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Introduction
It was pleasing to see candidates able to engage effectively across the ability range with 
the new A-Level paper 2E; with the choice of option – Mao’s China, c 1949-76 (2E.1) or The 
German Democratic Republic, 1949-90.

The paper is divided into two sections. Section A contains a compulsory question which is 
based on two linked sources. It assesses source analysis and evaluation skills (AO2). Section 
B comprises a choice of essays that assess understanding of the period in depth (AO1) by 
targeting five second order concepts – cause, consequence, change and continuity, similarity 
and difference, and significance; questions can also combine second order concepts. 
Candidates appeared to organise their time effectively and there was little evidence of 
candidates being unable to attempt both answers within the time allocated. However, 
examiners did note that more scripts than has been usual posed problems with the legibility 
of hand writing; it is important to be aware that examiners can only give credit for what they 
can read.

In Section A, the strongest answers demonstrated an ability to draw out reasoned 
inferences developed from the sources and to evaluate the sources thoroughly in relation 
to the demands of the question on the basis of both contextual knowledge and the nature, 
origin and purpose of the source. It is important that candidates appreciate that weight is 
not necessarily established by a discussion of what is missing from a source. If the author 
of the source has omitted something intentionally in order to modify meaning or distort 
the message of the source, then it will be relevant to discuss that omission in reaching 
a conclusion regarding the use that a historian might make of the sources. However, 
comments on all the things that the sources might have contained, but failed to do so is 
unlikely to contribute to establishing weight. The question requires candidates to use the 
sources ‘together’ and it was pleasing to see that the majority of candidates were aware of 
this instruction and achieved it using a variety of different approaches.

Candidates are more familiar with the essay section of Paper 2 and in Section B, most 
candidates were well prepared to write, or to attempt, an analytical response. Stronger 
answers clearly understood the importance of identifying the appropriate second order 
concept that was being targeted by the question, although weaker candidates often wanted 
to engage in a main factor/ other factors approach, even where this did not necessarily 
address the demands of the conceptual focus. Candidates do need to formulate their 
planning so that there is an argument and a counterargument established within their 
answer; many candidates lacked any counter argument at all. The generic mark scheme 
clearly indicates the four bullet-pointed strands which are the focus for awarding marks and 
centres should note how these strands progress through the levels. Candidates do need 
to be aware of key dates, as identified in the specification, and ensure that they draw their 
evidence in responses from the appropriate time period covered by the question.

Candidate performance on individual questions for Paper 2E is considered in the next 
section.  Please note that it is recommended that centres look at a selection of Principal 
Examiner Reports from across the different routes of the paper to get an a overall sense of 
examiner feedback, centre approaches and candidate achievement.
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Question 1

Section A

It was very encouraging to see that most candidates were well prepared to demonstrate the 
AO2 skills requirements and to consider both sources together. The question instruction 
is to use both sources together and as long as this is apparent within the structure of the 
answer, it is possible for candidates to use a variety of approaches in coming to their overall 
judgement. Many candidates integrated both sources into their discussion of ‘how far… 
make use’ while others looked at each separately and then brought the sources together; 
there were also variants on these approaches. High level responses were seen using all valid 
approaches. Those candidates who addressed the strengths of the source material for the 
investigation in relation to its limitations were often able to come to a clear judgement as to 
the weight of the evidence.

The question instructions clearly indicate that candidates should use the sources (source 
content), the information given about them and their own knowledge of the historical 
context. The higher level responses bring these three elements together to determine the 
extent to which the source material is useful. It was good to see that most candidates are 
clearly aware that they should be looking to interrogate the content of source material 
being presented inside the source box. Most are aware that they need to make reasoned 
inferences from the content in order to access the higher Llevels but fewer were confident 
in attempting to distinguish between what can be determined to information and what 
may be claim or opinion. Candidates who took the source material at face value and/ or 
focused on ‘missing’ material (see below) often failed to make inference or at best made 
unsupported generalised inferences (L1/L2). Several examiners commented that they had 
the impression that many candidates did not read or consider all of the source material 
leading to a failure to be able to make some of the more obvious inferences that might be 
made.

Candidates were also generally confident in using their knowledge of the historical context 
to both illuminate the strengths and discuss the limitations of what could be gained from 
the source material. However, the question is focused on how far the source material can 
be used and historical knowledge was often used to claim that the source material was 
virtually useless because the sources did not include everything about the enquiry being 
investigated; some responses claimed that sources were not useful because they ‘did not 
mention’ or ‘failed to mention’ events which occurred after the source was written. Source 
material cannot be expected to include everything, so ‘fail to mention’, unless being used for 
a specific example of deliberate omission (see Introduction above), is unlikely to be a valid 
criteria for judgment. However, responses which used the source content and the historical 
context along with the information given about the date of the source to establish (not just 
state) that it was only representative of part of the time period of the enquiry were more 
valid. Also please note that stand alone historical knowledge presented at the start of the 
response can only meet the requirements for Level 1 unless clearly linked to the source 
material in some way. Although most candidates go on to integrate their knowledge at 
a more rewardable level later in the response the time spent on introductory contextual 
knowledge might be spent more profitably analysing the source material. These responses 
often lose focus and end up answering the investigation rather than deploying AO2 skills in 
relation to the enquiry.

