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Introduction

OCR has produced these candidate style answers to 
support teachers in interpreting the assessment criteria 
for the new GCE History A specification and to bridge the 
gap between new specification release and availability of 
exemplar candidate work. 

This content has been produced by senior OCR 
examiners, with the support of the Subject Specialist, to 
illustrate how the sample assessment questions might 
be answered and provide some commentary on what 
factors contribute to an overall grading. The candidate 
style answers are not written in a way that is intended to 
replicate student work but to demonstrate what a ‘HIGH 
LEVEL’ or ‘MEDIUM LEVEL’ response might include, 
supported by examiner commentary and conclusions. 

As these responses have not been through full 
moderation and do not replicate student work, they have 
not been graded and are instead, banded to give an 
indication of the level of each response. 

Please note that this resource is provided for advice and 
guidance only and does not in any way constitute an 
indication of grade boundaries or endorsed answers.
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Y233 – Interpretation 

‘It was the idea of liberating the Christians of the Levant and the city of Jerusalem that stirred the hearts and 
minds of those that planned the expedition [the First Crusade] and those who took the cross.

Jonathan Phillips, The Crusades 1095-1197, 2002

Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation, making reference to other interpretations 
that you have studied.

High level answer
The interpretation puts forward the view that freeing the Christians in the Levant and the Holy City of Jerusalem from 
Muslim rule was the most important reason for the First Crusade, for both those who planned it and those who took part, 
as it argues that this ‘stirred the hearts and minds.’ It suggests that religious reasons were therefore the most important 
motive of those involved in the First Crusade. This view contrasts with other interpretations that have stressed either 
political, social or economic motives as being the most important reason. These views stress less altruistic reasons and 
look less at the spiritual and religious motives behind the First Crusade and instead emphasise the materialistic gains that 
could be made by partaking in the movement.

It is true that religion and the desire to free the Christians from Muslim rule was important. Religious motives were 
important to many who took part and the Crusade took place during a very religious age and many people were 
concerned that Jerusalem was controlled by Muslims who had prevented Christians from visiting the holy sites there and 
that some Christians had been murdered by Muslims. This was an important factor and was certainly played on by Urban 
in his speech at Clermont. The interpretation is also correct to stress the importance attached to Jerusalem by Christians 
because of the many religious sites there associated with Christ’s death and many wanted these under Christian control 
and therefore were motivated to take part because of this. The concept of crusade and the granting of the remission 
of sins for those taking part would also have been very important to many participants as they were terrified of the 
prospect of going to hell, which would have seemed very real to them and therefore the opportunity to obtain remission 
for past and future sins would have been a great motivator. This would have been particularly true for many members of 
the knightly class who had been involved in battles with fellow Christians in Europe and therefore the interpretation is 
right to suggest that this opportunity might have inspired many to take part. The interpretation may also be correct to 
stress the importance of religion as a factor because during this period pilgrimages had become very popular and many 
would have seen this as a pilgrimage to the most important Christian centre, but which also provided the opportunity 
to free fellow Christians in the Near east from Muslim rule. They would therefore have seen it as their religious duty to 
partake in such a venture, but would also have viewed the killing of Muslims as justifiable. Moreover, the interpretation 
is correct to stress the religious nature of the Crusading movement as many people left land in the hands of the Church 
whilst they were away on crusades as has been shown in the study of numerous charters drawn up by those who went 
on the Crusades, suggesting that the interpretation is correct to stress the religious element.

However, the interpretation ignores the political and economic factors that may have influenced both the Papacy, in 
calling for the Crusade, and those who responded to Urban’s call. The interpretation does not place the Crusade in the 
context of the appeal from the Emperor, Alexius Comnenus, in Byzantium to the Pope for help protecting the Byzantine 
Empire against the Turks following his defeat at Manzikert. It also ignores the fact that Pope could exploit this appeal to 
strengthen his own position both, following the schism with the Eastern Church in 1054, and assert his authority over 
the eastern Church. There were also possible political benefits for some of the leaders who took part, which are not 
considered, as they could acquire land in the east and establish their own settlements, which may have appealed to 
those who had not inherited land in Europe due to primogeniture. Linked closely to this were the economic benefits that 
might be gained, which the interpretation does not consider. The importance of this as a factor is given further credence 
by the number of stories that were circulating in the west that the area was the ‘land of milk and honey’ and this might 
have also motivated both knights and others to go as they saw the chance to improve their economic position. Even 
if they did not acquire estates some also saw the chance to gain booty and therefore economic factors, which are not 
discussed in the interpretation were important for many.
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Medium level answer
This interpretation was written by Jonathan Philipps in 2002. In it he suggests that it was the desire of those who called 
the crusade and those who went on it to free the Christians in the Levant and the Holy City of Jerusalem from Muslim 
rule, describing how it had ‘stirred the hearts and minds’ of people. Historians have disagreed about the motives of those 
who called for the crusade and those who went on it. Whilst this interpretation by Phillips stresses the religious element 
of the Crusade other historians have argued that social, political and economic factors were more the most important 
factor in the launching of the crusade and the reasons why people responded to the Pope’s call. This can be seen in the 
establishment of the Crusader Kingdoms which followed the First crusade and show that some people wanted land 
and to establish kingdoms, but others settled there, suggesting they were more concerned with making gains from the 
crusade. This was seen with the example of men such as Bohemond who established the Kingdom of Antioch. Even the 
Pope may have hoped that if the crusade was successful it would make his power greater and therefore his motives may 
not have been just religious.

