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Introduction
This is the third year of GCE 2008 and the sixth examination session for Unit 1. Candidates 
are now aware of how to approach the examination. They understand the need to produce 
a balanced answer, and they know that the most effective way to structure this answer is to 
make a number of relevant points, support these with examples, and establish clear links 
to the question set. Fewer answers than previously were awarded Levels 1 and 2. Most 
candidates appear to have gained something from their course, and thus are likely to be 
awarded at least Level 3. Almost all answers include some kind of plan, though some were 
very long and detailed, to the detriment of their answer overall.

Many candidates still struggle to maintain a focus on the question set. Some are quick to 
assume that the questions set are similar to those they have met while revising. They must 
remember that past questions are exactly that, and cannot appear again in the same form. 
They need to read the questions carefully and respond to what is asked, rather than what 
they hope they ask or what they have prepared to answer. Knowledge needs to be adapted 
and employed effectively, rather than taking the form of a prepared answer that may not 
focus on the question set. 

Equally, candidates must ensure that their entire answer focuses on the question. Question 
D7 required an analysis of the consequences of collectivisation. However, a number of 
candidates began with a lengthy explanation of the reasons for the introduction of this 
policy. Similarly, Question D10 required a focus on the civil rights movement, yet many 
discussed Black Power in their answers. This could be of some relevance, but was rarely 
made so. 

Past reports have highlighted the importance of focusing on the timescale set in the 
question. Many otherwise strong answers were weakened, sometimes substantially, by 
failing to cover the period set. Question A11 targeted 1455-61, but many ignored this 
and wrote only on the causes of civil conflict. Question B1’s timescale was 1517-25. 
Some ignored this completely, focusing instead on the long-term causes of the German 
Reformation. Question D11 set the parameters of 1954-63, yet many candidates discussed 
the roles of Truman and Johnson in their answers. An understanding of chronology, and the 
accurate use of dates, was often a factor which discriminated between Level 3 and Level 4 
answers.

It seemed that many candidates did not have the specific knowledge which is essential for 
accessing the higher levels, but provided generalised examples which showed little depth. 
Dates, numerical evidence, reference to key individuals and events are all important if 
candidates are to produce a convincing analysis. If we assume that each topic is studied for 
at least six weeks, the majority of candidates should have this depth of knowledge. 

Many candidates appear to have been armed with a writing template for their answers. 
The formula appeared to be taking note of the factor raised in the question and then 
mentioning that other factors (usually three) were also significant. Key marker phrases, 
such as ‘however’ and ‘on the other hand’ were then deployed before reaching some 
sort of conclusion. This approach can work as long as effective links to the question are 
established. Several answers looked at other relevant factors but failed to establish their 
significance beyond asserting that they were important. 
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Question 1-14

Question 1

The best answers were those which were able to give examples of change (or lack of it) 
drawn from the whole period and were thus able to consider not only the extent of change 
but also how this altered over time. A few very good answers also considered how 'dramatic' 
these changes were. Several answers focused on three key periods. Between 793 and c840 
coastal raids affected many monasteries and affected the Church’s ability to function in 
some areas. Between 840 and 865 over-wintering increased, with consequent affects on the 
inhabitants of some easterly areas. Finally, 865 to 877 marked the first stages of conquest 
and settlement. Most answers noted that the Viking threat changed over time until it led 
to the extinguishing of some Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. On the other hand, some responses 
tended to focus on a narrow range of events, for example the early raids of the years 865-
77, whilst others gave a detailed narrative of the Viking invasions without considering the 
impact on Anglo-Saxon England.
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The answer notes how the Viking invasions changed over time, 
from the coastal raids of 793-840 to the fully fledged invasions 
from 865 onwards. The impact of these raids on Anglo-Saxon 
England is investigated, notably the collapse of East Anglia, 
Northumbria and Mercia, and the consequent effects on church 
and government. An evaluative response at Low Level 5.

Examiner Comments

When assessing change over time, remember to 
point out that some things stayed the same, and 
explain why this was so.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Some answers were narrowly focused on Edington and its significance. They often took the 
form of a narrative of events from the Christmas raids of 877 to the Treaty of Wedmore 
and the conversion of Guthrum, with 879-99 tacked on almost as an afterthought. Better 
answers noted the significance of Edington and compared the significance of the victory 
with Alfred’s subsequent reforms to his armed forces and the development of the burhs. 
There were many answers in Levels 4 and 5 which noted the division of England which 
was established at Wedmore, the growing prestige of both Alfred and Wessex, and Alfred’s 
reform programme after 878. While the military and naval reforms were known well, 
educational reforms were often not investigated, nor were many students apparently aware 
of the cultural flowering which took place in a Wessex which was largely at peace.
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The answer notes the importance of Edington for both the 
Vikings and for Alfred, whose prestige grew throughout 
England. Education and military reforms are addressed, with 
some attempt to evaluate the importance of these when set 
against the victory at Edington. A Low Level 5 response.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3

