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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 responses 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 Teach Cambridge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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). 

  

https://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/teach-cambridge/
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Paper Y317 series overview 

Y317 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 the strengths and/or 

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 the 

interpretation 

• did not link 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 

• did not use specific and relevant evidence 

• made unsupported comments about issues 

which were no more than assertions. 

 

OCR support 

 

You can find information on exam review webinars and other support events in Training on 

the horizontal menu within AS and A Level History A on Teach Cambridge. 

 

 

https://teachcambridge.org/a0a9e8be-ccc8-4e6f-806b-ef73e78089a9/upcoming-training-events?unit=all&subject=1b006d7b-3ae5-4a7b-bf44-17b1395b45f6
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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. 

Section A in Paper Y317 is focused on the nature and course of the Cultural Revolution. 

 

Question 1 

Many candidates answered this question well, showing sound understanding and a wide range of 

knowledge about the nature and course of the Cultural Revolution. Most candidates were able to 

successfully identify the main differences between the interpretations, with Passage A suggesting that 

Mao was in control and the Revolution was organised from the top down, and Passage B arguing that 

Mao lost control of the Revolution and faced significant opposition.  

Candidates supported Passage A with a wide variety of evidence and contextual knowledge, including 

examples of demonstrations of loyalty to Mao, the use of the Little Red Book to foster Mao’s cult of 

personality, and Mao’s ability to control the urban youth through the ‘up the mountains and down to the 

countryside’ campaign.  

Some candidates struggled to show the same breadth of knowledge when evaluating Passage B. There 

was no requirement for candidates to demonstrate any specific contextual knowledge of the Wuhan 

incident or the actions of General Chen. Successful candidates tackled Passage B by considering 

opposition to Mao more widely, evaluating whether this was typical of the Revolution as a whole, and by 

evaluating the references made to Li Shao-Chi, Madam Mao, and the Small Group.  

Weaker responses explained the nature of the Cultural Revolution more generally, but with limited 

specific knowledge, paraphrasing the passages without providing examples of evidence in support of the 

interpretations.  
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Exemplar 1 
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Exemplar 1 is a good example of Level 5 evaluation. The candidate has taken at least two of the main 

arguments from each passage and supported or challenged the argument using some specific 

contextual knowledge. For Passage B, the candidate has noted the argument that there was opposition 

to the Revolution, directed at the Gang of Four, and supported this with knowledge of the actions of the 

Gang of Four and their treatment at the end of the Revolution. They also acknowledge the passage’s 

statement that ‘no-one dared attack Mao openly’, and suggest this is in fact an understatement, 

expanding on this with knowledge of how Mao’s cult of personality was developed.  

Specific knowledge is then also used to evaluate Passage A, particularly Passage A’s suggestion that 

the Revolution was characterised by violence, and that ‘it turned in on itself’. The evaluation is clear 

throughout, and the knowledge used is specific and detailed. This candidate is demonstrating the skills 

we are looking for in this response.  

There were other points made within each passage that the candidate could have considered, and so 

the range of evaluation and knowledge demonstrated here is not comprehensive enough to reach Level 

6. However, a couple of examples of clear and valid evaluation, with specific knowledge, secures this 

response in Level 5.  
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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 although many candidates were not fully focused in their response. This 

question required candidates to consider how changes to the nature of government were achieved in 

China throughout the period; whether violence, or other factors, prompted change.  

Successful candidates considered how violence led to change through events such as the 1911 

Revolution, Communist takeover in 1949, Taiping Uprising, and Northern Expedition, among others. This 

was then compared to alternative factors that prompted change, such as changes in ideology, or actions 

of individuals, providing examples of change where violence was not the driving force. 

It is valid to argue that the nature of government in China has been characterised more by continuity 

than change, and that violence was more often used to prevent change rather than cause it. This was a 

perfectly acceptable approach, and argued well by some candidates. Some candidates took a thematic 

approach to nature of government, with paragraphs focusing on structure of government, ideology, 

centralisation, repression etc, and within each theme considering whether it was violence or other factors 

that brought change. This was also a valid and successful approach.  

