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It was pleasing to see that students seemed confident in tackling this paper after a three-year 

gap in formal examinations. They coped well with the range of question styles, which covered all 

four Assessment Objectives, and they responded particularly well to the enquiry ‘package’ in 

question 3. 

Questions on this paper cover all the Assessment Objectives but over half of the available marks 

are for question 3, which focuses on sources and interpretations. These questions form a 

coherent package leading to a final question in which students, having explored the utility of the 

provided sources, analyse the different views presented in the interpretations and the reasons 

for those differences; they are then invited to judge the extent to which they agree with one of 

the interpretations. It is therefore important that students appreciate the difference between 

sources and interpretations, and the focus of different parts of question 3.   

The answer space provided is intended to be sufficient for the question to be answered in full 

and, although some students did write on extra sheets, they were not always as successful as 

those who produced more concise answers. Where additional space is needed, it is important 

that students clearly state in the answer space for the question that it has been continued on an 

additional sheet of paper and the continued answer should be clearly labelled. Answers should 

not be continued in the answer space for another question. However, in many cases where 

additional paper had been taken, the marks had already been attained within the space 

provided rather than on the extra paper and students should be discouraged from assuming 

that lengthy answers will automatically score highly. Indeed, students taking extra paper 

sometimes ran out of time on the final, high mark question and therefore disadvantaged 

themselves.  

 

Question 1 

This question requires students to make two inferences from a source and it is sometimes 

regarded as an ‘easy’ question. However, students need to be sure that the inferences they make 

from the source are not dependent on their own knowledge. For example, the source mentioned 

people ‘waving their Little Red Books in the air’ and some students linked this to a claim that the 

audience at the rallies consisted of members of the Red Guard, but this is not a valid inference 

from the source since it requires the use of additional knowledge.   

The focus of the question also needs to be addressed; inferences had to be about mass rallies, 

not the cult of Mao. Similarly, inferences about Jung Chang’s attitude to Mao were not valid 

answers to this question. 

It should be recognised that details from the source can only be rewarded if they are provided as 

support for an inference. No marks were available for students who provided simple 

paraphrases of the source, for example the inference that people wanted to see Mao being 

supported by the detail from the source that ‘Everyone wanted to see Mao in person’. 



 

Comment: 

The two inferences are both focused on the rallies and are supported from the source. It 

therefore scores 4 marks. 

Examiner Tip 

Make sure the supporting detail is linked to the inference being made. 

 



 

Comment: 

Although a detail from the source is included, the first inference is about Mao’s importance and 

the Cultural Revolution; it is not about mass rallies. The second inference is about the author and 

the cult of Mao.  Again, it misses the focus of the question. This answer scores 0 even though 

details from the source are being used. 

Examiner Tip 

Make sure the inferences being made are relevant to the focus stated in the question.  

 

 

 

 



Question 2 

In question 2, the focus will always be on causation, but the question does not require a 

judgement to be made or for the answer to prioritise or show interaction of factors, and no 

marks were available to reward such evaluation, however strongly argued. Instead, the most 

successful students showed a consistent analytical focus throughout their answers, and many 

were able to access Level 4 by doing so.  

The stimulus points in the question will often be useful reminders to students of specific areas of 

content about which they can write. Students do not need to use these stimulus points but there 

is an expectation that there will be some depth of knowledge, shown by three discrete aspects of 

content being covered, although this does not mean students need to identify three different 

causes or events.  

A number of answers remained at Level 3, despite excellent knowledge, because they missed the 

focus of the question. The mark scheme’s bullet point for Assessment Objective 2 (analysis) at 

Level 4 expects an analytical explanation, directed consistently at the conceptual focus of the 

question. Students who responded to the topic rather than the key idea were unlikely to achieve 

high marks. Those who did reach Level 4 realised that the topic provides the context but that 

there is a specific focus, which the analysis should address.    

Students should also realise that any information in the sources and the interpretations for 

question 3 is unlikely to be relevant here and furthermore, any attempt to use such details in this 

question is likely to mean that those sections of the answer cannot be rewarded, and that the 

answer as a whole then lacks coherence. In this case, question 2 was about the reasons why Mao 

was in a dominant position at the start of Communist rule in China, whereas the support for Mao 

described in Source A was in 1966 and the focus of Question 3 was on the years 1958-62. 

Many students had excellent knowledge about Mao’s role during the civil war in China, his 

relations with key individuals such as Lin Biao, his adaptation of Marxism and the reasons why 

the reforms Mao introduced appealed to the peasants.    

