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Introduction 
Our examiners’ reports are produced to offer constructive feedback on candidates’ performance in the 
examinations. They provide useful guidance for future candidates. The reports will include a general 
commentary on candidates’ performance, identify technical aspects examined in the questions and 
highlight good performance and where performance could be improved. The reports will also explain 
aspects which caused difficulty and why the difficulties arose, whether through a lack of knowledge, poor 
examination technique, or any other identifiable and explainable reason. 

Where overall performance on a question/question part was considered good, with no particular areas to 
highlight, these questions have not been included in the report. A full copy of the question paper can be 
downloaded from OCR. 
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Paper Y223/01 series overview 
Y223 is one of twenty four units for the revised A Level examination for GCE History. This unit tests an 
extended period of History of about one hundred years through a short answer essay and a traditional 
essay. The paper contains two questions, each having two parts, a short answer essay and a traditional 
essay and candidates have to answer both parts of one question.  

To do well on the short essay question (a), candidates need to consider the significance or importance 
both issues, factors, individuals or events mentioned in relation to the question. Having analysed or 
explained both they must reach a supported judgement as to which is the most important or significant. 

To do well on the traditional essay candidates need to address the issue in the question, using detailed 
supporting knowledge. In order to reach the higher levels candidates will need to assess the issues they 
discuss and reach a supported judgement, at least in the conclusion.  

Overview of candidate performance 

Candidates who did well on this paper generally did the following: 

• gave equal consideration to the two issues in the short answer essay 

• reached a developed and supported judgement as to which issue was more significant or 
important 

• linked their knowledge of the issues to the focus of the question 

• when answering the essay question, discussed at least two issues in depth 

• made the supporting detail both accurate and relevant to the question set, not just the topic 

• reached a supported judgement about the issue in the question 

• made a series of interim judgements about the issues discussed in relation to the question. 

 

Candidates who did less well on this paper generally did the following: 

• considered only one of the issues or discussed one in a superficial way 

• produced a judgement that was not supported and was therefore assertion or a judgement that 
did not follow logically from the response 

• were unable to use their knowledge to address the issue in the question 

• showed a poor understanding of the major issues relevant to the essay 

• were unable to support their answer with relevant or accurate material 

• did not focus on the precise wording of the question 

• made unsupported comments about issues which were no more than assertions. 
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Question 1(a) 

Most candidates had a reasonable grasp of both factors and handled the question well. They clearly 
understood the impact of both factors although there was sometimes a tendency to be dismissive of one 
factor. Some lower ability answers drifted into discussion of why the Cold War ended. 

(i) There was a tendency for some candidates to go beyond 1979 and drift into discussion of Afghanistan 
becoming the Soviet Vietnam. Better responses recognised that the two factors were linked and the 
Soviet invasion enabled Reagan to be more anti Communist and arguably helped him to win the 1980 
election. Stronger responses argued that détente was drawing to a close even before 79 but the invasion 
acted as a catalyst for the development of a “new Cold War”. America’s decision to support Afghan 
rebels was omitted by some candidates, but when used proved a fruitful approach. 

(ii) Reagan was generally dealt with quite well – his new ‘evil empire’ approach was recognised as being 
different to his predecessors. His hard-line approach and refusal to compromise was a key feature of 
many discussions, although only a few candidates were able to consider the idea that the escalation of 
tension predated his election. Most candidates were also able to discuss the escalating arms race 
although some then fell into a narrative account of the SDI and its impact. 

The exemplar has partial coverage of both factors. No real depth of knowledge and judgement is lacking 
so it reached Level 3. 

Exemplar 1 
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Question 1(b)* 

There was a good understanding of the question with most arguing against the premise in the question 
by suggesting that Gorbachev was more important and had good knowledge on this. US policies were 
mostly handled well but some focussed more on how their actions did not end the Cold War which was 
not the question. Weaker responses were unsure of the impact of popular unrest and narrated this rather 
than focussed on the question. The structure of most essays was sound with relevant factors discussed. 
However the analysis of relative importance through interim judgement was only seen in the best 
responses. 

