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Introduction

1.3 The assessment criteria:
demystifying the mark scheme
Assessment objective weighting
The assessment objective weighting for the coursework is as follows:
l

l

AO1 – the ability to communicate knowledge and understanding, make
substantiated judgements, explore concepts of cause, consequence,
change, continuity, similarity, difference and significance – 25 per cent.
AO3 – the ability to analyse and evaluate interpretations in relation to
the historical context – 75 per cent.

To do well in your essay, it is important to understand the mark scheme.
The ladders below contain the official wording of the mark scheme. To help
you understand it, the text in the blue boxes provides a simplified version.

Level 1, 1–8 marks

A limited range of material has been identified for use in the enquiry
and appropriately cited. Information taken from reading is mainly
used illustratively, and understanding of the issue in question is
limited

This would typically refer to an answer that
shows very little research has been carried
out. Points made would be descriptive rather
than analytical and the essay would ultimately
fail to answer the question convincingly.

Judgement on the question is assertive, with little or no supporting
evidence, and contextual knowledge is not linked to it.

A judgement, or in other words a
conclusion, about the answer to the question
would be made but not backed up with
evidence from the essay.

Demonstrates only limited comprehension and analysis of the
views in the three chosen works, selecting some material relevant
to the question. Surface differences are noted as matters of
information.

Comprehension refers to understanding
something, so at this level there would be little
understanding of the chosen works.

Evaluation of the chosen works relates to their information rather
than their argument, or is based on questionable assumptions.

Evaluation means ‘giving value to’, so an
answer at this level would only decide how
valuable the information (e.g. statistics put
forward) from the chosen works is, rather than
assessing the strength of the arguments.

Some accurate and relevant knowledge is included but it lacks range
and depth and does not directly address the enquiry. There are only
limited attempts to structure the answer, and the answer overall lacks
coherence and precision, but the work is concise.

Again, the answer would demonstrate that
limited research has been carried out and would
not be logically organised and structured.
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Level 2, 9–16 marks

A range of material relevant to the enquiry has been identified and
appropriately cited. Information taken from reading shows limited
attempts at selection and is used mainly illustratively, but shows some
understanding of the overall issue in question.

The knowledge displayed would be relevant
but would only be used to make vague points,
rather than to form convincing arguments.

A judgement on the question is given but with limited support and is
related to information, rather than specific issues of interpretation.
Contextual knowledge is used only to expand on matters of detail in
a work or to note some aspects that are not included.

Conclusions would not be backed up
sufficiently, and would fail to take into account the
strengths of the arguments in the chosen works.

Attempts analysis of views in three chosen works by comparison and
description of some points within them that are relevant to
the debate, but limited understanding of the reasons for differences
is shown.

At this level some basic differences
between the chosen works would be pointed
out but the answer would not get to the bottom
of why these differences exist.

The evaluation recognises an element of argument in the chosen
works but the criteria for judgement are routine or left implicit and
substantiation is limited.
Mostly accurate and relevant knowledge is included, but lacks range or
depth and has only implicit links to the conceptual focus of the enquiry.
The answer is concise and shows some attempts at organisation, but
most of the answer is lacking in coherence, clarity and precision.

The answer would attempt to weigh up
the strengths and weaknesses of the chosen
works but would not make it clear on what
grounds they have identified these.
The knowledge displayed would be
appropriate but there would not be much of it.
Like a Level 1 response, it would not be very well
organised or structured and arguments would
not always make sense.

Level 3, 17–24 marks

A range of material relevant to the enquiry has been identified from
reading and appropriately cited. Information has been appropriately
selected and deployed to show understanding of the overall issue
in question.

A judgement on the question is related to some key points of view
encountered in reading and discussion is attempted, albeit with
limited substantiation. Contextual knowledge of some issues
related to the debate is shown and linked to some of the points
discussed.

Analyses some of the views in three chosen works by selecting and
explaining some key points and indicating differences. Explanation
demonstrates some understanding of the reasons for differences.

Attempts are made to establish valid criteria for evaluation of
some arguments in the chosen works and to relate the overall
judgement to them, although with weak substantiation.

Mostly accurate and relevant knowledge is included to demonstrate
some understanding of the conceptual focus of the enquiry, but
material lacks range or depth. The answer is concise and shows
some organisation. The general trend of the argument is clear,
but parts of it lack logic, coherence and precision.

