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Assessment

Internal assessment

Purpose of internal assessment
Internal assessment is an integral part of the course and is compulsory for both SL and HL students. It 
enables students to demonstrate the application of their skills and knowledge, and to pursue their personal 
interests, without the time limitations and other constraints that are associated with written examinations. 
The internal assessment should, as far as possible, be woven into normal classroom teaching and not be a 
separate activity conducted after a course has been taught.

The internal assessment requirements at SL and at HL are the same. The time allowed is 20 hours and the 
weightings are 25% at SL and 20% at HL. Students are required to undertake fieldwork collecting primary 
information and produce one written report that is based on a fieldwork question.

Guidance and authenticity
The SL and HL written reports submitted for internal assessment must be the student’s own work. However, 
it is not the intention that students should decide upon a title or topic and be left to work on the internally 
assessed component without any further support from the teacher. The teacher should play an important 
role during both the planning stage and the period when the student is working on the internally assessed 
work. It is the responsibility of the teacher to ensure that students are familiar with:

the requirements of the type of work to be internally assessed, including the methods of information 
collection, regulations on group work and the format of the written report

the ethical guidelines and risk assessment advice given under the internal assessment requirements in 
this syllabus

the assessment criteria; students must understand that the work submitted for assessment must 
address these criteria effectively.

Teachers and students must discuss the internally assessed work. Students should be encouraged to initiate 
discussions with the teacher to obtain advice and information, and students must not be penalized for 
seeking guidance. However, if a student could not have completed the work without substantial support 
from the teacher, this should be recorded on the appropriate form from the Handbook of procedures for the 
Diploma Programme.

It is the responsibility of teachers to ensure that all students understand the basic meaning and significance 
of concepts that relate to academic honesty, especially authenticity and intellectual property. Teachers must 
ensure that all student work for assessment is prepared according to the requirements and must explain 
clearly to students that the internally assessed work must be entirely their own.

As part of the learning process, teachers can give advice to students on a first draft of the internally assessed 
work. This advice should be in terms of the way the work could be improved, but this first draft must not be 
heavily annotated or edited by the teacher. The next version handed to the teacher after the first draft must 
be the final one.
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All work submitted to the IB for moderation or assessment must be authenticated by a teacher, and must 
not include any known instances of suspected or confirmed malpractice. Each student must sign the 
coversheet for internal assessment to confirm that the work is his or her authentic work and constitutes the 
final version of that work. Once a student has officially submitted the final version of the work to a teacher 
(or the coordinator) for internal assessment, together with the signed coversheet, it cannot be retracted.

Authenticity may be checked by discussion with the student on the content of the work, and scrutiny of one 
or more of the following:

the student’s initial proposal

the first draft of the written work

the references cited

the style of writing compared with work known to be that of the student.

The requirement for teachers and students to sign the coversheet for internal assessment applies to the 
work of all students, not just the sample work that will be submitted to an examiner for the purpose of 
moderation. If the teacher and student sign a coversheet, but there is a comment to the effect that the 
work may not be authentic, the student will not be eligible for a mark in that component and no grade will 
be awarded. For further details refer to the IB publication Academic honesty and the relevant articles in the 
General regulations: Diploma Programme.

The same piece of work cannot be submitted to meet the requirements of both the internal assessment and 
the extended essay.

Group work
Group work may be undertaken by students as described below but the written report must be the students’ 
individual work.

The fieldwork topic, fieldwork question and methods of information collection may be chosen by the 
teacher, the whole class, small groups or individuals. In the early stages of the investigation, students 
may collect fieldwork information in groups and collaborate on these findings and suitable methods of 
presentation.

Once the research is completed and the necessary fieldwork information and possible methods of 
presentation exchanged, the emphasis must be on individual work. The writing of the report, the justification 
of methods, the analysis and the conclusion must be entirely the work of the individual student. These 
elements are assessed by criteria D–F, worth a maximum of 15 marks. The quality of presentation by the 
individual student is also assessed by criterion G and is worth a maximum of four marks.

Time allocation
Internal assessment is an integral part of the geography course, contributing 25% to the final assessment in 
the SL course and 20% in the HL course. This weighting should be reflected in the time that is allocated to 
teaching the knowledge, skills and understanding required to undertake the work, as well as the total time 
allocated to carry out the work.
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It is recommended that a total of approximately 20 hours should be allocated to the work at both SL and HL. 
This should include:

time for the teacher to explain to students the requirements of the internal assessment

time to review the geography course ethical guidelines and risk assessment advice

time at the survey site

class time for students to work on the internal assessment component

time for consultation between the teacher and each student

time to review and monitor progress, and to check authenticity.

