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2.5 Unpacking your question
Now	you	have	decided	upon	your	question,	you	need	
to	make	sure	that	you	can	establish	a	clear	structure	
in	response	and	that	you	can	begin	the	process	of	
acquiring	the	sources	and	the	interpretations	that	you	
will	need.	However,	before	you	do	this	you	need	to	read	
up	on	the	period.	The	best	basis	for	this	is	to	acquire	a	
general	introduction	to	the	period	as	a	whole.	Try	to	
start	with	the	general	and	then	narrow	down	to	the	
more	specific.	

The	aim	of	this	stage	of	your	NEA	is	to	acquire	enough	
information	to	have	a	clear	idea	of	what	you	will	be	
arguing.	You	are	not	yet	at	the	stage	of	acquiring	the	
interpretations	and	the	primary	material.	

Clearly,	you	need	to	decide	what	the	answer	to	your	
question	is	before	you	begin	to	acquire	the	sources	and	
interpretations	that	will	support	your	answer.

For	example,	consider	the	question:	

	 In	the	context	of	the	years	1685–1789,	how	far	
was	the	weakness	of	the	individual	monarchs	
the	main	cause	of	the	French	Revolution?	

You	may	have	read	the	introduction	to	a	general	book	
on	the	period,	or	you	may	have	done	a	search	online.	
Perhaps	you	have	found	the	following:

The long-term problems for the French monarchy had 
been obvious for some time – France was spending much 
more money than it had coming in. This, combined with a 
taxation system that failed to tax the rich effectively, meant 
that by 1789 France was bankrupt and needed radical 
change. However, we should not forget that France had 
been struggling with money for some time and, as Huskins 

argues, this is not enough to explain why in 1789 there was a 
revolution. Huskins suggests that it was Louis XVI’s inability 
to support his reforming ministers that was the real problem, 
and that Marie Antoinette was the driving force behind the 
instability of the monarchy. On the other hand, Williams argues 
that it was the ministers that were in fact the problem – it was 
their ambition that destroyed any hope for reform that might 
help France. However, Williams does not consider the most 
obvious culprits in this regard – the Parlementaires. What is 
clear is that the idea that the revolution was a social revolution, 
driven by the hungry and discontented poor, is far too simplistic 
to provide the sole reason for the events of 1789.

This	is	a	good	indication	that	the	question	will	work	
as	there	is	plainly	debate	as	demanded	by	AO1,	and	
historians	have	expressed	differing	views	that	can	be	
evaluated,	as	demanded	for	AO3.	The	extract	also	
provides	some	potential	pointers	about	the	paragraphs	
that	might	be	used.

The	extract	indicates	a	good	range	of	potential	factors:

●	 The	role	of	finance,	both	long	term	and	short	term
●	 The	role	of	Louis	XVI	and	his	failure	to	support	

reform
●	 The	personal	ambition	of	the	ministers
●	 The	ambitions	of	the	Parlementaires
●	 The	revolution	as	a	social	revolution.

The	question	will	plainly	work.	You	may	now	wish	to	
consider	what	knowledge	you	need	to	acquire	in	order	
to	analyse	the	role	of	each	factor.	It	is	also	time	to	go	
on	to	acquiring	the	interpretations	and	sources	that	will	
be	used,	as	soon	as	the	decision	is	made	about	what	
you	believe	the	main	factor	to	be.
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Unpacking the question

Let’s look at your question that you have chosen. Write it below.

How have you started unpacking this? Have you used knowledge gained from previous study? Have you 
done an internet search? Have you looked at the introduction to any specialist books on the topic? Have 
you looked at a textbook or something like an Access to History book and just glanced at the introduction or 
chapter headings to get an idea of a possible range of arguments? Write your thoughts below.

Summarise briefly what the range of arguments are:

Now state briefly what you think the answer to your question is. A one sentence answer is best.

Indicate how you intend to cover the full date range set in the question – for example, which of your factors 
are relevant for the whole period?

Now indicate what evidence you think you will need in order to prove your answer. For example, will you 
need statistics to back up your answer? 
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3.3 Choosing which interpretations to use
Having	identified	a	range	of	interpretations,	and	
summarised	them	in	a	manner	that	proves	you	
understand	the	main	thrust	of	each	one,	you	should	
decide	which	you	are	going	to	use	for	AO3	in	your	NEA.