8

The answer would demonstrate a good level
of research and this would be used to show the
student has a sound grasp of the debate.
Conclusions would be made and these would
come out of the points made in the essay, but
would not be wholly convincing.
To analyse properly you need to carry out a
detailed examination, and an answer at this level
would start to do this with the chosen works but
would not show a thorough understanding of why
they have different views.
Criteria are a measure by which something
can be judged. Valid criteria with which to
measure the value of the chosen works will differ
depending on the nature of the works, but what is
vital is that the judgements you make are based
on some kind of reasoning, rather than merely
being asserted. An answer at this level would
begin to do this but not in a convincing way.
Like a Level 2 response, the knowledge
displayed would be appropriate but would be
limited. Arguments would generally be clear and
easy to follow but not always.
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Section 2 Making a start
2.1 Choosing a topic
Your topic will either be given to you by your teacher
or you will be given the opportunity to create your own
question. If you are given a free choice, the information
on this page will be useful to you.
When thinking about your topic, ideally, and in no
particular order, consider the following.
l

l

l

l

l

l

l

It might be something you have studied before but
want to revisit in more depth.
It might be something you studied previously that
has grabbed your interest.
It might be something you have read about and
want to know more about.
It might be something that affects your family or
local area that you would enjoy researching.
It might be the chance to look at the history of
another continent – for example, Asia, South
America or Africa.
It might be something to show university
admissions tutors that you are interested in different
aspects of the subject and not afraid of tackling new
topics.
It might be that you really enjoy an established
topic and would feel comfortable in extending your
knowledge.

It should be able to deliver the requirements of the
mark scheme.
l

l

l

It should be manageable.
l

l

l

l

10

Most importantly, it should be a topic that has
caused controversy or debate among historians.
You should be able to find a range of
interpretations to evaluate – i.e. there should be
clear conflicting and contrasting views for you to
weigh up to reach a judgement.
It does not necessarily have to be a topic that has
caused groundbreaking or bitter debates, but should
at least contain different possible emphases and
explanations that stress different factors.
It should not be such a big topic that you cannot
control the research and keep the essay to the
3000–4000 word limit.
It should not require such detailed research that is
more suitable for a PhD thesis. No one is expecting
you to have to use a university library or incredibly
specialised resources.
It should be about something that you will
understand. Sometimes complex topics sound good,
but are just too demanding given the rest of your
A level workload. It is generally better to produce a
complex answer to a straightforward question than
a simplistic answer on a complex topic.
On the other hand, if you have an enquiring mind,
don’t opt for a topic that isn’t going to offer enough
challenge. Have confidence in your abilities, but be
realistic.
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Below is an example of a mind map that a model student has made to map out their priorities in choosing
a possible topic.

Making a start

Mind map

I want to focus on
Russian history
because I have enjoyed
studying this in the past
and I want to study
History and Russian
at university.

I need some stretch and
challenge.

My most important
considerations in
choosing a topic

I want to be able to
find relevant
interpretations
without having to visit
lots of libraries which
would take up too
much time.

Order of importance:
1 I need stretch and challenge as I know I get bored easily and need to maintain interest in a long project.
2 Though it would be good to study Russian history, if I couldn’t find debates I would be happy to look at
another aspect of history, such as late-medieval England.
3	Though access to interpretations is important, I wouldn’t mind venturing a little further than the school
library to find them.

My progress
Now use the model above to set out your own priorities. Start by setting out which of the points in these
three sections is most important.

My most important
considerations in
choosing a topic

Now list them in order of importance:
1
2
3
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3.3 How to select and reject interpretations
There would be little value in using an interpretation
in your coursework if it did not clearly present a view
that can be corroborated and challenged. If it simply
states facts it would not be very useful to use as an
interpretation.
Look at Extract 1 below, taken from an A level
textbook. This extract and the one on page 23 could
be used in the coursework enquiry ‘What is your
view about whether Italy was a great power under
Mussolini in the years 1935–43?’
Extract 1: A. Mitchell and G. Stewart, The Collapse of
the Liberal State and the Triumph of Fascism in Italy,
1896–1943 (2011)

This extract certainly provides us with useful
information for the enquiry. It tells us that Mussolini
attempted to bring Italy into a closer alliance with
Hitler’s Germany and in the process became the
inferior nation. There is nothing wrong with the
extract. It is accurate and certainly useful for a student
preparing for an exam on Mussolini’s Italy or indeed
looking for contextual information for this coursework
enquiry. What the extract does not do is form its own
detailed interpretation of the evidence put forward,
which we would not expect from an A level text. For
this reason it would not be sensible to use this as one of
your chosen works.

