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General guidance on question types 
 
Question 1: The ‘Source’ Question 

• An assessment of the value (and limitations, where appropriate) of each source in relation to the 
question set. 

• Students should address the content and provenance of sources and use their own knowledge to 
support their evaluation. Where relevant, students could also consider the emphasis and tone of 
a source in their assessment of the value in relation to the question set.  

 
Qualities seen in more successful responses 

• A clear judgement is made about the value of the sources in relation to the question set.  
• Answers move beyond a balanced description and provide an argument driven by the student’s 

judgement overall about a source’s value in relation to the question set. 
• Comments on tone, when used, focus on the value of the source to an historian studying the 

given issue in the question. 
• The content and provenance of the sources is understood, and relevant and accurate knowledge 

is used to assess value in relation to the question set.  
• There is roughly equal treatment of all three sources. 

 

Qualities seen in less successful responses 
• Follows a very rigid structure and/or relies heavily on pre-learned phrases, which convey a sense 

that answers have not understood the sources set. 
• Confusion over terminology and exactly what makes a source valuable. Words such as ‘bias’ are 

often used without being able to explain how this links to a judgement on value. Bias may well be 
the reason that a source is valuable. 

• Answers that ignore the historical focus set in the question. Answers give a general evaluation of 
the source without explaining how it might be valuable to a historian studying a set topic. 

• Over-reliance on lengthy quotations with little supporting knowledge and/or explicit assessment 
of value in relation to the question set.  
 

 
Questions 2-4: Essay questions  

• Demonstrate a clear and full understanding of the question and its demands. 
• Provide a balanced, analytical response which reviews the issues raised by the question. 
• Provide appropriate and full coverage of the question, with appropriate supporting evidence. 
• Substantiate judgements on the issues, throughout the answer and/ or in an extended 

conclusion. 
 

Qualities seen in more successful responses 
• Evidence of careful planning seen in the structure and organisation of the answer. 
• An analytical approach which avoids lengthy narrative passages. 
• Appropriate range, both in relation to any date range identified in the question and of issues to 

be considered. 
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• Balance of treatment, used to advance an argument and with appropriate judgement of the 
issues. 

• Use of well selected supporting information. 
• Provide an effective introduction which sets out the argument to be advanced and an effective 

conclusion demonstrating overall judgement. 
 

Qualities seen in less successful responses 
• Limited evidence of effective planning and structuring. 
• Tendency towards partial responses to the question asked, either in terms of the date range 

specified in the question or range of issues to be considered. 
• Inclusion of descriptive passages not clearly linked to the question. 
• Over-lengthy introductions which do little more than provide contextual information. 
• Inclusion of conclusions which repeat points already made. 
• Issues with, or an absence of, sustained analysis and judgement. 
• Occasional use of inappropriate language, such as over-use of first person etc. 
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Individual questions 
 Report on Question 1  

Responses to this question were very variable. Some students engaged strongly with the question, 
demonstrating a very good understanding of the value and limitations of the sources in relation to the 
problems besetting the Labour Party in the 1980s. However, more students than anticipated showed only 
a rudimentary awareness of the issue and resorted to rather generic, pre-learned approaches to the 
evaluation of both provenance and content. 
 
The quality of the judgements provided on the value of each source was also very mixed.  Stronger 
answers identified both value and limitation supported by detailed and precise contextual information, 
using this as the basis for a clear and thorough summative statement at the end of each source analysis. 
Weaker answers resorted to an often quite cursory and generalised final statement. 
 
Overall, the majority of students were able to reach Level 3 but more than expected struggled with the 
demands of the question. 
 
Source A 
 
Most students were able to offer some evaluation of the provenance of the source. Stronger answers 
recognised that Haseler was clearly a partisan participant in the struggle for the heart and soul of the 
party and fully explored the pros and cons of one-sided sources such as this.  Weaker answers merely 
commented that Haseler was ‘biased.’ 
 
A surprising number of students did not fully explore the significance of the nature of the source:  ‘a 
major televised debate,’ in which a sitting Labour Party MP so publicly condemned the direction of travel 
of the party. Some students misread the provenance, wrongly asserting that he had already been 
expelled from the party at the time of the debate. Many answers rightly challenged the value of the 
source on the grounds of chronology, namely that the debate was held right at the beginning of the 80s 
so had limited value to an historian studying the Labour Party throughout the decade.  This was an 
appropriate limitation but did not necessarily invalidate the source completely as some argued. 
 