However, many candidates struggled to focus on ‘changes to the nature of government’. Some weaker 

responses focused on economic and social changes, which were not relevant to this question. Some 

also described how governments used violence, but without linking this to changes in government. 

Responses sometimes described change or continuity in the nature of government, but without 

addressing how these changes occurred, and whether violence was the cause. These responses were 

not fully focused on the question and could not reach the higher levels of the mark scheme.  

Assessment for learning 

 

Remind candidates to look carefully at the wording of the question and to choose the themes 

they discuss accordingly, rather than try to make a pre-planned structure fit the question 

posed. 
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Question 3* 

This was the most popular of the three essay questions, and candidates generally showed good 

knowledge of the changes in the Chinese economy. Candidates typically identified changes in 

agriculture and trade in addition to industry, before coming to a conclusion about which they felt was 

most important. 

While weaker responses offered more generalised and vague descriptions of changes to the economy, 

most answers were able to explain specific changes, supported with some detailed evidence and 

examples. However, many candidates took a chronological approach within each paragraph, explaining 

steps taken by each leader in turn to improve the economy in terms of industry, agriculture, or trade. 

While this is a valid approach, it did not usually lead candidates to show developed synthesis or develop 

a sustained line of reasoning.  

The strongest answers were able to explain the impact of changes to the economy, and to identify and 

develop change and continuity over time. For example, some candidates argued that industry was the 

most important as it brought steady, consistent improvement across the period, compared to agriculture 

which often stagnated. Alternatively, some candidates argued that while industry and agriculture saw 

some improvements, the impact of this was not fully realised until trade expanded at the end of the 

period, making changes to trade the most important. No set argument is expected, but it is this 

recognition of change and continuity over time that enables candidates to show the developed synthesis 

required at the higher levels of the mark scheme.  
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Exemplar 2 
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Exemplar 2 is a good example of an answer which is focused on the question, demonstrating relevant 

and sometimes detailed knowledge, but does not show the developed synthesis required at the higher 

levels of the mark scheme. Within each paragraph, changes made by various leaders are explained, but 

largely in isolation, with little comparison. On occasion, the candidate has used words such as ‘similarly’ 

to indicate a comparison, but this is not explained and so cannot be credited as developed synthesis. For 

this reason, it is a good example of a Level 4 response.  

Exemplar 3 
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In comparison, Exemplar 3 demonstrates aspects of the ‘developed synthesis’ we are looking for at 

Level 5. In these paragraphs on industry and trade, there is a range of examples from across the period 

to support the argument. Rather than just listing these examples in isolation, there is also an explanation 

of similarities and differences, demonstrating an awareness of change and continuity over time. The 

synthesis is not consistent throughout the answer, but there is enough here to demonstrate that the 

candidate has met some of the requirements of Level 5.  
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Question 4* 

This was the least popular of the three essay questions, although candidates who chose it often tackled 

it successfully. The question required candidates to consider the impact of the Korean War on Chinese 

relations with the wider world, and compare this with other potential turning points of their choice.  

Strong responses broke ‘relations with the wider world’ into specific themes, which formed the basis of 

each paragraph. These often included trade, conflict, sovereignty, and the introduction of new ideas, or 

focused on relations with individual countries such as the USA, USSR, and Japan. Multiple approaches 

were valid.  

Within each theme, successful candidates compared the impact of the Korean War with other turning 

points, including the Opium Wars, the Communist takeover in 1949, the Boxer Rebellion, and Deng’s 

rise to power, among others. The importance of each turning point was considered according to whether 

it was positive, negative, short-term, or long-lasting.  

Weaker responses explained one turning point per paragraph. While the explanation was relevant, this 

approach did not enable candidates to compare turning points and show the developed synthesis 

required at the higher levels of the mark scheme. Some candidates also chose a narrow range of turning 

points, all in the 20th century, which did not enable them to show synthesis across the period.  

Assessment for learning 

 

Remind candidates that they must cover as much of the time frame of the topic as possible in 

their response, drawing on examples and evidence from across the period. Without a range of 

evidence or turning points, they cannot demonstrate an understanding of change and 

continuity over time, or ‘developed synthesis’. 
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