Phillips mentions the liberation of Christians as the main motive of those who called and went on the Crusade. This was 
very a religious age and people went on pilgrimages to religious sites and as Jerusalem was the holy city for Christians 
people would go on pilgrimages there and so his view may be right. The Muslims had captured Jerusalem and were not 
treating Christians very well with stories of large numbers being killed and therefore Phillips may well be right. The Pope 
had also offered the remission from sins for people who went on the Crusade and this would encourage people to take 
part and may explain why so many went on the First Crusade.

However, there is another view which says that political and economic factors were the reason for the Crusade and why 
people went on it. Christendom had split between the East and West and the Pope may have hoped that the Crusade 
would help him reunite it. He might therefore increase his power. He was also responding to a request from the Emperor 
who wanted help fighting the Turks having been beaten by them. He feared that the Turks might continue their advance 
and threaten Byzantium.

There were many knights and ordinary people who responded to the Pope’s call for a Crusade. Some of them hoped to 
gain land or wealth, having heard that the Levant and the area around Jerusalem was very wealthy so that might have 
encouraged them to go. They might have hoped to gain land, perhaps as a knight to rule over, or as a peasant to farm, 
particularly if they did not own land in Europe. The interpretation does not consider these interpretations and focuses on 
just religion, which might just be one of the causes as this shows there were other motives.

Examiner commentary
• There is some explanation of the Interpretation, although in 

places it is little more than a summary or re-written in the 
candidate’s own words.

• There is some own knowledge linked to the Interpretation 
to show the strength and weaknesses, but the knowledge 
is often generalized and described, whilst the link to the 
Interpretation is quite weak.

• In places the answer tends to describe the reasons and 
motives why people went on Crusades rather than use that 
knowledge to evaluate the Interpretation.

• The evaluation is not developed, but there is some basic 
attempt.

Examiner commentary
• The Interpretation is placed in the wider context of the 

debate about the motives of those who called the Crusade 
and those who went on them.

• The strengths and weaknesses of the Interpretation are 
considered.

• The supporting knowledge is detailed and accurate.

• The Interpretation is evaluated and there are clear examples 
of linking own knowledge to the actual Interpretation to do 
this.
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Y234 – Genghis Khan and the Explosion from the Steppes 
c.1167–1405 

‘Mongol military superiority was due to their overwhelming numbers.’

Per Inge Oestman, The Mongol Military Might, 2002

Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation, making reference to other interpretations 
that you have studied.

High level answer
The Interpretation puts forward the view that the military success of the Mongols was due to the size of the armies that 
they were able to raise, which according to the quotation were obviously far superior to those of their enemy, hence the 
use of the word ‘overwhelming.’ It suggests that it was the sheer size of their forces, rather than other factors that enabled 
them to dominate such large tracts of land and establish such a large empire. This contrasts with other interpretations 
that have placed the emphasis on Mongol tactics in bringing about victories, the leadership of Genghis Khan in 
particular and the idea of Heaven’s Order and Heaven’s Will which drove the armies on and inspired them when they 
were under pressure and the weakness of many of the enemies they encountered in both Asia and Europe. 

It is true that in many instances the sheer size of the Mongol armies was important and might be considered to be 
more important than other military factors. This was important because in many incursions and battles the size of the 
Mongol force was far greater than those of their opponents and they had been able to increase the size of their force 
by using vassals from conquered territories who were willing to fight for them in order to be rewarded. Pressure was 
put on the conquered lands to supply men and this helped to swell the size of he force and outnumber the enemy. The 
interpretation is right to stress this as by 1211 they were able to raise a force that numbered over 100,000 warriors and 
300,000 horses, the sheer scale of which, along with an elite bodyguard of 10,000 men, was sufficient to allow victories as 
far apart as Hungary and Baghdad. 