It	is	useful	to	consider	that	AO3	only	requires	the	in-
depth	evaluation	of	two	interpretations.	There	is	little	
benefit	to	using	more	than	two,	and	indeed	you	may	
not	have	the	space	within	your	NEA	to	do	so.	However,	
you	may	still	wish	to	use	other	interpretations	to	assist	
you	in	proving	your	answer	–	don’t	feel	that	you	need	
to	evaluate	each	interpretation	in	the	depth	required	
for	AO3.

AO3	requires	that	the	two	interpretations	are	differing,	
although	they	do	not	need	to	be	entirely	different.	The	
easiest	way	to	go	about	this	is	to	find	an	interpretation	
that	supports	your	own	view.	This	interpretation	does	
not	need	to	be	an	entire	book,	but	can	be	as	short	as	a	
paragraph	from	any	academic	article	that	expresses	a	
clear	opinion	on	your	topic.	It	might	be	helpful	if	your	
selected	interpretation	also	argues	some	things	that	
you	do	not	agree	with	as	strongly	–	this	will	help	you	
to	balance	your	views.	Summarise	this	interpretation	in	
as	short	a	sentence	as	you	can.	This	can	then	become	
the	basis	for	finding	an	alternative	interpretation	that	
says	something	that	is	differing.	If	you	find	it	difficult	to	
locate	a	clear	interpretation	within	the	extract	then	it	
may	be	better	to	find	another	extract.	You	are	looking	
for	a	clear	view,	which	you	can	either	challenge	or	
support	using	specific	subject	knowledge.

You	may	find	a	number	of	interpretations,	all	with	
slightly	different	views.	The	greater	the	difference	in	
these	views	the	better	as	it	makes	your	NEA	that	much	
easier	to	argue.	You	might	think	that	the	two	obvious	
interpretations	to	use	will	be	the	ones	with	the	most	
pronounced	differences.	However,	you	also	need	to	
consider	what	might	be	said	about	time/context	and	
limitations.	

Your	next	task	is	to	ensure	that	there	is	enough	material	
that	you	can	use	in	relation	to	provenance.	If	both	of	
your	interpretations	are	from	roughly	the	same	period	
and	the	historians	have	the	same	background	then	it	
may	be	quite	difficult	to	produce	a	convincing	argument.	
The	best	structure	might	be	to	have	identified	a	clear	
difference	between	the	arguments	in	each	extract	which	
you	then	explain	by	referring	to	the	time/context	and	
limitations.	Things	to	think	about	include	considering	if	
the	date	is	in	some	way	significant,	or	if	the	author	has	
a	particular	reputation	that	may	affect	the	message	that	
they	are	seeking	to	convey.	This	is	perhaps	most	obvious	
in	areas	that	cover	controversial	topics	or	ones	that	have	
provoked	more	debate.	

Limitations	might	include	difficulty	in	accessing	source	
material	but	might	also	include	limits	placed	on	the	
historian	by	the	audience	to	whom	the	work	has	been	
addressed.	A	book	aimed	at	the	mass	market,	for	
example,	is	much	less	likely	to	offer	the	type	of	detailed	
factual	support	that	might	be	offered	by	a	historian	
writing	for	a	solely	academic	readership.
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A table may be the best way of easily identifying which interpretations you might wish to use for your NEA. 
You do not need to have an in-depth understanding of each extract, but this will give you the opportunity to 
compare and contrast interpretations based on a quick overview before you then devote time to considering 
a few in much more depth.

Complete the table below. 

Title of 
interpretation/ 
author

Summary of 
interpretation

Time/context in 
which written 
and possible 
limitations

How the 
interpretation 
links to your 
overall argument

How this extract 
differs from 
the others

 

 

Now, looking at your completed table, decide upon the two interpretations that you will evaluate in depth for 
AO3. Ideally you should choose the two that clearly help you to advance your overall argument, but which 
also have a clear provenance that you can comment upon. If none of your interpretations seems to have 
much to say about time/context and limitations then you need to look for other interpretations, or at the 
worst change your title.