The use of the information given about the sources (the provenance of the sources) was 
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perhaps the most disappointing aspect of candidate responses. A small but significant 
number of responses merely copied out the information given, often without even asserting 
that this made the source useful or unreliable. A significant number also just asserted 
that the source material was unreliable because it was biased or that any statement by 
an individual was biased, without reasoning or justification. The majority did consider the 
provenance in some way but in focusing on what was ‘missing’ from the sources often 
missed the opportunity to use the provenance in conjunction with contextual knowledge 
to establish reliability or accuracy. Many candidates also judge the utility/ reliability of the 
provenance (assuming that this is the ‘source’) rather than using the provenance to aid the 
interrogation of the usefulness of the source content. 

Please also refer to pp. 31-37 of the Getting Started document and pp. 7-8 of the Applying 
Criteria document that are to be found on the Edexcel Pearson History subject website. 

Most candidates had good contextual knowledge of the Hundred Flowers Campaign and 
were able to place the two sources within the chronological development of the campaign. 
These candidates were usually able to comment on how the sources were able to reflect 
the rapidly changing nature of the campaign and that the sources together reflected the 
move from more open criticism to the crackdown on intellectuals and forced recantations. 
However, a significant number of responses suggested that the sources were unable to 
provide evidence across the whole period of the campaign despite the opportunity to make 
inferences from both sources about the early period of the campaign. Many responses 
only referred to Lin Xiling’s awareness that there was the possibility of a ‘reining in’ of the 
openness without showing an understanding that the opening section of her speech clearly 
alludes to the climate in which she is actually able to speak. A few responses were able to 
use Fei’s recantation to make inferences about the earlier nature, or ‘Early Spring’, of the 
campaign. Some weaker responses stated that Source 2 was of little use at all because, as 
propaganda, it was completely biased whereas some higher level responses used contextual 
knowledge of the recantation process to show how useful the source was in providing 
evidence for change. A few responses also claimed that the sources were very limited in 
their use because they did not include Mao’s motivations for launching the campaign. Those 
responses which focused on how far the sources could help the investigation, weighing up 
the strengths in relation to the limitations, rather than focusing limitations tended to be able 
to meet the higher level descriptors more fully.
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This is a Level 5 response. As with many of the Level 4 and 5 responses there are elements 
of the response which reflect the lower rather than higher level descriptors that have been 
noted above.
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This response draws on the source material to 
make inferences and deploys both knowledge 
of the historical context and aspects of the 
provenance to determine how far the source 
material can be used as evidence.

Examiner Comments

The overall judgement here could still do more 
to reflect the evaluation of the source material 
seen in the main body of the answer. Use the 
conclusion to reach an overall judgement by 
weighing up the strengths and limitations of the 
source material as evidence for the investigation.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 5 response.
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This response clearly makes reasoned 
inferences from the source material and 
deploys contextual knowledge in determining 
usefulness. The conclusion considers the 
strengths and weaknesses of the source 
material as evidence for the investigation in 
reaching an overall judgement.

Examiner Comments

Inferences are drawn when the 
responses considers what the 
evidence of the source material 
can tell the historian rather than 
just what the source material says.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
Examiners commented that candidates answering the GDR questions were generally well 
prepared. Most candidates were able to discuss use of the sources together by pointing out 
that the sources were both from a western perspective and that, indeed, both could be used 
to an extent to corroborate each other. Some candidates argued that the sources together 
were of limited value because they did not include an East German perspective or the views 
of the East/ West German authorities. However, there was scope within these sources to 
select some key points and make some reasoned inferences about both. For example, using 
their knowledge of the ‘accidental’ authorisation to open up the border some candidates 
were able to use both sources to draw attention to the lack of certainty shown by those 
on the East German side.  A disappointing number of responses used the information 
provided to any great effect; most merely pointing out that both were eye-witness accounts 
written from a western point of view. Higher level responses were able to deploy awareness 
of the provenance and contextual knowledge to discuss the content of the sources. For 
example, that despite being written by spectators from the West both sources are mainly 
informational in tone rather than emotional and their description of events accurately 
reflect what is known to have happened at the time.

This is an entry Level 5 response.
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As with many Level 4 and 5 responses, 
this answer still displays weaker elements 
such as some questionable remarks about 
the provenance but there is sufficient 
interrogation of the source content and 
awareness of the historical context to be 
able to come to valid overall judgement.

