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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 Y253/01 series overview 

Y253 is one of five non-British Period Study units for Paper 2 for the AS Level examination for GCE 

History. This unit tests a period of study of about 50 years through a traditional essay and an essay 

based on evaluating an interpretation.  

The paper is divided into two sections. The first two questions, in Section A, are traditional essay 

questions and the candidate is required to answer one of them. The third question, in Section B, is the 

compulsory interpretation question.  

To do well on Section A, candidates needed 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.  

To do well in Section B, candidates needed to focus on evaluating the strengths and limitations of the 

given interpretation.  

 

Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

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

• used supporting detail which was both 
accurate and relevant to the question set, not 
just the topic 

• reached a supported judgement about the 
issue in the question 

• avoided listing factors in essays and instead 
evaluated their comparative importance to the 
given question 

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

• in answering the interpretation question 
demonstrated knowledge of the historical 
context and the wider historical debate and 
used this to analyse the interpretation and 
evaluated its strengths and weaknesses. 

• 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 

• considered only strengths or limitations on the 
interpretation question 

• Considered the interpretation loosely or wrote 
a general essay question on the topic. 
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Section A overview 

Two essays are set, each from a different key topic. Here the candidates were asked to assess the 

causes of wartime tension in the Grand Alliance during WW2 or to examine whether the coup of 1991 

was the most important factor in ending the Cold War in the period 1984-89. The questions set require 

candidates to analyse causes and consequences of major historical issues. 

 

Question 1* 

This was the more popular of the two essay questions and was, in the main, well-answered. Candidates 

who did well on this question were able to comparatively evaluate a range of factors examining whether 

these tensions were rooted in a clash of political ideology or whether the reasons were more immediate. 

For ideological clashes candidates successfully wrote about long-term political differences, clashes 

between the different leaders, and the allied reaction to Soviet expansionism. For tensions caused by 

more immediate concerns candidates included the delays to the opening of the second front, the huge 

Soviet losses incurred in fighting the Nazis, the development and use of nuclear weapons by the USA, 

Soviet actions in Poland and disagreements over the terms of the wartime conferences. 

Assessment for learning 

 

Candidates should ensure that they pay careful attention to the dates in the question. 

Contextual knowledge on post-war Germany was frequently seen, whereas the question 

asked for the causes of wartime tensions 1941-45. 
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Exemplar 1  
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The chosen exemplar demonstrates a good Level 4 response which offers a range of factors which are 

well-supported but without the comparative evaluation and judgement required for the top level.  

 

Question 2* 

This was the less popular of the two essay questions and was answered by relatively few candidates. 

Those who did well on this question were able to assess how far the coup of 1991 was decisive, by 

examining how Gorbachev was replaced by the reformist Yeltsin, rather than a more hardline Kryuchov, 

and were able to show that its failure prevented the restoration of more authoritarian rule. The very best 

responses were able to expand on this by demonstrating that this then led to the disbanding of the 

Central Committee by Gorbachev, and the end of the Communist Party by Yeltsin. Alternatively, many 

candidates chose to examine the alternative view that in fact the Cold War was ended by a range of 

factors including Gorbachev’s reforms in the Soviet Union and how perestroika and glasnost undermined 

communist regimes in the Soviet bloc. This was linked to the impact of widespread disenchantment with 

communism in Soviet satellite states before the coup of 1991 (e.g. Solidarity). Economic instability 

caused by the impact of the high costs of war with Afghanistan as well as expenditure on the arms race 

caused by Reagan’s diplomacy and the use of SDI were also noted in many responses.  
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Section B overview 

In this section candidates were asked to consider a short interpretation that stated whether the prospects 

for a democratic, socialist Europe were brighter than those for a communist one in 1945.  

To do well candidates needed to evaluate the strengths and limitations of the given interpretation while 

making references to other interpretations. Other interpretations that are considered as part of evaluation 

and analysis do not need to be attributed to specific named historians, but they must be recognisable 

historical interpretations, rather than the candidate’s own viewpoint.  

 

Question 3 

This question elicited a wide range of responses with the best responses focusing on the specific 

wording of the interpretation. Many candidates ignored the use of the word socialist and tended to 

produce a partial analysis of the interpretation comparing democracy and communism in their answers, 

leading to a partial response. The best responses were able to examine the debate on whether there 

was a realistic opportunity of creating a socialist Europe in 1945, or by implication whether the prospects 

of a more authoritarian, communist Europe was more likely. The best responses considered both 

strengths and limitations of the interpretation, although as the chosen exemplar shows, there were some 

candidates who only examined strengths or limitations, limiting their response to Level 3 and below.  

In examining strengths, candidates tended to focus on the strength of democratic movements and 

parties in Western Europe in 1945 and the language of democracy used by the USA in this period in 

support. They also examined the terms of the wartime conferences and the agreements on free and fair 

elections as evidence for supporting the interpretation.  

Limitations were generally handled in a stronger fashion by candidates who were able to discuss the 

expansionist aims of the Soviet Union and the role of the Red Army in Europe by 1945. They were also 

able to demonstrate Stalin’s interference in Eastern Europe, including his actions in Poland as evidence 

of the limitations of the interpretation. Allied aims for Germany and the divisions that emerged also 

featured strongly here.  

The best responses set the answer in a longer-term framework by demonstrating that divisions that were 

already present in Europe pre-war returned and that there was no long-term prospect for socialist 

democracies to emerge.  
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Exemplar 2  
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