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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. 

A selection of candidate answers is also provided. 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 and the mark scheme can be downloaded from OCR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you prefer a Word version?  

Did you know that you can save this PDF as a Word file using Acrobat Professional?  

Simply click on File > Export to and select Microsoft Word 

(If you have opened this PDF in your browser you will need to save it first. Simply right click anywhere on 
the page and select Save as . . . to save the PDF. Then open the PDF in Acrobat Professional.) 

If you do not have access to Acrobat Professional there are a number of free applications available that 
will also convert PDF to Word (search for PDF to Word converter). 
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Paper Y312 series overview 

Y312 is one of twenty one units for Paper 3 of the A Level examination for GCE History. This unit tests 

an extended period of History of at least one hundred years through an interpretation question on a 

named in-depth topic and through two essays.  

The paper is divided into two sections. In Section A candidates are required to use contextual knowledge 

to test the views of two historians about one of the three named in-depth topics or an aspect of one. The 

question does not require them to comment on the style of writing or the provenance of the 

interpretation.  

In Section B candidates are required to answer two essay questions from a choice of three. 

Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• showed a clear understanding of the views of 

the two interpretations in relation to the 

question 

• were able to use contextual knowledge to test 

the interpretations, linking that knowledge 

directly to the interpretation through evaluative 

words 

• were able to consider both the strengths and 

limitations of both Interpretations using 

contextual knowledge 

• covered the whole period in a balanced way 

• adopted a thematic approach 

• made links and comparisons between aspects 

of the topic 

• explained the links and comparisons 

• supported their arguments with precise and 

relevant examples 

• reached a supported judgement about the 

issue in the question. 

• showed a limited understanding of one or both 

of the interpretations 

• did not go beyond a basic explanation of part 

of the interpretation 

• did not link any contextual knowledge directly 

to the Interpretation and therefore did not 

evaluate the Interpretation 

• adopted a chronological rather than thematic 

approach 

• did not make links or comparisons even if 

events from different parts of the period were 

discussed in the same paragraph 

• did not cover the whole period 

• 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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Section A overview 

There is one compulsory question in this section. This question requires candidates to explain the view 

of each interpretation in relation to the question and then evaluate the interpretation by the application of 

contextual knowledge. Responses should show an understanding of the wider debate connected to the 

issue. 

 

Question 1  

The two interpretations offered different views as to the reasons for the Salem witch trials. It is important 

that responses take an overview of the interpretation and consider what view it is offering about the issue 

in the question, rather than cherry pick a phrase and then evaluate that.  

Exemplar 1 provides an example of a strong response that was focused and placed at the top of Level 6. 

It shows the depth of knowledge and level of evaluation expected. There were a number of candidates 

who simply explained the two interpretations, often using knowledge to support that explanation, but did 

not evaluate the passages. Evaluation requires candidates to give a value to the interpretation in each 

passage about the issue in the question, hence it is important to take an overview of what the view of the 

interpretation is.  

There was much contextual knowledge that could have been used to test the views. Interpretation A 

focused more on the longer term causes of the witch trials, whereas Interpretation B considered the roles 

of individuals and more short-term causes. However, both did discuss religious and social and economic 

issues. In evaluating Interpretation A, candidates could have argued the view offered was valid given the 

impact of the Indian Wars, the issue of the Charter which threatened Puritan domination and the 

economic impact of the Navigation Acts. In terms of religion, Interpretation A might have been seen as 

valid because of the message in the sermons of Puritan preachers, while Interpretation B also stressed 

the role of religion, but focused on the issue of tensions caused by the church ministry. Interpretation B 

might have been as valid with its focus on the tensions between the Putnams and Porters, which also 

manifested itself in the religious struggle.  

