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Introduction

Candidates across the ability range continue to engage effectively with the A Level paper 2E 
which deals with Mao’s China, 1949-76 (2E.1) and The German Democratic Republic, 1949-90 
(2E.2).  

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. Candidates appeared to organise their time effectively and 
there was little evidence of candidates being unable to attempt both answers within the time 
allocated. Examiners continue to note this year that a number of scripts posed some 
problems with the legibility of handwriting. Examiners can only give credit for what they can 
read.  

In Section A, the strongest answers were able to develop reasoned and supported inferences 
from the content of the sources and to evaluate the sources thoroughly in relation to the 
demands of the enquiry based on both the contextual knowledge displayed and an 
awareness of the nature, origin and purpose of the sources. It is important that candidates 
should be clear that weight is not likely to be 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 sources, 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 most candidates continue to be aware of this 
requirement. It can be achieved using a variety of different approaches.  

In section B it was clear that most candidates had a secure knowledge base, but this was not 
always effectively used to address the specific focus of the questions posed. Stronger 
answers clearly understood the importance of identifying the appropriate second order 
concept that was being targeted by the question. Candidates need to be aware of the 
chronological parameters of questions and to ensure that they write across the chronology, 
not merely using the start and end dates as bookends with little consideration of the events 
between. Not all candidates have a secure understanding of what is meant by 'criteria' in 
terms of bullet point 3 of the mark scheme. Some candidates explicitly state in the 
introduction to the essay that they are naming the criteria that they plan to use, when in fact 
they are referring to the issues or the factors that will be discussed in the response. 'Criteria' 
in bullet point 3 of the mark scheme refers to the basis on which candidates reach their 
judgement, not the issues that are discussed in the process of reaching that judgement.
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Question 1

Responses to this question came from across the ability range but there were many strong 
answers. These were able to develop inferences from both sources and added to these with 
impressive contextual knowledge. Many argued the sources indicated that the status of 
women had indeed improved under communist rule but used them effectively to consider in 
what ways this may have happened and the pace of progress towards gender equality. With 
reference to weight, the better answers identified the likely audience for Source 1 and 
questioned the degree to which it was valuable as evidence to the enquiry. Comments on 
Source 2 were more mixed, but many considered it to be more reliable to the enquiry than 
Source 1 given its concession that, in some areas, the equality boasted about in Source 1 had 
not been achieved easily if at all by 1976.

Weaker answers tended not to engage fully with the content of the sources, a problem 
caused by rushed reading perhaps but one which hampered candidates’ ability to engage 
with the enquiry. Many wrote extensively about the nature, origin and purpose of the 
sources, often along stereotypical lines, without attempting to apply this to the content of the 
sources in coming to a judgement.
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This response makes several reasoned inferences from both sources 
that are relevant to the enquiry. Contextual knowledge is added both 
to support and to challenge the claims made in the sources, 
demonstrating the candidate’s understanding of the sources as pieces 
of evidence in an enquiry. The strengths and limitations of both 
sources are considered when coming to a judgement. It was given a 
high L4 mark.
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Question 2

In this question, the better answers clearly identified the reasons behind the 1953 Rising as 
being a combination of the economic and the political. Most were able to develop inferences 
drawn from Source 3 that the discontent of the workers ranged widely but used their 
contextual knowledge to consider how Ulbricht’s demands for greater productivity led to a 
fracture in SED support. In Source 4, some identified that the SED was quietly conceding that 
its economic policies had been a cause of the Rising though most candidates chose to 
examine the claims that hostile Western interference had been responsible. When 
considering the weight of the evidence, many discussed the extent to which the French 
newspaper report in Source 3 could be trusted as evidence and most identified the 
limitations of the SED’s response in Source 4.

Weaker answers tended not to engage fully with the content of the sources, a problem 
caused by rushed reading perhaps but one which hampered candidates’ ability to engage 
with the enquiry. Many wrote extensively about the nature, origin and purpose of the sources 
often along stereotypical lines without attempting to apply this to the content of the sources 
in coming to a judgement.
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This L5 response interrogates the evidence of both sources with 
confidence, making reasoned inferences and showing a range of ways 
the material can be used. Contextual knowledge is used to discuss the 
limitations of what can be gained from the content of the source 
material and in evaluation, there is a clear attempt to weigh the 
evidence to the enquiry in coming to a reasoned judgement.
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Question 3

This was by far the more popular of the essay questions for Paper 2E.1, and it was often 
done very well. Many candidates had extensive and detailed knowledge of the two Five-Year 
Plans and were able to use this to consider the degree to which they were a success by 
several criteria. For example, while many considered the Plans simply in economic terms, 
others branched out to consider success by their ideological impact or the degree to which 
they satisfied Mao’s desire for control over the population. Most concluded that the Second 
Five-Year Plan had been a considerable failure though many did concede that the First had 
achieved a degree of success.

