IB DP 
and Cambridge International AS/A Levels.

The food security focus is timely and relevant, 
and one which is mirrored in the IB DP and 
Cambridge International qualifications as well. 
Although one would not want the Geography 
specification to become unduly “negative” in its 
focus, there are some undoubted issues which 
Geography students should be introduced 
to, in the area of environmental pollution and 
management and the impacts of the climate 
emergency.

One theme which emerges when looking at 
the qualifications is that the NSC Geography 
students will emerge with a good understanding 
of landscape and topography; these topics are 
key to the discipline of geography. Students will 
be introduced to a range of landforms which the 
other specifications do not mention, including 
a specific look at the Karoo landscapes which 
are found in South Africa. The approach to 
development appropriate, where a model such 
as Rostow’s is approached critically and not just 
accepted as being the truth.

The ZIMSEC qualification also sets out a number 
of additional areas for focus which are not 
found in most of the other qualifications and 
have an African focus. Some of these are quite 
vocational, and one imagines that for some 
students, this qualification would provide a route 
into particular careers such as environmental 
management, agricultural production, mineral 
beneficiation, and energy sources. 

It was initially surprising that GIS is given only one 
hour in term one of NSC as this is a growth area, 
but it is returned to later in the curriculum and 
given more time. Much of the focus here is on 
the technical aspects of GIS, such as vector 
and raster data, but there is a less practical 
application. The sequencing is also significant as 
the use of a “paper GIS” comes towards the end 
of the guidelines documentation but perhaps 
belongs more appropriately near the start.

The NSC qualification focuses on ensuring 
that the content is taught appropriately within 
the spatial context of the subject discipline, 
which is important, and the language used 
is appropriate and accurate, providing clear 
direction for teachers who are going to prepare 
students for the assessment.

Sequencing

The NSC uses a different structure from many 
other qualifications (in that it is explicitly set out 
in the qualification document which topics are 
to be taught and in which order, term by term). 
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This provides a useful structure for teachers 
to plan towards, assisted by the additional 
documentation in the Examination Guidelines 
document that was provided.

The sequencing of the qualifications is broadly 
comparable on the basis of the information that 
is provided in the documentation for the other 
qualifications. Some centres may also use team 
teaching and a block structure to their timetable 
as a way to position the teaching within the 
institution. The clear structure also removes the 
likelihood that particular areas of the curriculum 
(e.g. physical topics or skills) will be taught in 
one block rather than spread throughout. The 
other qualifications leave these choices up 
to individual departments within educational 
institutions.

Although some of the A level-style qualifications 
such as Cambridge International award offer 
scope for a one-year option, covering part of 
the content, most programmes require the full 
range of topics to be taught ahead of terminal 
examinations. The degree of optionality also 
varies as mentioned elsewhere in this document. 
All of NSC Geography’s content is compulsory.

The curriculum structure of the ZIMSEC 
qualification is apparently informed by cognitive 
science and research into curriculum design 
which means that students revisit topics with a 
slightly different angle from year to year. Topics 
such as Weather and Climate are revisited three 
times, with additional depth and a change of 
focus.

The NSC also adopts a similar approach in 
Grades 10-12, building from an exploration of 
the structure of the atmosphere, to the earth’s 
energy balance and global circulation, ending 
in a look at climate and weather. This is a very 
effective way of approaching the topic, rather 
than tackling all of the content in one topic 
which may then be forgotten if not taught in the 
second or third year of the curriculum.

Similarly, Geomorphology is a topic where 
the NSC starts with the structure of the earth 
and introduces plate tectonics before moving 
towards a more local structural look at 
topography, slopes, and mass movement. If we 
take this topic and look at coverage in some of 
the other qualifications, there is some variability 
in the actual approach. The NSC goes into more 
detail here than most of the other qualifications, 
although the KCSE also includes some of this 
quite specific geological focus. 

The NSC therefore has a slightly more content-
focussed approach than the conceptual 
ideas which are included in the NSW Stage 6 
qualification for example, which has topics such 
as Global Challenges and Urban Places. These 
integrate a whole range of skills and knowledge 
into a larger topic lasting 40 hours. The NSC is 
made up of smaller sections, each of which has 
a guideline on how long it should be taught for.

Skills Coverage

The NSC Geography curriculum has skills 
coverage which is broadly in line with the 
other qualifications against which it is being 
benchmarked. Students following this curriculum 
will be clear on the nature of the skills embedded 
in the subject and the practical purpose for 
acquiring them. 

