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Introduction
It was pleasing to see responses of a decent standard from candidates attempting the new 
AS Paper 1F which covers In search of the American Dream: the USA, c1917–96. The paper 
is divided into three sections. Section A and Section B contain a choice of essays that assess 
understanding of the period in breadth (AO1) by targeting five second order concepts – 
cause, consequence, change/continuity, similarity/difference and significance. Section C 
contains one compulsory question that assesses the ability to analyse and evaluate historical 
interpretations (AO3). Candidates have to answer three questions – one from each Section.

Generally speaking, candidates found Section C more challenging mainly because some 
of them were not entirely clear about how to analyse and evaluate the extracts they 
were presented with. Moreover, the detailed knowledge base required in Section C to add 
contextual material to support/challenge points derived from the extracts was also often 
absent. Having said this, although a few responses were quite brief, there was little evidence 
on this paper of candidates having insufficient time to answer questions from Sections A, 
B or C. The ability range was wide, but the design of the paper allowed all abilities to be 
catered for. Furthermore, in Sections A and B, few candidates produced wholly descriptive 
essays which were devoid of analysis and, for the most part, responses were soundly 
structured. The most common weakness in Section A and B essays was a lack of knowledge. 
It is important to realise that Section A and Section B questions may be set from any part 
of any of the four themes, and, as a result, full coverage of the specification is enormously 
important.

The candidates' performance on individual questions is considered in the next section.
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 Question 1
This was the more popular of the two questions on Section A of the paper. Students on the 
whole answered this question well, although some otherwise sound or strong responses had 
limited material on the given factor of federal legislation. 

A number of candidates tended to treat any action by any part of the federal government 
as federal legislation, for example treating Supreme Court decisions as evidence of the 
importance of legislation in improving civil rights. Responses covered a range of other 
issues, most notably the role of Civil Rights leaders and the actions of the movement.  
This was usually done with at least some level of analysis in terms of the question. 

Less successful responses tended to comment on main events and personalities of the Civil 
Rights movement with descriptive material, such as offering too detailed an account of Rosa 
Parks or MLK. Some responses only covered the early part of the timeframe, in such cases 
usually stopping at 1968. The strongest responses were often able to connect other issues, 
such as the campaigns, with specific pieces of legislation, exploring the relationship. 
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This partial example displays the features of a 
level four response. This essay demonstrates 
secure understanding of the demands of the 
question, applying sufficient knowledge to a 
convincing analysis. There is a clear causal focus, 
exploring the role of the media, and attempting 
to examine its importance in relation to other 
factors. Argument is largely coherent, logical 
and organised, and supporting material is used 
to reach judgements which are well reasoned. It 
is worth noting that even at level four, the level 
descriptors are qualified; the higher demands of 
level five are not required at AS level.

Examiner Comments

Higher level responses tended to offer 
clear reasoning and justification or 
decisions, or ‘consideration of criteria’. 
This need not laboriously laid out 
in generic terms; in this question, 
candidates justified ‘most important 
reason’ in terms such as how wide an 
impact a particular factor had, or the 
difference that it actually made to the 
lives of black Americans – e.g. giving 
consideration to the concepts of de 
jure and de facto.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
This question produced a broad range of responses. 

Most candidates displayed confidence in the events of and issues surrounding the  
Vietnam War; however, some needed more focus on the precise demands of the question.  
A significant minority of candidates wrote about the causes of government unpopularity 
rather than the consequences of the Vietnam War, and thus digressed into coverage of 
issues such as Watergate, with limited success. 

A smaller minority confused issues, such as which presidents were involved at what stage  
of the war, or even confusion between Korea and Vietnam. 

In terms of focused consideration of the consequences, candidates tended to address 
themes such as the media, student and wider public protest, the economic costs and the 
impact this had on the ability to undertake planned social reform, and attitudes within 
government, as well as attitudes to government. One common feature of stronger  
responses was an ability to convincingly link the Vietnam War to later events and  
problems in the 1970s.
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This partial example displays the features of a level two 
response. There is some focus and limited analysis of 
issues related to the question. However, whilst there is an 
understanding of the question and an attempt to develop, the 
supporting material is limited, and at times makes erroneous 
claims. At times there is some shape, but much of the 
response is limited in terms of organisation and coherence.