The first interpretation I have chosen is:

The second interpretation I have chosen is:
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4.2 Using primary sources to reinforce your answer
It	is	important	to	remember	that	the	purpose	of	using	
primary	sources	is	to	support	the	answer	that	you	
are	advancing	to	your	question.	The	primary	sources	
provide	the	evidence	to	support	your	judgement	in	
the	same	manner	as	the	interpretations	and	also	
your	knowledge.	You	must	therefore	think	hard	about	
what	the	source	is	saying	and	how	you	will	use	that	
information	in	your	overall	judgement.

For	example,	if	you	are	considering	the	question

	 ‘Martin	Luther	King	was	the	most	significant	
factor	in	the	development	of	black	civil	rights	
in	the	USA.’	How	valid	is	this	view	of	the	years	
1865–1968?

you	may	have	found	the	following	three	primary	
sources.

Source A: Franklin D. Roosevelt, Executive Order 9346 
Establishing a Committee on Fair Employment Practice, 
(May 27, 1943)

By virtue of the authority vested in me by the Constitution, 
and as President of the United States and Commander in 
Chief of the Army and Navy, I do reaffirm the policy of the 
United States that there shall be no discrimination in the 
employment of any person in war industries or in Government 
by reason of race, creed, color, or national origin, and I do 
hereby declare that it is the duty of all employers, including 
the several Federal departments and agencies, and all labor 
organizations, in furtherance of this policy and of this Order, 
to eliminate discrimination in regard to hire, tenure, terms or 
conditions of employment, or union membership because of 
race, creed, color, or national origin.

Source B: Martin Luther King, Jr., Letter From a 
Birmingham Jail (1963)

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: 
collection of the facts to determine whether injustices 
exist; negotiation; self purification; and direct action. We 

have gone through all these steps in Birmingham. Racial 
injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably 
the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. 
Its ugly record of brutality is widely known. Negroes have 
experienced grossly unjust treatment in the courts. There 
have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and 
churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. 
These are the hard, brutal facts of the case. On the basis of 
these conditions, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the 
city fathers. But the latter consistently refused to engage in 
good faith negotiation.

Source C: Civil Rights Act (1866) 

All persons born in the United States are hereby declared to 
be citizens of the United States; and such citizens, of every 
race and color, without regard to any previous condition of 
slavery shall have the same right, in every State and Territory 
in the United States, to make and enforce contracts, to sue, 
and give evidence, to inherit, purchase, lease, sell, and hold 
property, and to full and equal benefit of all laws as is enjoyed 
by white citizens.

Each	of	these	sources	seems	to	indicate	that	different	
factors	are	very	important	in	the	progression	of	black	
civil	rights.	Source	A	suggests	that	it	was	the	American	
President,	Source	B	that	it	was	Martin	Luther	King,	and	
Source	C	suggests	that	it	was	the	US	Government.	The	
task	here	is	not	to	describe	each	source	in	turn	but	to	
integrate	the	sources	into	the	NEA	argument.	Hence,	
if	the	argument	is	that	King	was	indeed	the	most	
important	factor,	then	Source	B	can	be	used	to	provide	
further	evidence	to	reinforce	this	view.	The	message	of	
the	other	sources	is	not	dismissed	but	simply	used	as	
part	of	the	argument	explaining	why	the	other	factors	
were	not	as	important.	
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In your chosen topic find a key argument (e.g. Martin Luther King was the most significant factor, or 
finance was the main cause of the French Revolution) and then identify the evidence from the primary 
sources that will support the view.

Key argument in your NEA: 

Title and origin of source:

Evidence from your primary source to support that view:
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5.3 Writing the introduction
As	for	any	essay,	it	is	crucial	that	you	write	an	effective	
introduction.	An	introduction	to	the	NEA	should	be	
more	detailed	than	that	for	your	examined	essays	but	
essentially	it	does	exactly	the	same	job	–	it	provides	
your	answer	to	the	set	question.	

In	providing	the	answer,	the	introduction	should	give	
an	indication	of	the	evidence	–	whether	from	your	
knowledge,	the	sources,	or	both	–	and	it	should	give	
some	sense	of	the	themes	or	factors	that	you	will	be	
examining.	The	introduction	might	also	give	a	clear	
indication	that	you	are	approaching	the	question	with	a	
sufficiently	wide	timeframe.	