However, some knowledgeable students failed to score highly because they did not properly 

address the focus of the question. These answers were often descriptive of events during the 

civil war, dating back to the Long March during the 1930s, but did not show why these events 

aided Mao’s rise within the CCP or why they increased his status among Chinese peasants. 

 



 



 



 

Comment: 

Each paragraph starts with an analytical point, provides precise supporting detail and ends with 

a clear explanation of the significance of this analysis in relation to the question. The argument is 

coherent and well-structured. This meets the demands of Level 4 for both Assessment Objective 

2 (analysis) and Assessment Objective 1 (knowledge and understanding).  It scored the full 12 

marks. 

Tip: 

Make sure you analyse the question in order to understand the skill being assessed (analysis of 

causation), the topic and focus (Mao’s dominant position) and the time frame (at the start of 

communist rule). 

 



 

 

Comment 

This starts by identifying a factor in Mao’s dominance (his use of guerrilla warfare) but does not 

develop it. Instead, the answer describes the relative strength of the GMD and the CCP and 

states that guerrilla warfare was important. However, it then makes a valid point of analysis 



about Mao’s leadership skills, which made people respect him and allowed him to have a 

dominant position. 

The second paragraph says that Mao became dominant and gained the support of the people 

because of his ideas about land reform, women’s rights and his views on revolution, but no 

details are offered. 

This answer reaches Level 3 for AO2 (analysis) but Level 2 for AO1 (knowledge and 

understanding). A ‘best-fit’ approach to marking produced a mark of 7, Level 3. 

Tip 

Make sure you offer some detail to support each point of analysis. 

 

Question 3a 

Question 3 (a) targets the ability to analyse and evaluate source utility and, in doing so, 

introduces the enquiry which will be dealt with in further detail in questions 3(b), 3(c) and 3(d). 

In question 3 (a) students are expected to evaluate the usefulness of the content, taking account 

of the provenance of the sources and applying contextual knowledge in making judgements 

about the utility of the sources as evidence for the specific enquiry, in this case the causes of the 

Great Famine. These strands are linked and should be dealt with together, rather than in 

isolation. There is no need to compare the two sources and, indeed, only a handful of students 

did attempt to do this.  

Students found the sources accessible and were confident in showing that the content of the 

sources was relevant for the enquiry and therefore useful. They could also make a number of 

points about the significance of the provenance for the usefulness of the content, although 

sometimes this consisted of simple statements rather than a developed explanation. When 

considering provenance, generic comments about a source being biased (with no explanation of 

how that bias could be detected or why it occurred) or about the source being reliable because it 

came from the time under investigation, could be made without any reference to the individual 

source and therefore remained at Level 1. This type of generic assumption was seen when some 

answers assumed that the authors of the sources would be biased or made the assumption that 

the diary of a Soviet official would be unreliable. 

At Level 2, developed comments were made about the content of the sources, for example the 

fact that in Source B, different types of natural disasters were listed or the comment in Source C 

that the reports of grain harvests had been exaggerated. 

There were also good comments made about the provenance of the sources. The fact that B was 

from the diary of a Soviet official after a private conversation with a Chinese official was seen as 

a reason why the account was reliable, but also seen as potentially unreliable because the 

Chinese official might have been afraid to speak the truth, or his comments indicated the view 

that the Chinese government wanted to present. 

However, some very good answers could not access the higher marks because they did not 

include contextual knowledge. Contextual knowledge is mentioned at every level of the mark 

scheme and failure to include it limited a number of otherwise good answers. Students should 

recognise that it is not enough to repeat a detail from the source and assert that this can be 



confirmed from the candidate’s own knowledge or to give generalised comments such as ‘I know 

that there were floods and droughts’ – some additional detail is needed as a demonstration of 

that own knowledge. Contextual knowledge should be relevant to the enquiry and used to 

assess the source, for example to add detail about something mentioned in the source, to add 

weight to an aspect of the provenance, to place the source in a broader context, or to assess 

whether the source gave an accurate view or showed a typical situation. Some knowledgeable 

students wrote extensively about possible causes of the famine that were not mentioned in 

Source B, for example Lysenkoism, the impact of the Great Leap Forward and the failure of the 

backyard furnaces to provide usable steel, without relating these details to an evaluation of the 

source. 

At Level 3, comments need to consider the effect of an aspect of the provenance on the 

usefulness of the source content, and contextual knowledge should be integrated into the 

process of reaching a judgement, not simply provided as information.   