Requirements and recommendations
Rationale
The purpose of the internally assessed fieldwork is to amplify, reinforce and extend principal geographic 
concepts and skills taught in class. Fieldwork is intended to enrich the study of particular themes within the 
course. It adds to the student’s knowledge, understanding and awareness and helps to make learning more 
engaging and relevant. It provides opportunities for learning through practical work and fosters the skills of 
cooperation, organization, investigation and presentation. It also presents opportunities for leadership.

Fieldwork involves the collection of primary data in the field and the subsequent treatment, display and 
analysis of this information using appropriate skills. The material is presented in a written report.

Fieldwork activities allow students to practise many of the skills listed for internal assessment in the 
“Geographic skills” section of the guide and to develop specific skills appropriate to the chosen fieldwork 
question.

Choice of fieldwork investigation
Scale and site
Many types of investigation are possible and the choice depends on the opportunities offered by the 
local environment. The investigation must be manageable and the site accessible. The topic chosen for 
investigation must be on a local scale but it does not need to be undertaken near the school. If necessary, 
when there are logistical or security concerns, for example, the school site may be used and can provide 
several fieldwork possibilities.

Risk assessment
Schools are advised to follow health and safety guidelines (risk assessment) in fieldwork, observing standard 
regulations as appropriate. Each school is ultimately responsible for the health and safety of its students.

Ethical guidelines
Students should consider whether there are any ethical implications involved in collecting fieldwork 
information, such as respect for the views of individuals expressed during interviews, respect for the 
environment and the integrity of the information. Further details are given in the poster Ethical practice in 
the Diploma Programme available from the online curriculum centre.
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Using assessment criteria for internal assessment
For internal assessment, a number of assessment criteria have been identified. Each assessment criterion has 
level descriptors describing specific levels of achievement together with an appropriate range of marks. The 
level descriptors concentrate on positive achievement, although for the lower levels failure to achieve may 
be included in the description.

Teachers must judge the internally assessed work at SL and at HL against the criteria using the level 
descriptors.

The same assessment criteria are provided for SL and HL.

The aim is to find, for each criterion, the descriptor that conveys most accurately the level attained 
by the student, using the best-fit model. A best-fit approach means that compensation should be 
made when a piece of work matches different aspects of a criterion at different levels. The mark 
awarded should be one that most fairly reflects the balance of achievement against the criterion. It is 
not necessary for every single aspect of a level descriptor to be met for that mark to be awarded.

When assessing a student’s work, teachers should read the level descriptors for each criterion until 
they reach a descriptor that most appropriately describes the level of the work being assessed. If a 
piece of work seems to fall between two descriptors, both descriptors should be read again and the 
one that more appropriately describes the student’s work should be chosen.

Where there are two or more marks available within a level, teachers should award the upper marks if 
the student’s work demonstrates the qualities described to a great extent. Teachers should award the 
lower marks if the student’s work demonstrates the qualities described to a lesser extent.

Only whole numbers should be recorded; partial marks, such as fractions and decimals, are not 
acceptable.

Teachers should not think in terms of a pass or fail boundary, but should concentrate on identifying 
the appropriate descriptor for each assessment criterion.

The highest level descriptors do not imply faultless performance but should be achievable by a 
student. Teachers should not hesitate to use the extremes if they are appropriate descriptions of the 
work being assessed.

A student who attains a high level of achievement in relation to one criterion will not necessarily attain 
high levels of achievement in relation to other criteria. Similarly, a student who attains a low level 
of achievement for one criterion will not necessarily attain low achievement levels for other criteria. 
Teachers should not assume that the overall assessment of the students will produce any particular 
distribution of marks.

It is recommended that the assessment criteria be available to students.

Internal assessment details—SL/HL
Duration: 20 hours
Weighting: 25% at SL, 20% at HL

Relationship to the syllabus
The fieldwork study for both HL and SL students must be related to material in a specific sub-topic or 
development column listed in the syllabus, whether it is from the core theme, the optional themes or the HL 
extension. It can combine two or more topics or themes.
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The fieldwork must be on a local scale and involve the collection of primary information. The chosen topic 
may be physical or human, or may integrate the two approaches.

Global issues are unsuitable for study unless they can be adapted to the local scale. For example, topic 4 
“Patterns in resource consumption” in the core theme could be applied at the local scale.