The content of the source encouraged students to develop their understanding of the burgeoning 
divisions within the party at the beginning of the decade. Some responses drifted from the focus of the 
question by describing the Gaitskell/Bevan splits of the 50s, however most recognised the importance of 
a new third party (the SDP) emerging from amongst Labour’s moderates. 
 
Some students struggled to explain Haseler’s reference to ‘extremist infiltrators.’ Indeed, knowledge of 
the Militant Tendency, the most well-known of these so-called infiltrators, was quite limited.  
 
Few students explored Haseler’s tone of impending political disaster facing a country increasingly torn 
apart by polarised extremes. Of those who did, some rightly challenged his doom-laden prediction: 
Labour moved back to the party centre ground under first Kinnock, and subsequently, Smith and Blair, 
whilst Thatcher was hounded out of her party and replaced by the more moderate Major. 
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Source B 
 
Many commentaries on the provenance of the source failed to go beyond largely generic statements 
about Margaret Thatcher, assuming (rightly) that it was valuable for who she was, but often uncritically 
asserting that what she wrote was ‘accurate’ or ‘the truth,’ because of who she was. Overall, the 
provenance of this source generally required a more nuanced approach, particularly in relation to the 
value of autobiographical sources. 
 
Many students picked up on Thatcher’s statement that the SDP reached its zenith in 1983 and were able 
to support this through election statistics for 1983 and 1987. Many, however, failed to challenge her 
assertions about Labour policies. Clearly, the Labour manifesto of 1983 went down like a lead balloon 
with many of the electorate, but her reference to ‘sinister revolutionaries’ threatening the very fabric of 
the British state might have been challenged. Foot’s manifesto certainly failed to read the prevailing 
public mood but, in some respects, such as its commitment to unilateralism, it reflected long held 
aspirations amongst many Labour supporters. 
 
Interestingly, few students chose to consider why Thatcher might be so  complimentary of Foot’s 
character and abilities, given that he was often pilloried in the media for his characteristically dishevelled 
appearance. 
 
Source C 
 
Responses to this source were generally the weakest of the three, partly because many students had 
little knowledge of the Militant Tendency, and because many did not understand Hogan’s references to 
‘betrayal.’  
 
Some students were unsure about the use of the term ‘activist’ in the provenance and assumed wrongly 
that Hogan was either an MP or just an ordinary working class. Labour supporter. The more perceptive 
answers recognised that Hogan’s anger and resentment of the parliamentary leadership of the party 
after Foot had not dissipated, even given the passage of so much time. 
 
It was common for weaker answers to focus on Thatcher’s policies rather than Hogan’s vilification of the 
Labour leadership. Stronger answers developed discussion around the leadership of Neil Kinnock and his 
campaign to expel Militant from the party and to drive the party back to the centre ground. Some well-
informed students were able to discuss Militant’s foothold in Liverpool, but few seemed to have heard of 
Kinnock’s bête noire – Derek Hatton. 
 
 Question 1 – Exemplification of Level 5 qualities 
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The evaluation of provenance is good, despite not discussing the nature of the source. Value and 
limitation is considered and, unlike weaker answers, key participants on the left and right are named. 
The final judgement is concisely expressed and reasonably sophisticated. 
 
Analysis of the content is well contextualised. The reference to Crosland, a socialist intellectual on the 
right of the party, indicates a high degree of knowledge and understanding. This aspect of the answer is 
also well-balanced, recognising that the majority of the leadership ‘was still rigorously left leaning.’ 
 
Overall, by no means perfect but the answer is balanced, supported and substantiated. 
 
Report on Question 2 
 
The 1950s is a popular aspect of the specification, particularly in relation to questions that focus on the 
post-war economic boom and its impact on people’s lives. The question was, therefore, attractive to a 
large number of students. 
 
Weaker responses tended to fill the page with descriptions of pre-learned material about, for example, 
the increased availability of mod-cons, the number of visitors to Butlins or the emergence of teenagers, 
at the expense of evaluation. Stronger responses focused more analytically, producing much more 
differentiated responses about the extent to which lives were transformed. 
 