The role of the USA was generally well understood and most answers had reasonable knowledge of 
Reagan’s approach including his development of the SDI, increased defence spending, support for 
rebels in Afghanistan, uncompromising attitude and Evil Empire speech etc. Better responses also saw 
that the US changed its approach in the late 1980s to negotiate with the Soviets. 

Stronger answers compared the US approach to other factors including a declining Soviet economy, 
Gorbachev’s reforms including Perestroika and Glasnost and the growth of popular movements in 
Eastern Europe with some good answers arguing that other factors were more important, particularly the 
role of Gorbachev. 

A number of candidates did not score well because they concentrated solely on the US or dismissed this 
factor completely. Another common error was to write a response answering the question ‘why did the 
Cold War end’ rather than address the specific question. Some lower ability responses went beyond 
1989 to discuss the collapse of the USSR in 1991. 

The exemplar shows the question is generally addressed with good detail in patches but the answer has 
an uneven balance hence Level 4. 
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Exemplar 2 
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Question 2(a) 

This was the more popular of the two questions and elicited some higher ability responses. Weaker 
responses tended to be rather dismissive of one of the factors and interestingly most did the division part 
better. There was a lack of appreciation of the longer term impacts of the Blockade e.g. the formation of 
NATO, the German partition and the development of Blocs. There was also a tendency for some 
answers to stop at analysing in 1949 when the question stipulated to 1955. Weaker responses tended to 
give a description of both and often argued that the blockade caused more suffering without explaining 
why it caused tensions. 

(i) Stronger responses argued that division caused more tension due to the powers’ different view of a 
future Germany and their subsequent economic policies in their zones. Economic co-operation was 
mentioned in most answers, although the understanding of that co-operation varied widely. A significant 
number of answers provided a general narrative of why relations between Russia and the West were 
historically tense, without focusing on the dates in the question. Better answers saw that without division 
the blockade what not have happened and linked the two events. 

(ii) The Blockade was better understood than division. Some stronger answers argued that the blockade 
caused more tension as it was the first time the Cold War had the potential to turn into actual conflict. 
Weaker answers mistook the blockade for the Berlin wall and there was much narrative on Stalin 
imposing the blockade to stop East Germans fleeing to the bright lights of the capitalist West. The 
mechanics of the airlift were generally well-known but some candidates were more comfortable in 
producing narrative accounts of this leading to descriptive low-level answers. 

The exemplar below has excellent focus on both factors with consistent comparison and developed 
judgement and so reaches Level 6. 

Exemplar 3 
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Question 2(b)* 

This was probably the weakest of the questions. Very few did it on a criteria basis which would have 
unlocked access to Level 6. A significant number of candidates did not really understand détente and 
talked about the Second Cold War or even the end of the Cold War. Most reasonable ones got into Level 
5 by explaining events that improved or did not improve relations and there seemed to be a strong focus 
on Prague 1968, Arms Limitations and the invasion of Afghanistan. Only the best responses had some 
mention of Ostpolitik and the Helsinki Accords. Those candidates that established criteria analysing the 
success of arms limitations, superpower relations (Helsinki and Afghanistan), trade and co-operation 
(Ostpolitik and aspects of Helsinki) scored most highly. Better candidates often argued that 
improvements tended to be cosmetic and the basic conflict remained. Some stronger arguments 
differentiated between Western countries, for example West Germany made far more strides than the 
US down the road of détente with Ostpolitik. 

A lot of candidates gave a list of reasons why relations did and didn’t improve without really making a 
judgement. A worrying number gave lengthy treatment to the Cuban Missile Crisis. Whilst its aftermath 
was perhaps valid, the crisis itself was before 1963. Although 1979 was seen as turning point by most 
candidates, many often went well beyond 1979 to discuss the policies of Reagan and Gorbachev. 

The exemplar has unusual consistent focus on the question with good coverage of factors and excellent 
supporting material. The judgement is clear. It achieved Level 6. 

Exemplar 4 
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• Identify areas of the curriculum where students excel or struggle and help pinpoint strengths and 
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