However, the interpretation does not consider other important military factors and is limited because there were some 
instances where the Mongol army was outnumbered and therefore success must have been due to other military factors, 
such as the belief in Heaven’s destiny which inspired them. The interpretation ignores issues such as the skill of the 
Mongol horsemen and the mounted archers who moved at speed and were able to terrorise the enemy. The Mongols 
also used terror and psychological warfare to win battles, with threats of slaughter if the enemy did not surrender or the 
reduction of outlying areas, which made the task of conquest that much easier. The Interpretation also focuses on just 
one element of military factors and does not consider other non-military issues such as the weakness of many of the 
neighbouring states which had divided or weak leadership and allowed the initial Mongol successes to be achieved 
relatively easily. This was exploited by the skill of Genghis, who was adaptable and willing to learn from other systems 
to develop his Empire, as was seen by his willingness to employ a Chinese prince to establish a system of taxation and 
administration which undoubtedly helped bring about the conquest of China. Not only this, but the interpretation does 
not consider Genghis’ character and determination to succeed and his vision of the Empire which inspired him. 

Examiner commentary
• The Interpretation is placed in the wider debate about the 

reasons for Mongol success and the size of the Empire that 
was established.

• The response considers both the strengths and weaknesses 
of the interpretation.

• The supporting knowledge is sound, although it would 
benefit from a little more precise detail, as is seen at the end 
with the example of the Chinese prince. 

• The Interpretation is evaluated and own knowledge is linked 
to the Interpretation to do this.
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Medium level answer
The Interpretation was written by Per Inge Oestman in 2002. He puts forward the view that the military success of the 
Mongols, which brought about the establishment of their very large kingdom was due to the size of the armies that 
they were able to raise. He suggests that these forces were ‘overwhelming’ and it was this that brought them military 
‘superiority’, success and victories. Not all historians who have studied the Mongols would agree with this view. Some 
would argue that there were other factors that brought about their military superiority. They might argue that the 
success was due to the weakness of their opponents which made it much easier for them to win, other have suggested 
that the Mongol tactics are what won them battles, whilst others have suggested that the leadership of Genghis Khan 
was crucial.

Oestman mentions overwhelming numbers in his interpretation. The Mongol forces were massive. They used people 
from the lands they conquered to fight in their armies and this helped to make them even bigger as demands were 
put on these conquered areas to supply men, but there were also the promises of rewards if they fought for their new 
masters. Not only were the forces large but each man had several horses which provided both remounts and meat. The 
advance was possible as well because much of the land over which travelled was grass and this provided food for the 
horses so they could keep moving. The availability of grass meant that they could large numbers with them as there was 
enough food to feed the large number of horses which were needed for the size of the force.

However, there is another view which puts greater emphasis on other military factors. The Mongol horsemen were very 
skilled, they had archers who could ride at speed and fire arrows which had a terrifying impact on their enemies. This was 
part of a policy of terror which they used, with areas laid to waste as a warning to those who did not surrender. It was not 
just the numbers that were important as they were at times outnumbered and therefore factors such as the weakness of 
the enemy or the leadership of Genghis were important. The neighbouring areas from which the Mongols began their 
conquests were weak and offered little resistance to the advance, which helped in the early conquests, as did the belief 
that they were destined to conquer large areas and this inspired them to victories.

Examiner commentary
• There is some explanation of the Interpretation, although 

in places it is little more than a summary in the candidate’s 
own words.

• There is some own knowledge linked to the Interpretation 
to show the strength of the interpretation, but the 
knowledge is often described and the link to the 
Interpretation is quite weak, particularly in dealing with the 
weakness of the interpretation.

• In places the answer tends to describe what the Mongol 
armies did rather than use that knowledge to evaluate the 
Interpretation.

• The evaluation is not developed, but there is some basic 
attempt.
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Y237 – The German Reformation and the rule of Charles V 
1500–1559 

‘Because the demand for the Reformation found its most ready response in the towns, it has been said that the 
reformation was an ‘urban event’.’

Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation, making reference to other interpretations 
that you have studied.

High level answer
This interpretation puts forward the view that most important reason for the Reformation were the urban areas within 
the Holy Roman Empire, that is the imperial cities and towns. It argues that it is within these centres that the message 
of the reformers found the ‘most ready’ response due to a variety of reasons including religious, social, political and 
economic factors. The interpretation in stressing ‘most ready’ response does not rule out the role played by other factors 
in the spread, but it does see the towns as being the most important. However, other interpretations argue that the 
reformation was not simply dominated by the towns and that the reformation found a ‘ready’ response in other areas, 
with widespread support for the religious changes brought about by the reformation both within the countryside and 
from the princes who rule the numerous states that made up the Holy Roman Empire. 

