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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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History Around Us J411/21 overview 

The History Around Us unit is the only unit in the Component Group 2 History Around Us GCSE Paper. 

The focus of assessment for the History Around Us paper is knowledge and understanding, and using 

sources. The paper has three questions; students choose to answer two of them. Spelling, punctuation 

and grammar (SPaG) marks are given on this paper. 

The History Around Us paper requires candidates to understand how the physical features of a selected 

site and other supporting sources inform understanding of historical events and developments. 

As with every year, it is enjoyable to see how most candidates have a sound knowledge of their site and 

interact with the information with considerable understanding. However, some candidates do not always 

show off their knowledge due to simple structural errors.  

Key points for candidates to remember: 

•  accurate identification of the site  

Candidates are expected to identify the site they have studied at the top of their answer. It is important 

that they do so accurately so that the examiner knows the extent of the study. For example, some sites 

are for Cromford Mill, others for Cromford Mill and village. Identifying a site as ‘Bristol’ does not tell an 

examiner whether the site was Bristol Docks or Clifton Suspension Bridge. Some candidates do not 

identify a site at all, and, while it may be possible to determine the location from the answer, it is not 

ideal. 

• remaining within the bounds of the question 

Where a question requires candidates to answer from within a given time period, responses outside that 

time period will not be given marks. Candidates can spend considerable time crafting answers which will 

not get them marks if they write outside the given period. 

• use of site evidence.  

As this paper is primarily focused on the study of a specific site, candidates are expected to demonstrate 

their knowledge of the features of that site – physical remains, artefacts, relevant documentation etc. 

Statements about usage, change, significance should be supported by reference to these features and 

often make a considerable difference to the mark given within the level achieved. 
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Candidates who did well on this paper 

generally: 

Candidates who did less well on this paper 

generally:  

• selected detail and explained the link to first 
use rather than across multiple time periods 

• identified physical changes to the site and its 
uses and gave explanations supported by their 
knowledge to show why the changes took 
place 

• used site features to pose relevant historical 
questions which could be asked when studying 
the site 

• used background knowledge of the period to 
support the explanations of site features 
and/or changes. 

• wrote about multiple time periods or selected a 
single time period which was not ‘first use’ 

• identified physical changes to the site without 
explaining how this changed the use of the site 

• identified change of use but without 
explanation of why this took place 

• asked questions but did not link them to 
features of the site 

• asked relevant questions but showed how the 
site answered those questions rather than how 
the site generated the questions. 

 

OCR support 

 

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

the horizontal menu within GCSE (9-1): History B on Teach Cambridge. 

 

  

https://teachcambridge.org/a0a9e8be-ccc8-4e6f-806b-ef73e78089a9/upcoming-training-events?subject=65a80a07-d775-4e40-881a-0a94ab772f55&unit=all
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Question 1 

This question asked candidates to focus on the first use of their site. They were expected to select a 

range of features which could be demonstrated today and explain how each of those features showed 

something about the first use. 

The best responses for this question identified the nature of ‘first use’ and then selected a number of 

current features of the site and explained how these would demonstrate that first use. 

The question was framed as a guide giving a tour of the site, so to access the higher marks in each level 

a candidate would need to refer at least once to this idea of showing or pointing out certain features. 

Common errors on this question occurred when candidates gave a straight description of the site without 

using the framework of a guide.  

A more common error was for candidates to write about a period which was not the ‘first use of the site’. 

Examiners were instructed to allow a broad definition of ‘first use’ to cover the period of the lifetime of 

those who constructed the site. This meant that sites which had a long period with the same ‘first use’ 

would receive equal consideration to those who had a more specific shorter ‘first use’ period. 

 

Read the question carefully 

It is important for candidates to note that only explanations which fitted with the criteria ‘first use’ could 
be given marks. Many candidates deviated from this requirement. 
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Exemplar 1 
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This exemplar is based on Kenilworth Castle.  

The candidate clearly establishes the response to the question by indicating they would be pointing out 

various features. Their first feature is the location of the site, explaining how its position exemplifies the 

first use of ‘strategic military control of the area.’ The candidate explains why this was a necessary 

feature, by referencing the need to watch over the Earl of Warwick. 

The second point makes use of the geology of the site, allowing for the construction of relevant 

defensive features – and gives an explanation of their value in relation to the ‘first use’. 

The third point references the local supplies which were necessary for the construction and wellbeing of 

those who first used the site, naming specific features and showing how they contributed. 

Each of the points is clearly linked back to their initial identification of the first use of the site and uses 

specific named features for support, together with an explanation for each as to their relative value. As a 

result, this response gained full marks. 
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Question 2 

Question 2 asked candidates to explain the reasons behind changes at their site. At first glance, this 

appears a straightforward question, similar to previous questions, which have asked candidates to show 

how their site has changed over time. However, the emphasis on this year’s question is subtly different. 