Examiner Comments

When considering the importance of a factor, higher 
level responses tend to explore the importance of a 
given reason in its own right. For example, brief yet 
effective counter argument was offered considering the 
notion of the ‘silent majority’ in relation to support for 
the government.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
This was a popular question, and in the main, candidates demonstrated the abilities required 
for success: knowledge of issues related to the position of women in the USA, a broad 
coverage of the period, and an ability to focus these on the issue of change. 

In particular, many candidates showed a really good understanding of the period, with 
detailed own knowledge. This question also tended to produce considered and focused 
conclusions examining the extent of change. 

Where some candidates were less successful, it tended to be due to either, or both, of the 
following two factors. Firstly, responses which offered a considerable amount of knowledge, 
but with less focus, analysis and evaluation of change, with some responses offering detailed 
narrative with limited reasoning and judgement. Secondly, a minority of responses did not 
sufficiently cover the chronology, such as responses which stopped with the end of WWII. 

Higher level responses often gave clear consideration to themes, with some structuring 
essays around these, exploring the relationship between economic, political and social issues 
across the period.
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This partial example displays the features of a high 
level three response. There is a clear attempt to 
engage with the targeted second-order concept 
of change, and the candidate demonstrates 
understanding of the issues demanded by the 
question. The answer is organised and coherent, 
and reasoning given for judgements. Analysis is 
supported by some depth of knowledge, as well 
as some range, both in terms of issues, and the 
chronological range demanded by the question.

Examiner Comments

Candidates should pay careful attention to the 
particular demands of the question. Responses 
which attempted to examine the degree of change 
throughout each of their points were more likely to 
make better use of the material they offered, than 
those which organised their work in paragraphs 
presenting arguments for and against change in the 
period, without exploring the extent of this change.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
This was the less popular of the two Section B questions, and a wide range of responses 
were offered. In the main, knowledge of the two periods, and the issues related to 
communism in the USA, were good, although this tended to be stronger on the post-WWII 
era than the red scare in the period after WWI. What tended to discriminate in candidate 
performance was the ability to focus on the second-order concept. A significant number of 
candidates lacked a consistent focus on comparisons between the respective government 
responses to communism in the two given periods, and thus did not always attain the mark 
that their knowledge alone may have allowed them. That said, at least an equal number of 
candidates  seemed to  really understand the demands of the question, with higher level 
responses making and exploring direct comparisons.

Candidates explored a range of issues within the USA, such as immigration, union activity, 
individual cases such as that of Sacco and Vanzetti, fears of communist infiltration, the 
actions of politicians such as Nixon and of course McCarthy, as well as linking these to 
international events and were able to link the Red Scare clearly to events in US foreign 
policy, with those in the higher levels maintaining a clear focus on the government response. 
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This partial example displays some of the 
features of a level three response, albeit at 
the lower end of the level. There is focus, 
demonstrating understanding of the issues 
demanded by the question. The answer is 
organised and coherent. However, attempts 
at analysis lack depth, and on occasion, the 
lack of substance is to such a degree as 
mean the analysis is limited. There is some 
attempt to give reasoning to judgements.

Examiner Comments

On questions where candidates are expected 
to make comparative judgements over the 
nature or features of two given periods, it is 
more effective to do so with multiple direct 
comparisons, rather than separate sections 
on these periods, with the explicit com-
parisons being only made in the conclusive 
sections.

Examiner Tip



GCE History 8HI0 1F 15

Question 5
A wide range of views were expressed but the question was generally well answered, in 
terms of focus, and understanding, of both the extracts and the issues arising from these. 

Most candidates were able to use the extracts in order to develop arguments relating to 
the given question on the impact of Reagan’s government. What really discriminated with 
regards to how well candidates performed was the approach taken to the use of extracts. 
Some candidates largely used the extracts as sources of information, identifying facts in the 
extracts as if it were their own knowledge, with fairly limited consideration of the arguments 
made, and thus were limited in their tendency to see these as interpretations on the issue. 

An issue that limited the quality of some responses was a loss of focus on the extracts; 
in some cases, candidates became side tracked with their own knowledge with limited 
reference to the extracts. 