The interpretation rightly stresses the role played by urban centres as in many instances city magistrates and authorities 
adopted Luther’s message to avoid social protest, as in Strasbourg, but it also gave the authorities the opportunity to 
increase their own power and influence and was therefore adopted by some for self preservation and the maintenance 
of their own power and authority. The interpretation is also correct because in an umber of towns and cities reformers, 
often led by a local priest, persuaded the rest of the population through sermons that Luther’s ideas should be adopted 
and these ideas were often reinforced by the pamphlets that appeared. The number of imperial cities which had adopted 
Lutheranism by the end of the 1520s is further evidence that this was an urban event, with some 50 out of 85 adopting it, 
because it gave the cities the chance to regain their sense of community and independence which had been eroded by 
the imperial government and papacy in the Middle Ages. 

Although there is no doubt that the towns and cities were important in the spread of the reformed faith, other groups 
were also ‘ready’ to adopt it and this is ignored by the interpretation. Most importantly, the interpretation ignores the 
crucial role played by the princes, particularly Frederick the Wise, who protected Luther at the very start and without 
whose protection there would not have been a reformation. It also ignores the fact that many peasants were ‘ready’ to 
adopt Lutheranism as was seen in the Peasant’s War as they believed that the ideas offered the chance to improve their 
social position. Moreover, there can be too much stress on the role of the towns as some towns were less than willing 
or ‘ready’ to accept the reformed religion as it soon developed radical tendencies which threatened civic authority. The 
interpretation also fails to consider the chronology of the reformation as after the 1530s it could be argued that the 
Princes played a more important role, both in preserving and expanding Lutheranism. 

Examiner commentary
• The response explains the interpretation and understands 

the importance of ‘most ready’, which is important in 
understanding that it is not simply saying it was just an 
urban event.

• The response considers both the strengths and limitations 
of the interpretation and they are evaluated using some 
detailed own knowledge.

• The own knowledge is clearly linked to the interpretation 
and not simply imparted.

• There is a realization of how the nature of the reformation 
could be seen to change over the period.
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Medium level answer
Scribner, writing in 2004, wrote that the reformation was an urban event. Tis means that he believes there was a lot 
of support for the Reformation in the towns of Germany. He says that there were many people within the towns of 
Germany who welcomed the reformation, but he does not say why they did. There are some other interpretations 
that say the reformation was not just an ‘urban event.’ These interpretations describe the role played by princes in the 
Reformation and how people like Frederick the Wise protected Luther by taking him to Wartburg castle and stopping the 
emperor Charles V from seizing him. They also consider the princes and their role in fighting Catholic forces which helped 
to stop Lutheranism from being crushed.

Scribner says that it was an urban event and that many people in the towns of Germany wanted religious changes. 
The catholic church was unpopular with many in Germany and the printing press spread the view that Catholic church 
needed reform and these views were read in towns. Town governments often supported Luthers ideas for a number of 
different reasons. Towns sometimes supported Lutheranism for religious reasons, but often it was for political, social or 
economic reasons. Those who ruled the towns took up Lutheranism and used it to help them keep their power.

Although Scribner says it was an urban event it was not just an urban event. There were a number of princes who took 
up the reformation. I have already mentioned the role of Frederick the Wise, but he was not the only prince who adopted 
Luther’s ideas. The princes also formed the Schmalkaldic League, this was a military alliance of Lutheran states and was 
formed in 1531. This helped in its early years but was defeated in 1547 at Muhlberg. There were other princes such as 
Philip of Hesse who supported Lutheranism and so the princes were important in promoting Lutheranism, although 
some were concerned about fighting against the Emperor who they believed God had appointed. There were also some 
princes who remained catholic and fought against the Lutheran princes. Some peasant also liked Luther’s ideas as they 
thought he was encouraging social changes.

Examiner commentary
• The response has some understanding of the interpretation 

and realizes that it does not explain why people in the 
towns supported the Reformation.

• It is aware of some reasons why the reformation might be 
popular in the towns, but the knowledge is not clearly linked 
to the interpretation to evaluate it. Knowledge is therefore 
imparted rather than used.

• The knowledge is variable in depth, there is an awareness 
of some of the Princes and their role, but little specific 
on the towns or peasants – the latter appears to be an 
afterthought.
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Y238 – Philip II 1556–1598 

‘A global strategic vision clearly underlay initiatives undertaken by Philip’s government.’

Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation of Philip II’s foreign policy, making reference 
to other interpretations that you have studied.