The following topics within the core theme, the optional themes B, C, D, E and F, and the HL extension are 
unlikely to be suitable for fieldwork investigation.

Part of course Topics

Core theme Topic 1 Populations in transition

Topic 2 Disparities in wealth and development

Optional themes Option B Oceans and their coastal margins

Topic 1 Introduction to oceans

Topic 2 Oceans and climate

Topic 4 Geopolitics of oceans

Option C Extreme environments

Topic 1 Challenging environments

Option D Hazards and disasters—risk assessment and response

Topic 1 Characteristics of hazards

Option E Leisure, sport and tourism

Topic 2 Leisure at the international scale: tourism

Option F The geography of food and health

Topic 2 Food: sub-topics—global availability of food; production and 
markets

Topic 3 Disease: sub-topic—global patterns of disease

HL extension—global 
interactions

All topics are unsuitable except topic 7, “Global interactions at the local 
level”, which is suitable.

Types of information for collection
Primary information
This information must come from the student’s own observations and measurements collected in the field. 
This “primary information” must form the basis of each investigation. Fieldwork must provide sufficient 
information to enable adequate interpretation and analysis.

Fieldwork investigations may involve the collection of both qualitative and quantitative primary 
information. The type of information collected should be determined by the aim and fieldwork question.

Quantitative information is collected through measurement and may be processed using statistical and 
other techniques.
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Qualitative information is collected though observation or subjective judgment and does not involve 
measurement. Qualitative information may be processed or quantified where appropriate or it may be 
presented through images or as text. (Students are advised to remember the word limit when presenting 
qualitative information as text only.)

The nature of qualitative data should provide sufficient information for analysis and conclusion.

Secondary information
This research involves gathering information from sources that have already been compiled in written, 
statistical or mapped forms. Secondary information may supplement primary information but must only 
play a small part in the investigation.

All secondary information must be referenced, using a standard author–date system, such as the Harvard 
system. This includes information from the internet, where references should include titles, URL addresses 
and dates when sites were visited. All sources of secondary information must be referenced. Footnotes may 
be used to reference material and, provided that these are brief, up to 15 words as noted below will not be 
included in the word count.

Written reports
Students should produce one written report of their investigation. The report must not exceed 
2,500 words.

Word limit
The following are not included in the word count.

Title page

Acknowledgments

Contents page

Titles and subtitles

References

Footnotes—up to a maximum of 15 words each

Map legends and/or keys

Labels—of 10 words or less

Tables—of statistical or numerical data, or categories, classes or group names

Calculations

Appendices—containing only raw data and/or calculations

All the main text is included in the word count, including the research question, analysis, conclusion and 
evaluation, as well as all annotations over 10 words and any footnotes over 15 words.

Where work is over the limit, moderators are advised to stop reading and students are likely to lose marks 
not only under criterion G, but possibly also under other criteria, such as E and F.

Emphasis
The emphasis of the written report must be analytical and include focus on the method(s) employed for 
information collection, its treatment and analysis. A purely descriptive report and/or a long theoretical 
introduction must be avoided.
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Format
Students are advised to use the following guidelines to format their reports, which will ensure that the 
reports fulfill the requirements of the criteria.

Report section Criterion Marks allocated out 
of 30

Suggested word limit 
within 2,500 words

Fieldwork question and 
geographic context

A 3 300

Method(s) of investigation B 3 300

Quality and treatment of 
information collected and 
written analysis (integrated)

C and D 5 + 10 1,350

Conclusion E 2 200

Evaluation F 3 300

Formal requirements G 4 n/a

Total 30 2,450

The suggested breakdown of the word limit is offered as guidance and is not prescriptive. Students will not 
be penalized if they write more or less for each section provided the work remains within the total word 
limit of 2,500 words.

It is helpful if students add the number of words per section in the main body of the report and provide the 
total number of words on the front cover of the report.

The details below explain the requirements for each section, how each must be related to the assessment 
criteria and how the marks are allocated for each.

A Fieldwork question and geographic context
The fieldwork question (the precise inquiry) guides the fieldwork investigation. It must be narrowly focused, 
appropriate and stated as a question that can be answered through the collection of primary information in 
the field. (Where appropriate, students can make a brief preliminary judgment or prediction answering the 
fieldwork question. This prediction may be formulated as a hypothesis.)

Students must also comment briefly on the geographic context, explaining why and where the fieldwork 
investigation is to be carried out. This can include relevant spatial, physical, socio-economic conditions and 
other background information, concepts or characteristics. A map of the research area and/or the locations 
used in the fieldwork investigation is essential to provide the necessary spatial element.