In addition, stronger responses considered the role of Conservative governments in bringing about 
change, whereas weaker responses either ignored this or simply added the odd passing comment in this 
direction. 
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The question was very open-ended, and students were able to reach a high level through a variety of 
approaches. The most successful responses acknowledged that some changes were transformative but 
balanced their answers through a range of analysis, most often by pointing to the very limited 
transformation of women’s lives or the lack of progressive change experienced by minority groups, or by 
referencing the continuing power of the Establishment (despite some decline in deference) and enduring 
class structures. 
 
The weakest answers became bogged down in descriptions of Churchill as a leader (‘he did not do much’) 
or the Suez crisis (‘it did not help’) or the ‘stop-go’ economy (‘it did or did not help’). 
 
 Report on Question 3 
 
This was the least popular of the three essay questions and responses consequently varied enormously. 
For some students it was a positive choice, for many it was clearly the lesser of several evils.  
 
Nevertheless, there were many strong responses from well-informed students who were able to provide 
detailed analysis of the pros and cons of membership of the EEC (an important, landmark achievement 
reflecting very well on Heath and boosting our political and economic standing, but at the expense of 
some disadvantageous entry requirements). They were well briefed on the  health of the special 
relationship (some strains but on the whole a continuing, meaningful partnership), understood Heath’s 
Cold War interventions (playing a role in détente and improving relations with China) and the impact of 
decolonisation and relationships with the Commonwealth. 
 
The weakest responses had only a sketchy knowledge of foreign affairs and often resorted to long 
descriptions of Heath’s domestic woes in an attempt, often forlorn, to argue that this weakened our 
international position and/or drifted into detailed discussions of issues in Northern Ireland, not 
understanding that this was largely a matter of domestic not foreign policy. 
 
Judgements tended to be relatively positive towards Heath’s handling of Britain’s international position, 
though a number of perceptive responses also emphasised his weaknesses and failures. For example: 
Britain was too late to the EEC party; it was still America’s poodle; the loss of an imperial role and 
weakening Commonwealth ties e.g. ignored by Rhodesia, and unable to prevent China having designs on 
Hong Kong. 
 
Report on Question 4  
 
On the whole, this was a very accessible question and a popular choice. Most students were able to 
balance their answers effectively and provide a good range of discussion. 
 
A few students misunderstood what constituted ‘sleaze’ and what constituted ‘scandal,’ but most were 
very knowledgeable about Major’s difficulties resulting from his promotion of ‘back to basics’ but 
constantly having it thrown back in his face by what seemed a never-ending stream of highly publicised 
misconduct from his own MPs. 
 
The strongest responses not only offered a precise range of examples of sleaze and scandal but also 
clearly acknowledged the persistence of the issue throughout Major’s premiership and the consequential 
damage it did to his own reputation. Some students drew very effective links between ‘sleaze and 
scandal’ and the satirical lampooning of Major himself. 
 
Students were able to balance the answer by reference to a wide range of issues: divisions in the 
Conservative Party  (Europe, social versus progressive conservatism), economic faux pas (ERM, PFIs), 



 
 

© 2024 AQA and its licensors. All rights reserved. 11 of 18  

 
 

stumbles in domestic policy (Cones Hotline) and the rise and impact of New Labour. Students did not 
need to make reference to all of these factors to reach a higher level, but the most successful responses 
were able to demonstrate why some factors were more important than others, rather than merely to 
assert the fact. 
 
Question 04 – Exemplification of Level 5 qualities  
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The introduction clearly signposts the direction of argument, which is sustained throughout, reaching a 
well-substantiated judgement, and the answer is analysis-led. Contextual knowledge is strong, precise 
and very well-deployed. Economic understanding is particularly impressive and, unlike weaker or 
average answers, includes a wide range of evidence, not just the ERM crisis, to demonstrate the party’s 
loss of its reputation for fiscal responsibility.  The answer also links issues well, such as party instability, 
divisions over Europe and the Thatcherite legacy. It has gaps – no discussion of political scandals or the 
‘Blair’ factor (hence a mid-level award) – but overall, convincing and conceptual. 
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Further guidance 
 
Our reports on  the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your understanding of our 
assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics page of 
our website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 
students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question 
• identify topics, skills and types of question where students may need further support 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in other 

AQA schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our courses where you can review example responses from students and commentaries 
from our examiners.  
 
  

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development
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Contact us 
 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel: 0161 958 3861 
Email: history@aqa.org.uk 
 
aqa.org.uk 
 

https://www.aqa.org.uk/
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