Mussolini carried out a state visit to Germany in September
1937 and was impressed by increasing German might. In
November, he joined the Anti-Comintern Pact, linking Italy,
Germany and Japan in a grouping aimed on the surface at
the Soviet Union but, in many ways, at British interests too.
In March 1938, Hitler invaded and annexed Austria, bringing
the Third Reich to the Italian border. Hitler claimed that he
would never forget Mussolini’s acceptance of this. In reality,
however, Mussolini was now tied to Germany as the junior
partner. At the Munich Conference in September, Mussolini
promoted peace because Italy was not ready for war, but in
every way he championed Germany’s interests.

Suitable extracts
Why do you think this extract is not suitable to use as a chosen work? What would you expect from more
suitable works?

22
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Working with interpretations

Selecting interpretations
Read Extract 2 and identify the interpretation being put forward, together with the criteria the author has
used in order to form their view.
Extract 2: J. Whittam, Fascist Italy (1995)
When the Duce [Mussolini] visited Germany in September 1937 he found Nazi power a much more compelling argument; in
November he joined the Anti-Comintern Pact and in December he withdrew from the League of Nations. Diplomatically and
ideologically, the Duce appeared to have made his choice. He had turned his back on the democracies and opted for the Axis.
The intervention in Spain [on Franco’s side in the Civil War] had never been popular with the Italian people, especially as it
seemed to lead to closer collaboration with Germany. The racial laws [similar to those found in Nazi Germany] … indicated
subservience. Asserting Italy’s great power status by humiliating the British and French was, ironically, converting her into
the satellite of Nazi Germany. The Czech Crisis [when a European war was narrowly avoided after the British agreed to
Germany annexing part of Czechoslovakia] of the summer and autumn of 1938 at least offered Mussolini the appearance
of being independent. With Europe on the brink of war after Chamberlain’s failure to reach an agreement … the Duce
welcomed the chance to emerge as a mediator. To the outside world it was Mussolini who had persuaded Hitler to meet with
Chamberlain … He was in fact merely aiding and abetting the Nazi leader. It was, however, ‘peace in our time’ and the Duce
had played his part, even if the script had been written in German.
1 What is the overarching argument of the extract? Summarise this in one sentence.

2 What evidence has the author put forward in coming to this view?

3 What criteria has the author used when making their judgement about how far Italy was a great power?
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Section 4 Writing the essay
4.1 Introduction to writing up
The need to maintain focus
As you have already seen from the other sections of
this book, you are not required to learn any new skills
but are instead developing those that you already have.
As your coursework essay can be much longer than an
exam answer, you will also have the opportunity to
consider the different ways in which the past has been
explained and interpreted.
Historians think that some issues are more important
than others in explaining an event and you will need to
weigh up, or evaluate, those different interpretations.
From your reading, you will have looked at the
interpretations of your three chosen works, and you
will have thought about the evidence that there is to
support or challenge each one. You will have had plenty
of time to think about the issues and to find ample
relevant and detailed knowledge. No single book will
provide you with a ready-made answer: there is no
short cut to this, but if you have carried out sufficient
research you will be in a position to begin writing up a
strong piece of work.
You will need to make sure that you have a thorough
understanding of the arguments in your chosen
works and evidence to support all sides of the debate
in question. As you are doing this, you should keep
thinking about the key issues relevant to the question.
If you do this you should have a strong line of argument

40

when you write your plan. This should also ensure
that you write relevant material for your coursework
assignment. You must make sure that everything you
write is about the specific controversy in your question
and not just about the wider topic.
In general, you need to remember the following
throughout the writing-up process:
l

l

l

l

You will need to ensure that there are no parts
of the answer where you lose focus on the actual
question.
You will need to check that there are no parts where
there is just description.
You need to ensure that you have considered
evidence that supports and challenges the different
views in your chosen works.
All of your arguments will need to be backed
up by details and accurate knowledge and your
conclusion should follow logically from what you
have said in the main body of your answer.

When you are ready to begin writing up you will need
to have the following available:
l
l
l

l

All your reading
Detailed notes
Your three chosen works read, analysed,
highlighted, etc.
A range of supplementary reading.
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Writing the essay

My progress
Complete the planning checklist below. In the ‘answer’ column, elaborate on your responses.
Question

Answer

Do you have three chosen works selected?