Let’s	take	the	following	question	on	black	civil	rights	in	
the	USA	as	an	example.

	 How	far	was	Martin	Luther	King	the	most	
important	factor	in	the	development	of	black	
civil	rights	in	the	USA	in	the	years	1865–1965?

Now	consider	this	shortened	version	of	a	potential	
introduction.

There is a range of reasons for the development 
of black civil rights in the years 1865–1965. At 
the opening of the period slaves had just won 
their freedom and were no doubt expecting to 
enjoy their newfound equality and to embrace the 
opportunities offered by post-bellum USA. Yet by 
1965, the fact that a new Civil Rights Act was 
needed just proves how little had been achieved. In 
fact, it is clear that blacks had to struggle for their 
rights in this period and so black individuals such 
as Martin Luther King must have had a role to play 
in this. Yet there were also other factors such as 
the role of the US presidents and also the role of 
the public and the media that must be considered. 
No factor alone is likely to explain why something 
happened and so all factors together should be 
considered. I shall firstly consider the role of 
Martin Luther King as this was indeed the most 
significant. 

The	use	of	the	personal	pronoun	and	signalling	what	
the	student	will	firstly	consider	is	not	helpful.

There	is	material	in	the	sample	introduction		that	
is	good.	The	introduction	does	attempt	to	offer	
some	awareness	of	breadth	by	referring	to	the	start	
and	to	the	end	of	the	period.	However,	this	is	not	
convincingly	linked	to	the	set	question.	Why,	for	
example,	should	the	need	for	a	Civil	Rights	Act	in	
1964	prove	that	black	people	alone	had	to	struggle	
for	rights,	and	more	importantly	why	does	it	mean	
that	black	individuals	must	have	had	a	role	to	play?	In	
addition,	the	introduction	uses	this	information	just	
to	suggest	that	things	had	not	greatly	improved	in	the	
period,	not	to	give	any	indication	as	to	what	the	most	
important	factor	in	the	development	of	black	civil	
rights	actually	was.	It	might	also	have	been	useful	to	
refer	to	some	of	the	evidence	–	and	perhaps	even	the	
sources	–	that	might	prove	the	answer	that	is	being	
advanced	by	the	student.	

The	introduction	is	therefore	too	assertive.	This	
assertion	continues,	as	there	is	then	a	list	of	potential	
other	factors	with	no	indication	of	why	they	might	be	
significant.	As	a	positive	aspect,	the	introduction	does	
clearly	state	the	answer	to	the	question	at	the	end,	but	
fails	to	offer	any	reason	at	all	why	this	might	be	the	
case.

So	in	summary	a	good	NEA	introduction	may	include	
the	following:

●	 A	clear	answer	to	the	set	question.
●	 Evidence	that	the	breadth	element	is	being	

considered	right	from	the	outset.
●	 An	indication	of	some	of	the	evidence	that	will	be	

used	to	support	this	answer.
●	 An	indication	of	what	other	factors	will	be	

considered,	i.e.	the	balance,	plus	some	indication	of	
why	these	factors	are	less	significant	than	your	main	
one.
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Now that we have considered some key qualities of a good introduction, look at the shortened introduction 
below and decide whether it is effective or not and why. Make notes around the introduction using the 
following questions: Is there a clear answer to the set question? Is evidence identified to support the answer? 
Is there evidence that a range of factors is going to be considered? How would you improve this introduction?

	 ‘There	was	more	continuity	than	change	in	the	style	of	Russian	government	in	the	years	1855–1964.’	
How	far	do	you	agree	with	this	view?

On the surface, there was a major change in the style of Russian government across these years. The 
tsarist regime was oppressive and based on the idea of divine right rule. There was little scope for the 
expression of alternative views of government. The communist regime was, at least in theory, more 
responsive to different approaches, perhaps best seen in the different approach to economic reform, 
moving from War Communism to the NEP. However, the basics of the style of rule remained the same. It 
was still one individual that seemed to control all aspects of government. Stalin was little removed from 
the type of rule seen under Alexander III. The secret police may have changed its name across the period, 
but it did essentially the same job of oppression and control for central government. Moreover there was 
the same sort of dismissive attitude to the interests of local government across the whole date range. 
Taken as a whole, therefore, this period sees more continuity than change in the period with the most 
telling element of continuity being in the use of the secret police.