Students must also state the area(s) of the syllabus to which the study relates, whether it is from the topic 
or development columns within the core, the optional themes or HL extension. It can be drawn from a 
combination of two or more topics or themes.

The suggested length of this section for work appropriate to criterion A is approximately 300 words.

B Method(s) of investigation
Students must describe the method(s) used to collect information. The description may include sampling 
techniques, time, location and circumstances of information collection where relevant.
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The method(s) used must be justified and must enable a sufficient quality and quantity of primary data to 
be produced to allow the fieldwork question to be investigated.

The suggested length of this section for work appropriate to criterion B is approximately 300 words.

C Quality and treatment of information collected and 
D Written analysis
Students should treat and display the information collected using the most appropriate techniques. 
These techniques must be the most effective way of representing the type of information collected and 
must be well used. The precise techniques employed will differ depending on the nature of the fieldwork 
question but may include statistical tests (including confidence limits), graphs, diagrams, maps, annotated 
photographs and images, matrices and field sketches.

In the written analysis, students must demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of the fieldwork 
investigation by interpreting and explaining the information they have collected in relation to the fieldwork 
question. This includes recognizing any trends and spatial patterns found in the information collected.

Where appropriate, an attempt should be made to identify and explain any anomalies.

Students must also refer to the geographic context, information collected and the ways in which the material 
has been treated and presented.

The treatment and display of material and the written analysis must be integrated within this section.

The suggested length for the work in the section related to criterion C and criterion D is 1,350 words.

E Conclusion
Students should summarize the findings of the fieldwork investigation. There should be a clear, concise 
statement answering the fieldwork question. It is acceptable for the conclusion to state that the findings do 
not match the student’s preliminary judgment or prediction.

The suggested length of this section for work appropriate to criterion E is approximately 200 words.

F Evaluation
Students should review their investigative methodology, including methods of collecting primary 
information. Within this, they should consider any factors that may have affected the validity of the data, 
including personal bias and unpredicted external circumstances such as the weather.

Students should suggest specific and plausible ways in which the study might have been improved and 
could be extended in the future.

The suggested length of this section for work appropriate to criterion F is approximately 300 words.

G Formal requirements
The fieldwork written report must meet the following five formal requirements of organization and 
presentation.

The work is within the 2,500 word limit.

Overall presentation is neat and well structured.

Pages are numbered.

References used for background information follow standard conventions. (Guidance on referencing 
is given in the earlier section on secondary information.)

All illustrative material is numbered, is fully integrated into the body of the report and is not relegated 
to an appendix.
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General advice
Maps
It is strongly recommended that maps are student-generated, either by being hand drawn or 
computer-derived, and they must be made relevant to the study. Maps that are downloaded or photocopied 
should be adapted to the student’s own information and this may be achieved effectively by overlays. 
Normal map conventions must be followed.

Appendices
A very limited use of appendices is acceptable and, if appendices are used, these should contain only 
examples of materials that have been used or are representative of the material used, such as a data sheet 
or a translation of a questionnaire. It should not include all materials used, for example, every survey or 
questionnaire completed. Further, it should not include secondary information.

Binding the report
Details on how to bind and present the reports for moderation are available in the Handbook of procedures 
for the Diploma Programme.

Internal assessment criteria—SL/HL
There are seven internal assessment criteria for fieldwork.

Criterion A Fieldwork question and geographic context 3 marks

Criterion B Method(s) of investigation 3 marks

Criterion C Quality and treatment of information collected 5 marks

Criterion D Written analysis 10 marks

Criterion E Conclusion 2 marks

Criterion F Evaluation 3 marks

Criterion G Formal requirements 4 marks

Total 30 marks

The purpose of this assessment, which is common to SL and HL, is to assess students’ ability to demonstrate 
the following in relation to the fieldwork research question.

Knowledge and understanding (assessment objective 1)—criteria A and D

Application and analysis (assessment objective 2)—criteria A and D

Synthesis and evaluation (assessment objective 3)—criteria D, E and F

The ability to select, use and apply a variety of appropriate skills and techniques (assessment 
objective 4)—criteria B, C and G

The criteria should be applied systematically against the relevant parts of the written report.
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A Fieldwork question and geographic context
This criterion assesses the focus and geographic context of the fieldwork and whether the fieldwork 
question is related to the material in the syllabus.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1 The fieldwork question is inappropriate, or the geographic context or 
locational map or relationship to the syllabus is missing.

