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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 Y253/01 series overview
Y253 is one of seventeen units for the revised AS Level examination for GCE History. The units present
a borehole approach so that candidates can see change and developments, and make substantiated
judgements over substantial lengths of time and see issues in a wider perspective
In Section A, candidates have to answer one essay question from a choice of two. In Section B the
question requires them to evaluate a given historical interpretation using their knowledge to evaluate its
strengths and limitations.

Overview of candidate performance
Candidates who did well on this paper generally did the following:
•

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

•

gave supporting detail that was 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

•

in answering the interpretation questions, were able to evaluate the strengths and limitations of
that interpretation using contextual knowledge that was relevant to the issues raised by the
quotation

•

made reference to other interpretations and had good knowledge of the historical debate.

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

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

•

were unable to support their answer with relevant material

•

did not focus on the precise wording of the question

•

made unsupported comments about issues which were assertions

•

described the interpretation without analysing its strengths and weaknesses

•

failed to link their contextual knowledge to the specific issues raised in the quotation.
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Section A overview
In Section A, candidates are required to answer one question from a choice of two. Candidates are likely
to spend up to an hour on this section. Candidates can score well by considering two or three issues in
depth and reaching a supported judgement. However, it is important to ensure that the issues selected
allow a justifiable judgement to be reached. The majority of candidates chose to answer Question 1, but
Question 2 did elicit a reasonable range of responses.

Question 1*

This was the more popular of the two essay questions. Most candidates were able to pick up on the main
short and long term developments in Germany, including disagreements at Yalta and Potsdam, the
decision to merge the Allied zones into Bizonia and Trizonia, without consulting Stalin as well as
disagreements on the economic future of Germany and the introduction of a new currency in the West.
Weaker responses tended to slip into a narrative account of the events and therefore highly descriptive
lists were common, as highlighted in Exemplar 1, below.
Most candidates were also able to comment on the wider issues in the question and confidently
discussed the formation of NATO and the Warsaw Pact, Marshall Aid and Dollar Imperialism as well as
Soviet expansion into Eastern Europe. Again at the lower end narrative accounts of some of these ideas
were prevalent. A minority demonstrated some confusion between the Berlin Blockade and the Berlin
Wall, with many including irrelevant material from a later period.
Many candidates omitted to discuss the personality clashes between Stalin and Truman which proved a
fruitful argument for those who used this as an alternative view to the question.

Exemplar 1
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Question 2*

There were fewer responses seen on this question and again these elicited a wide range of responses.
Weaker answers tended to stray beyond the dates in the question with many producing detailed
accounts of the Reagan and Gorbachev era. A large proportion of candidates answered the question by
discussing the perceived successes of Détente. Most were able to discuss the Helsinki Accords and the
SALT Treaties for example showing how arms limitation and improved trading links were a barometer of
the progress made. Exemplar 2, below, demonstrates a candidate discussing the progress and failures
of arms limitation talks during Détente. Better answers were also able to consider Ostpolitik and the
improving cultural and sporting connections between the USSR and the West.
The alternative viewpoint tended to discuss failures and these tended to discuss the failure of Helsinki
and the SALT treaties rather than wider failures. Only the best answers mentioned the continuing
problems of proxy wars and many ignored the issue of Afghanistan, leading to uneven or undeveloped
answers at times. Better responses highlighted the lack of a serious flashpoint between 1963 and 1979
demonstrated much progress.

Exemplar 2
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Section B overview
In this section candidates are required to answer a question dealing with an historical interpretation.
Learners are required to use their knowledge of the given topic to evaluate this. Candidates score highly
when they consider the strengths and limitations of the interpretation using detailed and relevant
knowledge of the historical context and are able to refer to the wider historical debate. Generalised
knowledge will not be credited highly in this question.

Question 3

It was clear that many candidates were able to engage with the interpretation effectively and were
rewarded with marks in Level 4 and Level 5. A significant proportion was able to discuss the strengths
and limitations of the interpretation, although there were some uneven responses that focused largely on
its strengths, as shown in Exemplar 3, below. There was often a very good awareness of the problems of
conflict in the coalition with most candidates able to discuss ideological tensions that stretched back
decades, or disagreements over the Second Front as well as tensions that emerged at Tehran and
Potsdam. Lower range answers tended to focus solely on the ideological aspects of the conflict to the
detriment of other factors.
The better responses were able to juxtapose these strengths against evidence of where the allies
worked effectively together and the relatively positive relations between Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt
in 1945. They were able to discuss how they had worked together to defeat Nazi Germany and its allies,
although specific evidence was sometimes harder to find. Some were able to discuss the Arms Race
and the development of the atomic bomb and the subsequent tensions this engendered.
Weaker responses found it more challenging to channel their responses into the context of the Second
World War and the immediate context of the origins of the Cold War and it was not uncommon to see
references to Cuba and Vietnam. There was also a tendency to interpret it in more general terms of
'what started the cold war' rather than analysing the successes and failures of the alliance in the Second
World War and how this led to tension and conflict.
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Exemplar 3
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Identify areas of the curriculum where students excel or struggle and help pinpoint strengths and
weaknesses of students and teaching departments.
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