It is important to note that the question asks about the usefulness of the sources in relation to a 

specific enquiry, in this case, an enquiry into why the Great Famine occurred.  Sources should 

not be dismissed because they do not cover every detail that might be helpful in an investigation 

and students should recognise that unreliable sources can be very useful.   

Similarly, the focus should be on assessing the usefulness of what is in the source rather than 

listing details which are not mentioned. It can be valid to note the limitations of a source, but 

these points need to be used in an overall evaluation of the usefulness of the source; an answer 

which focuses on ‘missing’ information without weighing the positive aspects of the source is 

unlikely to score highly. If the answer identifies omissions from the source as limitations on its 

usefulness, this could be linked to a consideration of the provenance, showing whether this is 

the result of lack of knowledge or deliberate omission.     

The question asks ‘how useful’ the sources are, so a judgement should be made on the 

usefulness of the source’s evidence for the specific enquiry. Good answers made clear the 

criteria being used to assess the usefulness for the enquiry of the sources, weighing the value of 

the content in the light of the provenance and the student’s own knowledge. Various criteria 

could be used, for example accuracy of detail, reliability, the relevance of the source, the way it 

could be used by the historian, how representative the source is etc.  

Although a judgement should be reached on the overall usefulness of each source, there is no 

requirement to compare the sources or to use them in combination and no marks are available 

for this. Students who focused on comparisons between the sources often failed to develop their 

judgement on each source properly; if this approach is used, it is important that the answer still 

comes to a judgement on each individual source.  

Very few answers only considered one source, but it should be noted that every level of the mark 

scheme refers to ‘sources’ and therefore answers which do not consider both sources cannot 

access high marks. 

 



 



 

Comment 

This answer has excellent consideration of the effect of the provenance on the usefulness of the 

sources. The content of each source is discussed, and some contextual knowledge is included in 

the evaluation of Source B.  This means that the strands of the mark scheme are all met at Level 

3 for Source B and Level 2 for Source C.  A ‘best-fit’ approach produces a mark of 7, Level 3. 

Tip 

Make sure you evaluate the usefulness of the content of each source for the enquiry, using the 

provenance and some contextual knowledge.  

 



 

Comment: 

The answer dismisses Source B because it is from a Chinese official but there is no explanation 

of why this makes the source less useful.  It then summarises the content of Source B. Source C 

is stated to be more useful because it is ‘honest’ and admits lies were told about the grain 



harvest. The answer shows comprehension of the source content but does not develop 

comments into an evaluation of the sources’ usefulness. It remains at Level 1. 

Tip 

Make sure you show how the content would help to answer the enquiry in the question. 

 

Question 3b 

In this question, students are asked to identify a difference in the overall view being offered in 

the interpretations; these do not necessarily contradict each other but they do provide 

alternative views. The answers should identify the key difference but also provide support from 

each interpretation to demonstrate that difference. Many answers recognised that the two 

interpretations offered different views about the causes of the famine and could select detail 

from the two interpretations to support the explanation of that difference. However, some 

answers simply selected details from the interpretations without explaining them, for example 

focusing on Interpretation 1’s mention of false reporting of grain harvest and the setting up of 

blast furnaces, without explaining how this led to famine or how this was a different view from 

the interpretation focusing on natural disasters. 

It is important for students to remember that the focus of this question is to identify the 

differences between the views rather than identifying differences of surface detail, as the latter 

can only be awarded marks in Level 1. Responses which asserted differences without support, 

for example stating that Interpretation 1 claimed the famine was caused by Mao’s policies and 

that Interpretation 2 said natural disasters were responsible, stayed in level 1. 

Level 2 was achieved when the students indicted a clear difference of view and supported it with 

detail from the interpretations. It was pleasing to see that many students were able to score full 

marks. 

 



 

Comment: 

The answer identifies the different thrusts of the interpretations: human error and natural 

disasters. Supporting detail from each interpretation is provided. It is Level 2 and received the 

full 4 marks. 

Tip 

Make sure the difference between the views in the interpretation is clearly stated and supported 

with details from each interpretation. 

 



 

Comment: 

This answer juxtaposes details from the interpretations but does not explain what the overall 

difference is. It is Level 1. 

Tip 

Be explicit about the difference in the overall views of the interpretation; don’t focus on minor 

details. 

 

Question 3c 

It is important that students recognise the relationship between questions 3b and 3c. Having 

identified that the two interpretations offer different views, students are asked to suggest a 

reason why these different views have been reached. They should be able to support their 

answer with reference to the interpretations. Examiners see each answer separately and 

therefore cannot be expected to know what has been said in a previous answer. For this reason, 

students should be explicit in their references to the interpretations. They should also make sure 

that their answer to 3(c) does not simply repeat their answer to 3(b). 