There are some key skills required for geography 
around the use and construction of different 
types of maps at varying scales. These are well 
covered and developed across the curriculum 
rather than being taught in one discrete section. 
NSC Geography includes a number of subject-
specific skills as well as some of the more generic 
skills which are required around numeracy and 
literacy. These are also signposted and given 
appropriately directed time slots within the 
documentation.

The use of multiple-choice questions offers 
scope for students to gain more marks without 
writing extended pieces. This is one slight area 
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of difference that the NSC displays compared 
to some comparison programmes: some of the 
skills are assessed using different question types. 

There is strong skills coverage in the NSC 
qualification which is mirrored in the assessment 
structure. The IB has a greater focus on the 
interpretation of data, including statistical 
measures. The ZIMSEC qualification has the 
additional soft skills development of the Ubuntu 
philosophy. This requires students to undertake 
a community-based project, which will allow 
opportunities for the development of practical 
and applied skills. 

Assessment

Structure

Assessments are broadly similar for each of 
the qualifications: all involve significant time 
in external examinations providing a rigorous 
test of the knowledge and skills acquired 
during the curriculum. In comparison to 
the other qualifications, NSC Geography’s 
assessment structure is similar in the nature of 
the examination papers and the combination 
of internal and external assessments. This offers 
scope for candidates to achieve in areas which 
allow them to show their particular strengths.

Clear support is provided by the Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement for Geography 
documentation, which is a strength of the 
NSC qualification. This outlines the nature and 
purpose of Geography very clearly and also 
the philosophy underlying the teaching and 
assessment of the subject. This is a valuable part 
of the support needed for teachers.

NSC Geography is similar to the other 
qualifications in the structure of assessment in 
that it has both internal and external assessments. 
Comprehensive documentation is provided 
for teachers which outlines the format of the 
assessment and also provides sample materials 
and marking guidelines. A number of papers 

dating from 2020 were provided as exemplar 
material.

Good quality source material is provided for 
students, including topographic map excerpts 
and aerial photography. This appears, from 
the exemplar material provided, to be mostly 
black and white rather than using significant 
colour content, such as topographic maps, 
imagery and supporting imagery. The quality of 
this source material is higher than some other 
qualifications, notably the KCSE. A calculator 
and magnifying glass are available to be used 
for the examination. 

The Cambridge International qualification 
features no internal assessment. This is slightly 
unusual at this level as most qualifications 
require some sort of independent investigation 
and also some write-up of fieldwork which has 
been carried out. This stands out from the others 
in this respect, particularly from the ZIMSEC 
qualification, which has the highest percentage 
of continuous assessment at 40%, with 60% 
summative assessment, making it the outlier in 
terms of the overall assessment of students. This 
qualification involves more teacher assessment 
of student outcomes, including the use of theory 
tests, community projects and individual projects, 
and practical tasks. These are scattered through 
the curriculum and this is something which the 
NSC also employs to some degree.

Marking

The NSC provides guidance on marking so that 
teachers can prepare students appropriately 
and ensure they are clear on the expectations 
of the paper. This includes both the expected 
answers and clarification on longer responses 
where there may be a range of potential 
answers. This is important as geography can 
sometimes be open to interpretation and there 
are different views on issues. There are more 
multiple-choice questions in the assessment for 
NSC than in some other qualifications, which 
only have a few questions of this type.
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Skills Coverage

NSC Geography includes clear guidance for 
teachers on the skills that are to be taught. This 
goes further than other qualification documents 
in that it provides several key ways by which 
these skills can be linked to content, along with 
clear guidance on the amount of time that 
should be taken to teach the particular skills 
content. This should ensure that the skills are 
given appropriate coverage by teachers. 

Some of the map skills questions within the 
assessment papers are particularly technical.  
Calculating the average gradient for a truck 
which is transporting goods to a port moves 
into the area of engineering or transport 
management perhaps, but as mentioned 
earlier, this would also be something that 
someone employed in a relevant industry may 
be required to do. This technical and vocational 
aspect of the skills is a feature of all the African-
based qualifications. 

All of the qualifications have some mention of 
Geographical Information Systems (GIS). Some 
of the questions on the NSC assessment are a 
little technical in that they relate to the way that 
GIS works, with terminology related to the nature 
of base maps and the addition of layers and 
attributes of images. This is a similar approach 
to the ZIMSEC and KCSE qualifications. There is 
some degree of assessment of these skills as well.

The ZIMSEC qualification similarly provides 
some competency frameworks for teachers to 
add extra depth to the broader topic areas 
mentioned in the main curriculum framework 
section. The NSC approach to assessment 
of skills is generally consistent with the other 
qualifications. 

Documentation

For details of the subject guides, assessment 
materials, and mark schemes used throughout 
this appendix (including years of publication), 
see 7. Bibliography in the body of the report.
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