A

My progress
Using the advice on page 46 write an effective introduction to your own question and then indicate why 
you think it will work for you.

My introduction:

This achieves all of the objectives of a good introduction because
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5.10 Example coursework paragraphs
Here	are	some	examples	of	sections	from	answers.	
Underneath	each	one	there	is	a	commentary	that	you	
can	use	to	check	your	initial	thoughts.	

	 ‘William	the	Conqueror	was	successful	in	
seizing	the	throne	of	England	because	of	the	
weaknesses	of	the	English	state.’	How	valid	is	
this	view	of	the	years	978–1066?

Huscroft argues that William succeeded because of 
the lack of English troops and William’s leadership 
on the battlefield. Golding doesn’t say what he 
thinks is the key reason for the outcome but he 
thinks that William’s army was born of a practical 
necessity and supports Huscroft’s view that 
William and his army were the most important 
reasons. However, these views don’t take into 
account Harold’s actions. Walker on the other hand 
thinks that Harold was beaten ‘by a better man’; 
and Hill quotes Stenton, saying ‘he lost the battle 
because his men were unequal to the stress’. Hill is 
more convincing because he looks at the situation 
before the battle. William of Jumièges says that 
the English lost because ‘they lost confidence’ and 
William of Poitiers doesn’t agree. Therefore it is 
clear that Harold was the most important factor.

	 In	the	context	of	the	years	1487–1601,	how	
far	were	Tudor	risings	motivated	by	religious	
discontent?	

Dickens has dismissed the pilgrims’ religious motive 
and accused them of being incapable of staging 
Wars of Religion. What seems to contradict this 
is that nine out of 24 of the Pontefract Articles 
deal with religion. However, these articles might 
have been used to disguise personal and political 
issues. They were produced not by the common 
people but by educated elites who had more than 
just religious grievances. Haigh has also argued 
that ‘the economic concerns of the people and the 
legal and political concerns of the leaders could 
have been cloaked by the religious language of 
the Articles. The economic stresses of the North 
might support this view. The harvest of 1535 had 
been bad and the genuine religious concerns of the 
Articles can be questioned by consideration that 
the banning of the sales of indulgences was not 
mentioned. However, the religious symbolism of 
the pilgrimage, the obvious idealism of Aske shown 
when he was being questioned after his arrest 
and the appearance of religious concerns in the 
majority of the Pontefract Articles mean that it 
cannot be convincing to take such a strong line as 
Dickens does about the nature of the pilgrimage.

There are a number of historians quoted here but 
they are not well analysed in terms of the explanations 
they offer. Just because Golding agrees with Huscroft 

this does not make their view correct and in any case the 
basis of it is not explained. There is virtually no evaluation 

except for the statement that the views don’t take into 
account Harold’s actions, but this is not explained. This 

comes close to just describing what different people 
have said which really is a typical Level 2 response. 

The opportunities to assess the primary evidence are 
not taken and the explanations lack clarity. The answer 

seems very keen to bring in a lot of sources but needs to 
sort out the arguments and try to assess the evidence. A 
lot of work seems to be behind this, but it needs to step 

back and look more carefully at the evidence.

This has a critical approach to both primary and 
secondary evidence and is firmly focused on the issue in 
the question, coming to an interim conclusion at the end.
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Here is a checklist to help evaluate the quality of your paragraphs.

●	 Does the paragraph use primary source material or interpretations? Not every paragraph needs to.

●	 Is the view of the sources or interpretations made clear if they are included?

●	 Are there any judgements made about the evidence?

●	 Is the judgement based on any evidence or simply asserted?

●	 Is the paragraph relevant to the title?

●	 Is there an interim judgement based on the discussion?

Write a paragraph from your essay that deals with primary sources or interpretations and then complete 
the checklist.

 

Does the paragraph use source material? If so where?

Are there primary and secondary sources? What are they?

Is the view of the sources made clear? Give one example.

Are there any judgements made about the evidence? Give one example.

Is the judgement based on any evidence or simply asserted? Give one example.

Is the paragraph relevant to the title? How can you be sure?

Is there an interim judgement based on the discussion? What shows that?
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