A final issue that distracted from responses which were in many cases strong, was a 
tendency to regard this as an exercise in source analysis: focusing excessively heavily on 
the comparative ‘reliability’ and ‘usefulness’ of the extracts; an approach which adds little to 
the consideration of secondary interpretations. These issues said, the majority of responses 
were able to engage with a focused consideration of the given interpretations in a manner 
suited to achieving the higher levels. Stronger responses were able to use the extracts in 
conjunction with contextual knowledge to elaborate further on the question of the impact of 
Reagan’s policies on the US economy. What tended to discriminate between responses at the 
higher end was an ability to use the two extracts together to highlight the range of conflict 
that exists in historical interpretation, debating and analysing this with the presented 
evidence and contextual knowledge to reach their own supported views. Better responses 
showed a wide range of material on not just Reagan, but the later Presidents who were 
affected by Reagan’s economic policy. 
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This partial example displays the features of a level 
four response. The candidate displays a confident 
understanding of the extracts – seeing these as 
interpretations, analysing their arguments and the 
evidence offered, in the light of a clear understanding 
of the issues raised. Contextual knowledge is applied to 
examine these arguments. Overall, the response offers 
a reasoned discussion, comparing and analysing the 
given views towards a reasoned overall judgement.

Examiner Comments

Good responses often used the introduction to set 
up the debate, by identifying the main arguments 
offered by the two interpretations, following this by 
comparing and exploring these in the main essay. 

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

Section A/B responses:

Features commonly found in responses which were successful within the higher levels:

•	 Candidates paying close attention to the date ranges in the question

•	 Sufficient consideration given to the issue in the question (e.g. main factor), as well as 
some other factors

•	 Explain their judgement fully – this need not be in an artificial or abstract way, but 
demonstrate their thinking in relation to the concepts and topic they are writing about

•	 Focus carefully on the second-order concept targeted in the question

•	 Give consideration to timing, to enable themselves to complete all three question with 
approximately the same time given over to each one

•	 An appropriate level, in terms of depth of detail and analysis, as required by the 
question – e.g. a realistic amount to enable a balanced and rounded answer on breadth 
questions

Common issues which hindered performance:

•	 Pay little heed to the precise demands of the question, e .g. write about the topic 
without focusing on the question, or attempt to give an answer to a question that hasn’t 
been asked – most frequently, this meant treating questions which targeted other 
second-order concepts as causation questions

•	 Answer a question without giving sufficient consideration to the given issue in the 
question (e.g. looking at other causes, consequences, etc, with only limited reference to 
that given in the question)

•	 Responses which only gave a partial response, e.g. a very limited span of the date 
range, or covered the stated cause/consequence, with no real consideration of other 
issues

•	 Assertion of change, causation, sometimes with formulaic repetition of the words of the 
question, with limited explanation or analysis of how exactly this was a change, cause, 
of the issue within the question. 

•	 Judgement is not reached, or not explained

•	 A lack of detail

•	

Section C responses:

Features commonly found in responses which were successful within the higher levels:

•	 Candidates paying close attention to the precise demands of the question, as opposed to 
seemingly pre-prepared material covering the more general controversy as outlined in 
the specification

•	 Thorough use of the extracts; this need not mean using every point they raise, but a 
strong focus on these as views on the question

•	 A confident attempt to use the two extracts together, e.g. consideration of their 
differences, attempts to compare their arguments, or evaluate their relative merits
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•	 Careful use of own knowledge, e.g. clearly selected to relate to the issues raised within 
the sources, confidently using this to examine the arguments made, and reason through 
these in relation to the given question; at times, this meant selection over sheer amount 
of knowledge

•	 Careful reading of the extracts, to ensure the meaning of individual statements and 
evidence within these were used in the context of the broader arguments made by the 
authors

•	 Attempts to see beyond the stark differences between sources, e.g. consideration of the 
extent to which they disagreed, or attempts to reconcile their arguments

Common issues which hindered performance:

•	 Limited use of the extracts, or an imbalance in this, e.g. extensive use of one, with 
limited consideration of the other

•	 Limited comparison or consideration of the differences between the given interpretations

•	 Using the extracts merely as sources of support

•	 Heavy use of own knowledge, or even seemingly pre-prepared arguments, without real 
consideration of these related to the arguments in the sources

•	 Statements or evidence from the source being used in a manner contrary to that given 
in the sources, e.g. through misinterpretation of the meaning of the arguments, or lifting 
of detail without thought to the context of how it was applied within the extract

•	 A tendency to see the extracts as being polar opposites, again seemingly through 
expectation of this, without thought to where there may be degrees of difference, or 
even common ground
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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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