However, where Interpretation A was often challenged is that many of these issues were there before 

1692 and did not lead to a witch hunt - and that they impacted much of Massachusetts, but the hunt was 

largely confined to Salem and Andover. In challenging Interpretation B, some responses considered 

whether the divide between the Putnams and Porters was reflected in the accusations and considered 

who was actually accused.  
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Exemplar 1 
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Assessment for learning 

 

‘Evaluate’ means give a value to the interpretation. In simple terms, is the view valid? 
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Section B overview 

Candidates are required to answer two questions from a choice of three. To do well on Section B 

candidates need to make connections and links across the whole period of their study. They should 

explain similarities and differences between the events they are discussing to show an awareness of 

continuity and change across the whole period, unless instructed otherwise. The comparisons may be 

made across the period within the topic or between regions, depending on the Topic. It is also important 

that the comparisons are explained - what is similar or different between the periods or regions.  

The strongest answers will test a hypothesis and reach a supported judgement. 

 

Question 2*  

This was a popular question with most candidates able to explain the role of economic and religious 

issues in the hunts, but with a number drifting away from the demands of the question to consider other 

issues which were not relevant to the question set.  

There were a number of economic issues that were discussed, and responses did explain the role they 

placed in the hunts, with particular reference to the mini ice age or the impact of war. Where responses 

were less strong was in comparing these issues across regions and therefore often just produced a 

response which went into Level 4 with, at best, some limited synthesis. This was also seen in the 

discussion of religious issues, although candidates did find it easier to compare areas of religious tension 

with those where there was uniformity of belief and argue that hunts were often in the regions where 

there were tensions, comparing Southern Germany with Spain or Italy.  

There were also comparisons made about the impact of religious wars, for example the increased 

persecution that impacted the Thirty Years War or the English Civil War alongside the lack of 

persecution in France during the Wars of Religion, allowing synthesis to be demonstrated. Many argued 

that religion was an underlying factor throughout the period and pointed to the role of the Church in 

wanting to purify society or its statement on witches and the literature produced.  
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Question 3*  

This was the least popular question and one candidates found most challenging, hence Exemplar 2 

which provides an example of covering both possible approaches and a high level of synthesis 

throughout. The issue for most candidates was that they wanted to turn this into another essay on the 

reasons for persecutions, rather than it being driven by the actual geography.  

The strongest responses considered issues such as the movement from West to East, with many 

commenting on the division between east and west of the River Elbe after c1650. There were others that 

commented on the constant feature in the west of hunts taking place in border regions.  

There was also some discussion of the contrast between Southern Europe and Central Europe, with 

responses commenting that for the most part hunts in the South of Europe were earlier, if they happened 

– although the strongest responses did note exceptions – than those in Central Europe/Germany. There 

were also those who discussed whether the hunts were focused on urban or rural areas throughout the 

period. Responses also pointed out that were certain areas that never really saw a major witchcraze, 

arguing that much of the North was largely exempt. If these issues were taken up then candidates found 

plenty of opportunity for synthesis and remained focused on the question, often able to supply very good 

details about the scale of the hunts, or lack of, in the regions considered.  

Exemplar 2 
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Question 4*  

This was probably the most popular question, but unfortunately led to many weaker responses 

describing the methods of torture that were used rather than addressing whether it was the most 

frequent response.  

Candidates were largely aware of areas where torture was used on a frequent basis, and this often led to 

an explanation as to why, but it could have been contrasted with regions where torture was not used or 

where it was banned, allowing some level of synthesis to appear in the responses. In responses that did 

this they often made reference to Spain and Italy where torture was not allowed, or England which 

provided an ideal opportunity to argue torture was the most frequent response where authorities had lost 

control. Most responses were aware as to why it was used, providing as it did a much higher confession 

rate. The strongest responses compared national and regional approaches and again this provided the 

opportunity for synthesis. Some argued that the use of torture declined everywhere over the period as 

attitudes to witchcraft changed through the scientific revolution, often making reference to specific 

writings, such as Langenfeld. Others argued it declined because of a desire from the authorities for 

increased proof. However, it was important that responses considered other issues, regardless as to 

whether they were to argue torture was the most frequent response. Responses that did this considered 

issues such legal developments, punishments and confessions obtained without torture. A simple 

description of the methods used was not rewarded highly and was most likely placed in Level 2 unless 

there was some explanation.  
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