Less strong answers tended to describe rather than analyse the Five-Year Plans. Many weak 
answers lacked range and depth of knowledge, and their answers were often imprecise and 
lacking accuracy. There was a tendency among some to over-rely on statistics of dubious 
provenance as indicators of success.

16GCE History 9HI0 2E



17 GCE History 9HI0 2E



18GCE History 9HI0 2E



19 GCE History 9HI0 2E



20GCE History 9HI0 2E



This essay sustains an analysis of the key issues throughout. The 
knowledge deployed by the candidate demonstrates a full 
understanding of the demands of the question, responding fully to its 
demands. Valid criteria by which the question can be judged are 
established and applied throughout the essay and their relative 
significance is evaluated. The essay is coherent and communicated 
with clarity. It was given a top L5 mark.
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Question 4

Though the less popular of the two essay questions, there was a range of responses to it 
from across the ability range. Some very good answers had an impressive knowledge of the 
Cultural Revolution and the roles of Zhou and Deng, especially in its latter years. They were 
able to assess their significance in comparison to others like Mao himself or the Gang of 
Four, very successfully. Weaker candidates knew little of the roles of Zhou or Deng and 
tended either to ignore them or claim they had little part without providing evidence. Some 
were far more comfortable describing the course of the Cultural Revolution from 1966. Some 
made dubious claims about the period based upon imprecise knowledge and understanding 
of the period and the issues at stake during it.
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Here, the candidate does attempt to consider different influences on 
the course of the Cultural Revolution after 1968, including the roles of 
Zhou and Deng. The answer deploys knowledge sufficient to 
demonstrate understanding of the conceptual focus of the question 
and to meet most of its demands, even if it could be more precisely 
focused in places and lacks a little depth. In coming to a judgement, 
valid criteria are established and applied, and overall, the evaluation is 
supported. It achieved a mid-L4 mark.

26GCE History 9HI0 2E



Question 5

The best answers to this question were able to evidence in some depth the ways in which it 
might be argued that the GDR was both stable and successful in the years between 1961 and 
1985. Most argued that, in comparison to other Eastern Bloc countries, the GDR enjoyed a 
good standard of living based around full employment and well-developed social services, 
especially education and housing. As far as stability was concerned, many noted the lack of 
serious discontent after 1953 and the growing recognition of the GDR as a sovereign state. In 
contrast, the failing economic situation in the latter part of the period was key to many 
candidates as was the work of the security forces in suppressing discontent.

At the lower range of responses, there were many one-sided responses dismissing the 
premise in the question out of hand. Some candidates lacked sufficient knowledge of the 
period or strayed beyond 1985 into a consideration of the GDR’s final years.
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This L3 answer shows some analysis of the key features relevant to the 
question. Mostly accurate and relevant knowledge is deployed to 
demonstrate some understanding of the conceptual focus, but it lacks 
depth. The judgement is weakly substantiated and though the answer 
shows some organisation, it is occasionally lacking in precision.
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Question 6

This was the more popular of the essay questions for Paper 2E.2 and there were many 
impressive answers. The best offered a sustained analysis of the effects of both Gorbachev’s 
October visit and the fall of the Berlin Wall on the GDR and were able to link this effectively to 
a consideration of how this led to the collapse of communist rule in 1990. Many, while being 
able to detail these events at some length, were less assured in linking them precisely to the 
SED’s fall. Weaker responses had some knowledge of one or both events, usually the fall of 
the Wall, but their answers tended to lack depth and some accuracy. Some candidates 
interpreted the question more generally than it was framed and considered a range of other 
factors behind communism’s collapse in the GDR, notably the economic stagnation of the 
1980s. Unless this was linked effectively to Gorbachev’s visit or the fall of the Berlin Wall, this 
was unlikely to add to their answer.
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In this essay, the candidate shows understanding of the key issues 
relevant to the question and deploys knowledge sufficient to meet 
most of its demands. In places its lacks a little depth and development, 
but overall, its judgement is supported. It was given a safe L4 mark.
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Paper Summary

Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

Section A

Candidates should go beyond paraphrasing the content of the sources to draw out 
reasoned and developed inferences
Candidates should move beyond stereotypical approaches to the nature/purpose and 
authorship of the source by looking at and explaining the specific stance and/or purpose 
of the writer
Contextual knowledge should not be used to list all the information that is missing from 
the sources, unless omission was the aim of the author
Contextual knowledge should be linked to the material provided in the source
Candidates should make use of 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 rather than merely present a list 
of factors
Subject-specific terminology must be used in a precise and accurate manner.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-
boundaries.html
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