My three chosen works:
1
2
3

Do they provide three contrasting views?

A summary of the contrasting views:

Do you have a range of supplementary reading?

A summary of the supplementary reading acquired:

Do you have detailed notes on the arguments
presented in the chosen works?

Key lines of argument in the three chosen works:

Have you established the similarities as well as
differences between your chosen works?

A summary of the similarities:

A summary of the differences:

Have you established criteria by which your
chosen works can be judged?

A summary of my criteria:

Have you established the basis of the historians’
arguments?

Basis of arguments:
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4.13 Writing a conclusion
The conclusion should be based on the interim
judgements made throughout the essay if it is going
to be convincing. If all the evidence points to, say,
a chosen work that argues that Hitler was a weak
dictator because of the poor organisation of Nazi
government and his own idle work habits, then that
should be the basis of the conclusion.  
There is an old-fashioned idea that you need to
produce something different and exciting in the
conclusion to avoid your essay being ‘boring’. This is
not true. A conclusion that suddenly reverses all the
arguments made in the bulk of the essay simply seems
jarring to the reader and suggests that you have been
ignoring key counter arguments. If you have proposed
a clear line of argument at the start, the conclusion
should confirm that even if there may be more
modifications and qualifications.
In general, the conclusion needs to establish the
following:
l

l

l

A reiteration of the key lines of argument in the
chosen works.
An assessment of the strength of the arguments in
the chosen works.
A final judgement on the question itself, taking into
account the findings from the chosen works and
supplementary reading.

This conclusion to the question ‘What is your view
about the extent to which Harold Wilson’s economic
policies in the period 1964–70 were successful?’ is a
good example of a clear but balanced view.

In conclusion, the view that Wilson’s economic
policy was successful is broadly convincing.

O’Hara raises some valid points about specific
failures of policy. However, O’Hara mixes up

political and economic failures when he makes his

argument about devaluation. Also, O’Hara’s criteria
for making a judgement are often quite narrow,

Wilson’s objectives are not the only criterion for
judging the success of his policies, nor is the

overall consistency of Wilson’s macroeconomic
policy. Generally, Wilson’s policies led to a

good level of growth, judged against Britain’s

historic economic performance as well as record
productivity. Woodward, who considers Wilson’s
achievements by comparing them to the long-

term factors of the British economy, argues that
this was ‘the most successful period Britain’s

economy was ever to enjoy’. Additionally, Wilson’s
setbacks did not stop him from carrying on with
his long-term goals. The collapse of the National

Plan and the DEA did not stop Wilson from trying
to modernise the economy. In fact, as Tomlinson
shows, the collapse of the DEA led to a bigger

role for the more effective MiniTech, which made
Britain’s nationalised industries more efficient.

Finally, Tomlinson is right to argue that, judged on
Wilson’s socialist values, and judged against later
governments, the economy was also generally

successful. Wilson’s economy saw high levels of
employment and growing equality.

64
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Writing the essay

Dissecting a conclusion
Look again at the conclusion on page 64. Identify the answer it gives to the question in no more than two
sentences.

Now look at the example conclusion below to the question ‘What is your view about how far religion
determined the taking of sides in the English Civil War?’

Despite Gentles’ unique focus on the religion of ordinary soldiers rather than the gentry, and Morrill’s

examination of a range of different counties, it can be argued that Wood’s argument that self-interest

was the determining factor is the strongest. He has considered only one county, allowing him to explore
the issue in a level of depth that Gentles, in focusing on the whole country, and Morrill, in looking at as
many different counties as possible, have been unable to do. The majority of historians only examine

the reasons behind the gentry class taking sides, however Wood has looked past them to a previously

neglected lower class group, and has evaluated existing literature on Derbyshire to inform his judgement,
something not done by either Gentles or Morrill. Wood’s view is the most convincing because, in

concluding that self-interest was important, his findings are in line with much of the evidence found

elsewhere, such as Dore’s findings that local quarrels and selfishness led to individuals of all classes
taking sides. Therefore, economic factors and self-interest – not religion – were the most important
influences for choosing sides in the English Civil War.
Can you identify the answer to the question?

My progress
Write a possible conclusion to your question – it doesn’t matter if you haven’t finished the research. Just
try to form an opinion on what you’ve done so far.

Which example is it more like – the one on page 64 or the one in the activity above? Why?
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