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In Paper 3 the distinction between responses of a high level and upper middle level are significant. This 
distinction relates to a sharp qualitative difference in the marking criteria which we feel would be helpful to 
illustrate. As such in this section, some responses are organised into high, upper middle and low level. 
Others follow the usual pattern of high, middle and low level. 
 

Question 1: The Causes and Impact of British Imperialism, c.1850-1939 
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Example candidate response – high 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 

 
 

Examiner comment – high 
 
The factor that determines whether or not a candidate achieves a high level on this paper is the ability to 
demonstrate a complete understanding of the interpretation advanced in the extract (as opposed to a sound 
understanding or understanding of aspects). In the first two paragraphs of this answer there are clear 
indications of complete understanding. First, the continuity of imperial policy, and second, the preference for 
informal rather than formal empire are both identified. The ability to focus upon and synthesise the essential 
aspects of the interpretation, and to state these as an introduction, is the most effective way of starting an 
answer. The rest of the answer can then explain the interpretation, illustrating and commenting upon its 
different aspects. 
 
A particularly strong feature of this answer is the way in which it maintains a consistent focus on the extract. 
The question asks ‘What can you learn from this extract?’ which indicates that only material directly related 
to the extract can be regarded as relevant. This answer avoids the trap of writing about the topic rather than 
the extract, though background knowledge is still used effectively; for example, in showing awareness that 
this extract runs counter to traditional interpretations that have stressed the discontinuity of nineteenth-
century imperial policy. 
 
The sense that the candidate has firmly grasped the essential points of the interpretation is shown by the 
focus, relevance and brevity of the answer. There is no attempt to consider everything in the extract; rather, 
sections of the extract are quoted as needed to support points made about the interpretation. This evidence 
that top-quality answers do not have to be lengthy indicates that candidates would be well advised to spend 
at least 15 minutes at the start of the examination reading and thinking about the extract before they start to 
write. 
 
The final quality in this answer that indicates complete understanding is the consistency of the arguments 
and points made. Nothing is contradicted elsewhere in the answer, and the conclusion serves to reaffirm and 
summarise what the candidate has seen as the overall interpretation. 
 
Mark awarded = 34 out of 40 
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Example candidate response – high 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Examiner comment – high 
 
The first paragraph identifies one of the essential elements of the historian’s overall interpretation – that 
nineteenth-century imperial policy showed a basic continuity. So, to decide whether or not this candidate 
shows ‘complete’ understanding of the interpretation, the other essential element – that there was a 
preference for informal rather than formal control – must be identified and supported elsewhere in the 
answer. In the second paragraph, this aspect is indeed raised, though in the context of what is essentially a 
sub-message – that trade was the main motive for empire. By the end of this paragraph there is still some 
doubt as to whether this second aspect of the overall interpretation is integrated sufficiently with the first, and 
therefore could be seen as a single interpretation. The fourth paragraph again briefly identifies the issue of 
the preference for informal empire, but does not discuss this as a central aspect. The final paragraph before 
the conclusion again focuses mainly on the sub-message of economics/trade, but the candidate does return 
to the aspect of continuity at the end. The conclusion itself does not totally clarify exactly what the candidate 
thinks the elements of the ‘predominantly economic’ interpretation actually are. 
 
This answer is therefore a good example of scripts that find themselves close to the high level/middle level 
borderline. It demonstrates awareness of the essential aspects of the interpretation, but suggests rather than 
clearly demonstrates complete understanding. What helps this answer reach the upper middle level is its 
awareness of the interpretation being revisionist, in that it rejects both the traditional view of discontinuity in 
nineteenth-century imperial policy and the significance of ‘new imperialism’, and asserts the paramount 
importance of the maintenance of British interests by whatever means. Understanding this demonstrates 
how an overall interpretation can be developed from the extract. 
 
Mark awarded = 33 out of 40 
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Example candidate response – middle 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 
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Examiner comment – middle 
 
The answer definitely works on the extract, and perceives it as including a historian’s interpretation. 
However, can the answer be perceived as having a ‘sound’ or ‘complete’ understanding of what that 
interpretation is? Clearly not: to show that would mean detecting, supporting and consistently arguing 
aspects of the historian’s overall interpretation. The answer lacks the focus, precision and consistency to do 
that. Nevertheless it does understand aspects of the interpretation, which is the requirement for achieving a 
Level 3 mark. 
 
The strength of the answer is that it identifies the continuity of imperial policy as an aspect of the 
interpretation. Though this is actually part of the overall interpretation, this answer does not see it as such, 
referring to the historian giving us ‘a brief chance to see into his interpretations’ (i.e. there is more than one 
of them). Indeed, the answer does deal with other perceived messages, such as the historian having ‘little 
faith in the pushing power of settlers at the periphery’, even though it is sometimes hard to discern these in 
the extract. 
 
The answer shows a tendency to write about context, rather than focusing consistently on the extract. It 
fastens on a sentence in the extract – ‘the British government worked to establish British paramountcy by 
whatever means suited the circumstances’ – but instead of attempting to relate this to the interpretation, 
simply illustrates the sentence through contextual examples. This kind of unfocused use of context casts no 
light on what the question asks for, namely the interpretation and approach of the historian. 
 