High level answer
The interpretation puts forward the view that Philip had a global vision for his foreign policy, which was both 
expansionist and therefore aggressive as he sought to increase both his influence and the size of the empire over which 
he ruled. This interpretation therefore implies that Philip had a plan and that foreign policy actions were directed towards 
this aim of increasing Spanish power and dominance both in Europe and beyond. However, other interpretations have 
challenged this view and have argued that Philips’ foreign policy was defensive and that he simply wanted to protect 
the lands he held and not expand. These interpretations also argue that Philips’ policy certainly could not be seen as 
aggressive in the early years of his rule and that when he did take action in the later years he was reacting to events and 
was not proactive. Some interpretations also stress the importance he gave towards protecting the Catholic church and 
that the actions he undertook, as in France, were for this goal and not because he sought domination.

The interpretation has many strengths. It does appear as if Philip had a ‘Grand Strategy’ which both expansionist and 
aggressive. This is given particular credence if one looks at the acquisition or conquest of Portugal in 1580, which not 
only gave him control of that country but also the Portuguese Empire in the Americas and the East. However, it was not 
just here that a ‘Grand Strategy’ can be seen as he also sought to dominate Northern Europe, giving further weight to 
this view. Philip sought to conquer England with the Armada and also became involved in France during the 1580s and 
1590s. There is little doubt that Philip wanted to expand as he acquired territories adjacent to dynastic lands through 
purchase and refused to surrender conquered lands. 

However, there are limits to this as the first part of his reign did not see this expansionist approach, which began only 
with the acquisition of Portugal in 1580. Moreover, the view that he had an imperial vision also ignores the fact that the 
power of Spain worried other nations and many of his actions were therefore defensive not aggressive. This was certainly 
true of the Armada as England had been provoking Spain in both the New World and the Netherlands, by giving the 
rebels aid, and therefore he was reacting to events and trying to prevent his position in the Netherlands from being 
undermined. Similarly, in France he was concerned that Protestantism might be victorious which, given events in the 
Netherlands, would be dangerous for Spain and therefore only intervened because of that and not because he wanted 
to dominate Northern Europe.

Examiner commentary
• The response has a clear understanding of the debate and is 

able to place the interpretation in the wider context of the 
debate as to whether Philip II had a ‘Grand Strategy’.

• The arguments for and against the Interpretation are 
analysed and evaluated.

• The evaluation depends upon the use of detailed and 
accurate knowledge, which is closely linked to the 
interpretation.

• The discussion of the strengths and limitation of the 
interpretation is balanced and supported.
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Medium level answer
Parker’s view in his book the Grand Strategy, which was written in 2000 is that Philip II had a ‘global strategic vision.’ This 
means that he had vision of conquest and domination that was not limited to Europe but would also include the New 
World and other lands that had been discovered in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This meant that Philip’s aims 
were to expand Spain and the land over which it ruled. There are other interpretations that disagree and argue that Philip 
did not want to expand and simply wanted to protect the lands over which Spain ruled, such as the Spanish Netherlands 
or areas in the Americas which had been taken by men such as Cortes. These interpretations do not see Philip as 
expansionist but defending his Empire because he was under attack.

The view that Philip wanted to expand which Parker puts forward would see Philip’s policy as aggressive. Philip fought a 
lot of wars during his reign against England, the Dutch rebels, Portugal and France. These wars were fought to gain land 
and increase the size of the lands that he ruled over. He fought against Portugal in 1580 and England, with the Armada 
and France soon after. He had to fight against the Dutch for much of his reign and had not defeated them when h e 
died. Philip ruled over more land by the end of his reign than at the start because he gained Portugal and its lands, which 
included parts of Asia. The Armada was not a success and he had to make peace with France, suggesting that this policy 
was not always successful.

The view that Philip did not want to expand would argue that Philip was defensive. He did not fight wars in the years 
before 1580 and when he did fight wars it was to protect Spain. He fought against the Dutch because they rebelled 
against him and the English because they attacked the Spanish silver fleet. He needed the money from the silver fleet 
to pay his troops and was therefore angered by England. He also fought to protect the Catholic religion, that is why he 
fought against France and also a reason for the Armada. Philip had to fight lots of wars because many countries disliked 
Spain’s power and wanted to reduce it so he had to defend Spain.

Examiner commentary
• The answer does understand the interpretation and can 

place it in the wider debate about Philip’s foreign policy, 
although this is not fully developed.

• The response is able to describe events that appear to 
support and challenge the interpretation.

• The knowledge that is present is imparted and is not directly 
linked to the interpretation to either challenge or support it, 
at best the evaluation is implied.

• There is much description with only limited analysis of the 
material and no real evaluation.
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