Candidate do need to use evidence from the site to show changes that have taken place over time, but 

the main focus is on explaining the reasons for those changes.  

In order to demonstrate any kind of change, it is necessary for candidates to establish a base from which 

to measure change. Therefore, the first action by any candidate must be to describe the use of their site 

at a given time and indicate how this is supported by evidence from the site. It is worth noting that this 

does not have to be the first use of the site. 

Once this has been established, candidates should: 

- identify a change to the site  

- link this to a site feature which demonstrates the change  

- give a substantiated explanation why this change took place.  

This will gain an ‘explained’ level on the mark scheme. A strong explanation of the reason and range of 

support given, will determine the place of the response within the level. Additional explanations of the 

reasons for changes to the site will move the answer up through the levels. 

Candidates who only described changes to the features of the site, and did not explain why these 

changes happened, or who identified a reason but did not explain it or provide generic reasons would 

only gain Level 2 for that point. Candidates who gave a full explanation of a reason for change but did 

not demonstrate the change by reference to a physical feature of the site would not gain maximum 

marks in the level. 

 

Explaining change 

Candidates should provide a brief explanation of the first use they wish to consider so that future 
changes show from what to what. 
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Exemplar 2 
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This exemplar is based on Greenwich Park.  

The candidate starts with an explanation of why the site was modified during the Tudor era and gives 

various reasons why developments were made to the site. However, as stated on the mark scheme, 

change has to be shown as a process from a state to another state. This part of the response does not 

fulfil this criterion as it does not refer to the uses of the park before the Tudor period – so this part of the 

answer was given Level 2. In this paragraph, minimal use is made of the site’s features which is another 

weakness about this part of the question, although it would not have prevented the awarding of Level 3 

had there been a comparison present. 

The second paragraph qualifies as an explanation of change as the first paragraph has laid out an earlier 

usage. There is a strong explanation of changes in society which led to the building of Flamsteed House 

to house the Meridian. The answer is well supported by knowledge and by detail from the site and was 

given Level 3. 

The final explanation showed how the growth and success of the British Navy was the reason for the 

conversion of the Kings House (Level 4). The candidate ends their response by identifying various other 

uses of the site but with no development. These points do not increase the mark – by themselves they 

would have been just Level 1 as there are no reasons given. 

The final mark (15) reflects two valid explanations but with limited use of the features of the site – hence 

the mark in the middle of the level. 
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Question 3 

This question was not as popular with candidates as Questions 1 and 2. It asked candidates to select a 

feature or range of features from any period in their site’s history, explain why they are important and 

pose a question or questions which someone studying the site could raise after looking at these features. 

Candidates could select any aspect of their site, from any time period. 

Some candidates found this a challenge. They could pose questions about any aspect of their site, from 

any period of time, but many used the site features to answer the questions rather than showing how the 

features might have given rise to those questions. It was decided that candidates who took this approach 

should receive rather more credit that simply being held in Level 2, as they had accurately posed 

relevant questions and obviously understood their site, so responses which took this approach were 

given a maximum mark of Level 3. To move higher in the levels, candidates needed to use the site 

features as the springboard for their questions. Candidates who achieved this more than once, were able 

to move up through the levels. 

 

Read the question carefully 

Candidates should take care with the wording of the question. This question specifically refers to what 
questions should be ‘asked,’ not how they might be answered. 
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Exemplar 3 
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This exemplar is based on Coalbrookdale,  

The candidate first looks at the issue of education within the site and poses the question about why the 

Darby family cared about education. They support the reason for their question by describing the school, 

built in 1830 and justify the validity of asking this question by pointing out that this was before the 

Education Act which made the provision of education compulsory (Level 3). 

Their second point focuses on the site feature of Charity Row which was built to house widows of the 

workers at a reduced rent. The candidate poses the reasonable question of why the Darby family felt it 

was appropriate to do this. This point gains Level 4 but is not as well supported about why this might be 

a good question to ask, so did not gain the higher marks in the level. 

The candidate’s final point raises the question about why the Darby family cared about their workers and 

built Carpenter’s Row. This is an example of the alternative approach to this question, where the 

candidate gives the answer to the question they have posed rather than explaining why this would be a 

valid question. Therefore, it was capped at Level 3 and so cannot raise the answer further up the mark 

scheme.  

To improve, the candidate should have explained why it was unusual for mill owners to provide good 

quality accommodation (perhaps by comparison with another mill of the time). This would have 

supported the reasons for posing the question and raised the answer to Level 5. 

The final mark of 15 marks reflects the two valid explanations of relevant questions which could be 

asked. Some site evidence has been used but further detail would have improved the mark within the 

level 

. 
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