The focus here is on the process by which the historian produces the interpretation. Where 

answers suggested that, when carrying out research, the authors had placed weight on different 

sources, students could easily score the full 4 marks by linking details in the interpretations with 

details in Sources B and C. However, this should be explained with reference to both the 

interpretations and the sources, rather than simply stating that ‘Interpretation 1 links with 

Source C’. 



Alternative explanations also recognise that the historians’ approach may affect their research 

and conclusions. For example, whether an historian focuses on the government and political 

events, or economic developments. The difference could also be accounted for by an emphasis 

on human action or natural disasters.  

Here again, the explanation needs to be supported by the use of the interpretations. Therefore, 

speculation that the difference in interpretation is a result of the date that the interpretations 

were produced is not valid as it cannot be substantiated effectively. 

The full reasons for this are explained in the Getting Started Guide on pp 43-44. As stated in 

Getting Started: ‘Students should distinguish between their comments on contemporary sources 

and on these texts. Responses based on matters such as the origin or time of production of 

these secondary works are unlikely to be valid for this question.’ However, it is very pleasing to 

note that fewer students than previously tried to provide an explanation of the difference on the 

basis of such factors as the titles of the books, their origin or date of production.  There was still 

a small number of students who gained no marks on this question as they merely repeated what 

had been said in question 3b.  

 

 



Comment 

The answer explains that the historians may have used different sources for their research and 

provides explicit supporting details from both the interpretations and the sources. It gains the 

full 4 marks. 

Tip 

Make sure your explanation includes precise supporting detail. 

 

 

Comment 

This answer has two potentially valid approaches. It links the interpretations with the sources 

but says that the interpretations are ‘proved’ by the source. This suggests the student is 

evaluating the interpretations instead of recognising that the research influences the historians’ 

conclusions. 

The answer also suggests that the authors of the interpretations have different views about Mao 

but does not provide support from the interpretations, just assumes this is because the 

interpretations are different in nature. Both of these approaches are Level 1. 

Tip 

Think about how the historian works as a reason why different historians can produce different 

views. 



Question 3d 

Question 3 (d) carries the highest number of marks on the paper. Successful students will have 

already seen how the views in the interpretations are different, why this might be the case and, 

in completing 3(a), have understood that there is likely to be evidence in support of both 

interpretations. They are now asked how far they agree with one of the interpretations. The 

strongest answers to 3(d), therefore, focused clearly on the interpretations themselves, 

reviewing the alternative views and coming to a substantiated judgement. Students need to 

recognise that they are not being asked to treat the interpretation as a source and evaluate its 

reliability or usefulness but to explain whether they think the historian has offered a valid view.   

There is no expectation that both interpretations are dealt with in equal depth, but both should 

be examined explicitly. The use of contextual knowledge is an important element in this 

evaluation, but it must be precisely selected and linked to the evaluation of the interpretation 

rather than being offered as an answer to the enquiry question. At the same time, merely 

asserting agreement with points in the interpretation by saying ‘from my own knowledge I know 

this to be true’ is not sufficient evidence of contextual knowledge 

Students often used details from Interpretation 1 to counter the view in Interpretation 2. At all 

levels of the mark scheme, answers are expected to analyse both interpretations and discuss the 

difference in the views being offered, so answers should explicitly state that Interpretation 1 is 

being reviewed rather than presenting these details as their own knowledge. 

Many answers said that Interpretation 2 did not offer a full explanation of the reasons for the 

famine and discussed the impact of the Great Leap Forward, Lysenkoism and the culture of fear 

which led to exaggerated claims of grain production. However, these answers did not always 

make it clear whether this was being offered as contextual knowledge or if Interpretation 1 was 

being analysed – which is part of the mark scheme at Level 2 and above. Furthermore, 

contextual knowledge needs to be linked to the evaluation of the interpretation, whereas these 

answers often became an answer about why the famine happened, and therefore missed the 

focus of the question, which is about making a judgement on the view offered in Interpretation 

2.   

Examiners reported some impressive answers to 3(d) and many students were able to engage 

confidently with the interpretations, taking a range of approaches. In addition, some of the 

strongest answers were able to show how the differences of view in the two interpretations were 

conveyed, for example through the use of language, tone, selection or omission of detail, 

emphasis created by the structure of the interpretation, etc.   