2 The fieldwork question is adequate with an acceptable attempt made to 
place it in its geographic context and relate it to the syllabus. A locational 
map is presented.

3 The fieldwork question is well focused with a detailed, accurate explanation 
of the geographic context and is related to the syllabus. A good locational 
map is presented.

B Method(s) of investigation
This criterion assesses the description, justification and appropriateness of the method(s) used to investigate 
the fieldwork question.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1 There is only a brief description of the method(s) used for information 
collection, and the method(s) are generally inappropriate for the 
investigation of the fieldwork question.

2 There is an adequate description but limited justification of the method(s) 
used for information collection. The method(s) used are generally 
appropriate for the investigation of the fieldwork question.

3 There is a clear description and justification of the method(s) used 
for information collection. The method(s) used are well suited to the 
investigation of the fieldwork question.

C Quality and treatment of information collected
This criterion assesses the quality of information collected and its suitability for analysis in criterion D, and 
whether appropriate techniques have been used for both the treatment and display of information.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1 Limited or inappropriate information has been collected and very little 
attempt has been made to treat or display the information collected.

2 Some relevant information has been collected and some attempt has been 
made to treat or display the information collected.
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Marks Level descriptor

3 The information collected is generally relevant to the fieldwork question 
and allows for some analysis. Limited techniques have been used for both 
the treatment and display of information collected.

4 The information collected is generally relevant to the fieldwork question 
and is sufficient in quantity and quality to allow for analysis. Appropriate 
techniques have been used for both the treatment and display of 
information collected.

5 The information collected is directly relevant to the fieldwork question and 
is sufficient in quantity and quality to allow for in-depth analysis. The most 
appropriate techniques have been used effectively for both the treatment 
and display of information collected.

D Written analysis
This criterion assesses the quality of the analysis of the results, referring to the fieldwork question, geographic 
context, information collected and illustrative material.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1–2 The report reveals very limited knowledge and understanding. The 
approach is descriptive with little or no attempt at analysis.

3–4 The report reveals some knowledge and understanding. There is an 
attempt at analysis, which may be incomplete or superficial, making little 
or no reference to the fieldwork question, geographic context, information 
collected and illustrative material.

5–6 The report reveals an adequate level of knowledge and understanding. 
There is an adequate level of analysis, which generally refers to the 
fieldwork question, geographic context, information collected and 
illustrative material.

7–8 The report reveals a good level of knowledge and understanding. There 
is a well-reasoned, detailed analysis of the results with references to 
the fieldwork question, geographic context, information collected and 
illustrative material. There is an attempt to explain any anomalies in results.

9–10 The report reveals a very good level of knowledge and understanding. 
There is a clear and well-reasoned, detailed analysis of the results 
with strong references to the fieldwork question, geographic context, 
information collected and illustrative material. The attempt to explain any 
anomalies in results is good.
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E Conclusion
This criterion assesses the ability of the student to summarize the findings of the fieldwork investigation.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1 There is some attempt to draw a conclusion to the fieldwork question, 
which may not be completely consistent with the analysis.

2 There is a clear conclusion to the fieldwork question, consistent with the 
analysis.

F Evaluation
This criterion assesses the student’s ability to review the investigative methodology.

Marks Level descriptor

0 The work does not reach the standard described by the descriptors below.

1 There is either some attempt to evaluate methods of collecting fieldwork 
information or some suggestion is made for improvement or extension.

2 Methods of collecting fieldwork information have been evaluated or there 
are valid recommendations for improvements or extensions.

3 Methods of collecting fieldwork information have been evaluated clearly. 
There are valid and realistic recommendations for improvements or 
extensions. There may be some suggestions for modifying the fieldwork 
question.

G Formal requirements
This criterion assesses the extent to which the student meets the five formal requirements of writing, 
organizing and presenting the written report.

The work is within the 2,500 word limit.

Overall presentation is neat and well structured.

Pages are numbered.

References used for background information follow standard conventions. (Guidance on referencing 
is given in the earlier section on secondary information.)

All illustrative material is numbered, is fully integrated into the body of the report and is not relegated 
to an appendix.
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Marks Level descriptor

0 The work exceeds the 2,500 word limit or meets none of the other formal 
requirements.

1 The work is within the 2,500 word limit and meets one of the other formal 
requirements.

2 The work is within the 2,500 word limit and meets two of the other formal 
requirements.

3 The work is within the 2,500 word limit and meets three of the other formal 
requirements.

4 The work is within the 2,500 word limit and meets the other four formal 
requirements. 
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