Examiner Comments

It is helpful to reach an overall 
judgement on the usefulness of the 
two sources together by weighing up 
the strengths and limitations of the 
sources in the conclusion.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 4 response.
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This response relies mainly on its evaluation 
of the source content to establish how far the 
sources could be used by an historian. Greater 
deployment of knowledge of the historical 
context and consideraton of the provenance of 
the source would have seen greater progression 
in bullet points 2 and 3 of the Level descriptors.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3

Section B

As suggested in the introduction (please see above), both centres and candidates are often 
more confident with the AO1 skills essay structure. Candidates are aware of the need to 
produce a response which uses historical knowledge to support an analysis of the key issues 
relevant to the question asked. Examiners noted that there were many excellent responses 
which explored the issues raised in the question with discrimination and detailed knowledge 
which were a pleasure to read.  There does, however, appear to be a tendency for some 
candidates just to rewrite practice questions on a similar theme or topic and even, in some 
cases, evidence of candidates apparently having a prepared answer that generally engages 
with a theme or topic. It is very important to note that the mark schemes, particularly in 
relation to Level 4 and 5, clearly indicate that candidates should engage with the specific 
question being asked – in terms of the second-order concept(s) being addressed, the 
specific wording, and, where indicated, the time period. Responses do not always require 
a multi-factor approach but a small number of candidates do try to shoe-horn all answers 
into this approach. Historical knowledge was generally very good, particularly in the context 
of the qualification being linear. It is important to note though that major inaccuracies may 
undermine the ability of the candidates to reach an overall supported judgement and/ 
or affect the logic and coherence of an argument. Finally, some candidates assume that the 
key issues/ factors discussed are also the ‘valid criteria’ applied when coming to a judgment, 
‘valid criteria’ are the indicators/ measurements used to determine whether change has 
taken place, a ‘given factor’ is the main reason, significance (impact/ difference made) etc.

Please also refer to pp. 23–7 & 37–38 of the Getting Started document and pp. 2–6 & 9–10 of 
the Applying Criteria document that are to be found on the Edexcel Pearson History subject 
website.

Question 3

This was the more popular of the two China AO1 questions. This question allowed 
candidates to make a judgement as to the impact of the movement towards communal 
living in the rural areas in the years 1949-62; from the period of the voluntary establishment 
of collectives through to forced collectivisation and mass communal living. There were a 
variety of different but valid criteria used by candidates to determine whether communal 
living was more beneficial than harmful based on both economic and social measures. 
There were also different interpretations of communal living but as long as these were 
clearly valid in relation to a shared agricultural lifestyle ,then such responses were 
rewarded at the skill level shown. Those responses that were able to clearly establish 
the impact across the time period were rewarded at the higher levels. Most candidates 
argued with some passion that they did not agree with the statement. There were some 
excellent answers that were able to establish impact by comparing the early benefits of 
shared resources and the theoretical advantages to the later consequences of forced 
collectivisation and the harsh realities of the Great Leap Forward. A few responses at Level 
2 just described conditions during the Great Leap Forward. Many responses at Level 3 just 
explained the changes rather than trying to discuss the extent of the impact.
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This is a Level 5 response.
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There is a sustained focus on the statement 
in the question with most paragraphs 
considering the extent to which communal 
living was beneficial or harmful.

Examiner Comments

High Level responses focus clearly 
on the wording of the question.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 4 response.
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This response uses a narrative-analysis approach 
in contrast to the more narrative-descriptive 
approaches seen at Level 3. It covers the whole time 
period of the question but has a less sustained focus 
on benefit and harm than the Level 5 response.

Examiner Comments

This conclusion could have been 
strengthened by establishing more 
clearly the criteria being used to 
measure benefit and harm.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
Most candidates had a good knowledge of the events of the Cultural Revolution but many 
found it a challenge to consider its nature over the period stated in the question. Indeed 
some candidates just stated that it finished in 1968 with the ‘up to the mountains’ campaign 
and seemed unwilling to consider that their argument then still needed to consider 
providing supporting evidence that the different aspects of the Cultural Revolution were not 
apparent or did not re-emerge in the period to Mao’s death. A small but significant number 
of candidates also seemed only prepared to answer a few questions on the motivations for 
the Cultural Revolution and were unable to discuss the nature or course of the Revolution. 
Some responses at Level 2 wrote narrative of the events while Level 3 responses tended to 
explain different features of the period. The majority of responses measured intensity with 
reference to terror and violence but some also considered intensity in terms of commitment 
to different policies. Some higher level responses felt that the Red Terror of the Red Guards 
had been dissipated by 1969 but that the PLA just continued to inflict terror in a different 
form. Others charted the fluctuating campaigns against political and class enemies noting 
later attempts by the Gang of Four to reinvigorate revolutionary policy.