The candidate seems to believe that part of the task of answering the question is to evaluate the extract. 
This occurs first near the start of the answer where the historian is described as having made ‘no effort to 
explain why imperial expansion occurred’, and there are other instances of this throughout the answer. This 
is not necessary, and does not help to answer the question. 
 
To sum up, this answer shows sufficient understanding of aspects of the interpretation to achieve a Level 3 
mark, but also possesses characteristics would prevent the candidate from demonstrating ‘sound’ or 
‘complete’ understanding. 
 
Mark awarded = 20 out of 40 
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Question 3: The Origins and Development of the Cold War, 1941–1950 
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Example candidate response – high 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Example candidate response – high, continued 
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Examiner comment – high 
 
This script has an excellent introduction which immediately identifies the main elements of the historian’s 
interpretation. The candidate identified that the extract saw the Cold War as the fault of neither side. They 
concluded their opening by stating that the ideology of the Soviet Union meant there was nothing the USA 
could do to resolve the hostility between them and so allocating primary blame to the USSR. It summarises 
all this by concluding that the historian was a traditionalist, which is consistent with the extract, though it 
could be argued equally, that the historian must be a post-post-revisionist. 
 
Having included the overall interpretation in the introduction, the answer moves on to illustrating it. In the 
next paragraph the candidate deals with the first aspect of the interpretation, showing how the historian sets 
up the eventual traditionalist conclusion by first considering how both sides were tied into ‘the machinery of 
suspicion and counter-suspicion’, and then into the competitive relationship normal between nation states, a 
situation that should have remained manageable. However, this is eventually turned on its head by the 
historian’s view that the ‘fundamental explanation’ for the escalation of the Cold War was the nature of the 
Soviet Union. The candidate meticulously charts and supports this argument from the extract. 
 
What prevents this answer from achieving full marks is the lengthy lapse into evaluation and the unfocused 
content which comes at the end of the answer. None of this adds anything to answering the question ‘What 
can you learn from this extract?’ Although it does not undermine the judgement that the candidate has a 
‘complete’ understanding of the interpretation, a higher mark within Level 5 would have been achieved 
without it.  
 
Mark awarded = 37 out of 40 
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Example candidate response – middle 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 
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Example candidate response – middle, continued 

 
 

Examiner comment – middle 
 
Almost all answers on the Cold War use labels to identify the nature of interpretations – traditional, 
revisionist, etc. These labels are useful as shorthand, though not sufficient in themselves to earn much credit 
unless properly supported from the extract. It should also be stressed that perfectly good answers can be 
written about the extracts with no use of labels at all. Labels can also be dangerous – nothing betrays lack of 
understanding more than incorrect material used to exemplify a label. They can also be limiting, since, if 
used in a conclusion, they signify an overall judgement on the interpretation, regardless of what has been 
said elsewhere in the answer. This script is a good example of how labels work. 
 
Right from the start the candidate states that the extract is post-revisionist. Unless the argument makes it 
very clear otherwise, this will always be taken as a statement that the historian blames both or neither side 
for the Cold War, as this answer states. It is true that the extract contains a lot of material that can support 
this conclusion – indeed this is one aspect of the overall interpretation. However, it also has some material 
that does not support it. By consistently arguing that the interpretation is post-revisionist the answer can only 
demonstrate understanding of part of the interpretation, but not all of it. This is regarded as showing ‘sound’ 
but not ‘complete’ understanding. Throughout the answer the extract is used to support this view: ‘the 
historian (says) that both sides felt compelled to undertake their own defence measures’; ‘the historian 
believes that the state of misunderstanding between the two was now set in motion’, and so on. 
 
However, eventually the answer identifies the other aspect of the overall interpretation: ‘At this point, the 
historian outlines the main and most important cause … it was simply because the Soviet Union was 
communist’. Yet the candidate makes nothing of this; it is seen merely as an adjustment or a refinement of 
the post-revisionist interpretation. The conclusion makes the candidate’s post revisionist stance clear: ‘The 
development of the Cold War was a result of multiple misunderstandings’. 
 
Thus, even though both elements of the overall interpretation are identified in the answer, they are viewed as 
elements of a post-revisionist interpretation. It is the label that removes any doubt and so this cannot be 
‘complete’ understanding. 
 
Mark awarded = 29 out of 40 
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Example candidate response – low 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 
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Example candidate response – low, continued 

 
 

Examiner comment – low 
 
Almost at the start of the answer the candidate identifies the nature of the interpretation: it is traditionalist, 
with Russia blamed for the Cold War. This is a valid way of viewing the extract. Thereafter the answer is an 
essay on the Cold War. There is an occasional point that might be taken from the extract, but nothing of any 
consequence until the conclusion, which returns to the historian’s point of blaming Stalin. 
 
The issue is whether this answer has demonstrated any understanding of aspects of the interpretation, since 
this is a requirement for a Level 3 Mark. The answer has identified one aspect of the overall interpretation, 
and only because of this was it awarded the minimum mark in Level 3. 
 
Almost all of this answer consists of unfocused content. It is relevant to the topic, but has no bearing on 
answering the question, which requires analysis of the extract. 
 
Mark awarded = 18 out of 40 
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