It is expected that students will reach a judgement when answering this question and the 

strongest students developed their evaluation throughout the answer, creating a consistently 

argued response. Less successful responses offered points to support the views expressed in 

interpretation 2, then discussed Interpretation 1, or used Interpretation 1 and contextual 

knowledge to challenge the views of Interpretation 2, before reaching the view that 

Interpretation 2 was ‘somewhat accurate’ or saying that they ‘partially agreed with the view in 

Interpretation 2.  In these answers, there was little sense of evaluation, simply an explanation of 

the different views, with the acknowledgement that each had some valid points.  The strongest 

answers to question 3(d), therefore, focused clearly on the interpretations themselves, 

integrating evaluation while reviewing the alternative views and coming to a substantiated 



judgement. Students who focused exclusively on the view provided in Interpretation 2 and used 

this as a basis for an essay based on their own knowledge were less successful. 

Yet a full range of responses suggest this question was accessible to students of all ability and 

full answers were generally provided, showing that timing wasn’t generally an issue on this 

paper.   

 

 



Comment 

The answer examines Interpretation 2’s view and disagrees that the famine was caused ‘purely 

by natural disasters’. There is a clear sense of evaluation running throughout the answer. This is 

demonstrated when contextual knowledge is used to examine the impact of bad weather, and 

the view in the Interpretation is weighed, with the judgement that ‘although’ the interpretation 

contained accurate information, it had not fully considered all causes. Contextual knowledge is 

then used to explain what would make the interpretation more accurate, but the answer goes on 

to say that ‘despite this’ the main cause was false reports of the grain harvest, which is 

highlighted in Interpretation 1. Interpretation 1’s emphasis on the effect of peasants working on 

the backyard furnaces is discussed, with the claim that ‘this on its own’ would result in lower 

levels of grain, but other aspects of Interpretation 1 are not explicitly reviewed. The conclusion 

makes the judgement on Interpretation 2 clear. The answer meets the descriptor for Level 4 

although not all the contextual knowledge is directly linked to an evaluation of the 

interpretations and there is no discussion of how the different views are conveyed in the 

interpretations. The mark given was 14. 

Tip 

Make sure that you focus on evaluating the interpretations and that contextual knowledge is 

linked to that evaluation. 



 

Comment 

The answer starts by saying that they agree with interpretation 2 ‘to a greater extent’ but goes on 

to say that a bigger cause was Mao ignoring or being oblivious of the causes of the famine.  This 

is supported using contextual knowledge and also seems to be using material from Source C 

(which is a valid approach). Details about Mao’s policies on the Four Pests and backyard furnaces 

are used to support Interpretation 1, but then the interpretation is challenged by the view that 



weather conditions were a major cause of the famine. The judgement is not clearly an evaluation 

of Interpretation 2. This answer has considered points supporting and challenging the 

interpretations, which meets the descriptor for Level 2, and the discussion of the two 

interpretations moves into Level 3. This was awarded 10 marks. 

Tip 

Analyse both interpretations, but plan what your judgement will be so that you can have a 

consistent line of reasoning, and build up your evaluation. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Examiners commented that there were a number of impressive answers where students 

seemed well-prepared and demonstrated excellent knowledge being deployed to support 

thoughtful analysis and evaluation.   

The following points should be noted: 

• While there was good knowledge of some topics, students cannot rely on knowing just a few 

key topics and hoping to use that information whatever question is asked.   

• Students need to recognise the specific focus of the question so that the information being 

offered is shaped to meet the demands of the question, rather than simply describing a 

situation or including irrelevant material. 

• Students should appreciate the difference between sources and interpretations and be 

aware that interpretations are constructed by historians in order to offer their view of 

events. 

• In all parts of Question 3, it is helpful to be explicit about the source or interpretation being 

discussed. 

Spelling, punctuation and grammar were broadly accurate, and many answers used specialist 

terms with confidence, but a poor standard of handwriting made a number of answers difficult 

to mark and exacerbated the difficulty in understanding a badly expressed answer.  

 The SPaGST marks may be affected if there are weaknesses in these areas: 

• Appropriate use of capital letters. 

• Correct use of apostrophes. 

• Weak grammar ('would of', ‘based off of’) and casual language which is not appropriate in 

an examination. 

• Paragraphs: failure to structure answers in paragraphs not only affects the SPaGST mark 

but may also make it difficult for the examiner to identify whether three different aspects 

have been covered in question 2, or how well analysis and evaluation is developed in 

question 3. 
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