This is a Level 5 response.



39GCE History 9HI0 2E



40 GCE History 9HI0 2E



41GCE History 9HI0 2E



42 GCE History 9HI0 2E



43GCE History 9HI0 2E

This response is clearly focused on the concept of 
continuity and change and the extent to which the 
intensity of the Cultural Revolution was maintained over 
time.  Key points in the timeline are selected and discussed 
in relation to the statement made in the question.

Examiner Comments

To establish an argument it is always 
useful to use the beginnings of paragraphs 
to make a point about a key issue. These 
sentences can create the basis for a 
coherent and logical argument.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 3 response.
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This response addresses the question 
through a narrative commentary with 
some elements of description. It is 
focused on change over time but it is 
telling the story and explaining the key 
features of the Cultural Revolution rather 
than addressing the key issues in relation 
to the intensity across the period.

Examiner Comments

Try not to begin paragraphs 
with a statement of fact 
or descriptive sentence.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
This was the less popular of the two essay questions on offer. However, candidates 
were generally very knowledgeable about the events of the time period c1949-61. Some 
responses answered the question how successful were SED policies during this period but 
the vast majority attempted to consider both communist rule and communist policies, even 
if policies were more often dealt with in more detail. Success was measured in a variety of 
ways but most responses looked at the extent to which the SED was able to impose itself 
on the GDR. Many candidates used the June 1953 uprising to highlight both strengths and 
weaknesses in the ability of the SED to establish Communism and most referred to the 
‘need’ to build the Berlin Wall as an example of the failure to be completely successful up 
to 1961.  Level 2 responses tended towards narrative or limited explanation while Level 3 
responses explained rather than explored the extent of success. The best responses were 
able to weigh up the degree to which the GDR could be defined as a communist state by 
1961.

This is a Level 5 response.



51GCE History 9HI0 2E



52 GCE History 9HI0 2E



53GCE History 9HI0 2E



54 GCE History 9HI0 2E



55GCE History 9HI0 2E

This response is clearly focused on the 
extent to which Communist rule and 
policies were established. There is an 
attempt to define ‘communist’ rule and 
policies and to differentiate between 
the apparent and the real situation.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6
This was the more popular of the two questions. There was some impressive knowledge of 
Honecker’s social welfare policies and many responses were able to address the concept 
of the ‘commitment’ to the policies as the primary cause of the economic difficulties of the 
198 0 (s). A variety of different factors were explored in relation to relative causes such as 
economic planning, the international environment, loans from the FRG and the long-term 
impact of Soviet reparations. Long-term factors were as valid in discussion as shorter-term 
factors but these did need to be discussed in relation to the problems of the 198 0 (s) and 
not just described or explained in isolation and asserted as being the cause of the problems. 
Some very good responses were able to show how the various problems inter-linked with 
each other but most found that Honecker’s intransigent commitment to social welfare 
policies were instrumental, at the very least, in exacerbating the situation in the GDR in the 
198 0 (s).

This is a Level 4 response.
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This response analyses the given factor and 
other factors responsible for the economic 
difficulties in the GDR in the 198 0 (s) using 
sufficient supporting material. An overall 
judgement is reached in the conclusion which 
is supported by evidence in the main body 
of the response. However, the paragraphs 
are structured in a list-like approach and the 
argument is mainly found in the conclusion.

Examiner Comments

It is often useful to spend some 
time producing an essay plan to 
construct a response which is 
more discursive and less list-like.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 5 response.
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This response explores the question set 
through a sustained discussion of the extent 
to which commitment to social welfare 
policies caused the economic difficulties 
of the 198 0 (s). It successfully links the key 
issues before coming to an overall judgement.

Examiner Comments

Level 5 responses explore the key 
issues by using sufficient knowledge 
to support the point being made.

Examiner Tip
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Paper summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

Section A
•  Candidates should aim to develop valid inferences supported by the arguments raised 

in the sources, not merely paraphrase the content of the sources.

• Inferences can be supported by reference to contextual knowledge surrounding the 
issues raised by the sources.

• Candidates should move beyond stereotypical approaches to the nature/ purpose and 
authorship of the source by, e.g. looking at and explaining the specific stance and/ or 
purpose of the writer.

• Candidates should consider the sources together at some point in the answer.

Section B
• Spending a few minutes planning helps to ensure the second order concept is correctly 

identified.

• Candidates must provide more precise contextual knowledge as evidence. Weaker 
responses lacked depth and sometimes range.

• Candidates should avoid a narrative-descriptive approach; this undermines the analysis 
that is required for the higher levels.

• Candidates need to be aware of key dates as identified in the specification so that they 
can address the questions with chronological precision.

• Candidates should try to explore the links between issues in order to make the structure 
of the response flow more logically and to enable the integration of analysis.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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