Students were generally good at focusing on the competing claims of William and Harold 
Godwinson. Weaker students restricted their comments to Edward’s failure to produce a 
direct heir and to his promises to both candidates. Most students were able to explore 
different reasons for Edward and Edith not having any children and to provide context for 
the two promises, and also address the nature of the evidence supporting the historical 
accuracy of the promises, and whether the Norman origin of much of the legacy can be 
taken at face value. Candidates were also able to widen their answer to include Harald 
Hardrada’s claim and the legacy of Cnut’s reign. Most students were then able to develop 
points about Edward the Confessor’s direct responsibility and compare that to other factors 
in terms of individuals. Some candidates were able to develop their points further by 
addressing Edward’s close links to Norman culture and society, and his conflict with the 
Godwin family. At higher levels answers not only explored Edward’s responsibility but also 
the level of responsibility of other individuals, blaming Harold Godwinson’s conflict with his 
brother Tostig for being a major factor in drawing Harald Hardrada into the conflict in 1066. 
These answers explicitly addressed the responsibility of Edward in comparison with the 
other factors.
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This is a confident and wide-ranging answer. The candidate notes the role 
of Edward the Confessor and the real or supposed promises made to both 
William of Normandy and his exiled cousin. Godwinson's responsibility for 
the conflict in 1066 is noted, especially through his treatment of Tostig. 
There is an interesting point towards the end of the answer which notes 
that the centralisation of power in England made the country vulnerable 
to attack, as shown by Sweyn's invasion. Maximum marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4 

Many candidates showed a good range of knowledge about the reforms initiated under 
Lanfranc both in terms of the reorganisation of the dioceses and the assertion of 
Canterbury’s primacy over York. There was also discussion of other matters such as the 
changes in personnel and the separation of Church courts from secular authorities. The 
issues of continuity were discussed in less depth, with the prolongation of Stigand’s position 
until 1070 and the fact that most ordinary English priests remained being most commonly 
cited. There was little discussion of the monastic aspects of reform, and the issue of the 
relationship between Church and State was also often ignored. Only a few went beyond 
William I’s reign to discuss the relationship between Anselm and William II  and the changes 
that resulted from their various crises. 

Similarly, the discussion of change in the organisation of the state was often weakened 
by a failure to appreciate what a ‘state’ would be in the Anglo-Norman context. There was 
discussion of such issues as the coronation, the shire system, writs, geld, coinage, feudalism 
and legal changes (especially forest law) though some candidates described these matters 
without integrating them into an argument. The best answers were able to identify William’s 
desire to continue the Anglo-Saxon system, and that changes were forced by his inability 
to secure loyalty, hence the mutation of the late Anglo-Saxon system.  The best candidates 
were also able to bring William Rufus and Henry I into the discussion: the Exchequer being 
the best discussed topic.

Overall, candidates were undermined by imbalance when they only dealt with one aspect 
of the question or focused on William the Conqueror at the exclusion of the others. Most 
candidates attempted to weigh up the degree of change and continuity to some extent 
which was creditable.
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The answer considers both change and 
continuity in church and state. While there were 
few changes to the structure of government, 
rule by deputies while William was in Normandy 
was a significant innovation. The feudal system, 
legal changes and developments in the Church, 
notably closer relations with the Papacy and 
changes in key personnel, are all addressed. 
Some evaluation overall: Low Level 5.

Examiner Comments

The question refers to 'Norman 
kings'. You should therefore try to 
include at least some information 
on William Rufus and Henry I.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5 

The general comments noted the importance of reading the question carefully before 
preparing an answer. Question 5 focused on Henry II’s disputes with the Church, but many 
candidates focused instead on the relationship between Henry and Becket. Such answers 
tended to be descriptive and outlined the main points of contention between the two. At 
a lower level were answers which focused entirely on Becket, usually including a lengthy 
description of his murder. Answers at higher levels were aware that Henry’s difficulties with 
the Church stemmed from the king’s twin policy of restoring the rights of the monarchy 
after the conflicts of 1135-54, and of addressing significant abuses within the Church. At the 
highest level were answers which placed the Becket-Henry quarrel within a broader context, 
with some even aware of some of the events of Stephen’s reign.
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A confident and focused answer which compares the roles of 
both Becket and Henry II in the conflict between Church and 
State. The personalities of both protagonists are assessed, 
and there is some good commentary on Henry's ambition to 
restore royal power after the disintegration during the civil 
war. The candidate also notes that this particular conflict was 
simply the continuation of a long-standing dispute between 
Church and State. Maximum marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

The question asked for consideration of events from 1189. Weaker answers ignored this 
requirement, focusing instead on the later years of John’s reign. Other candidates misjudged 
Richard’s role in the question, devoting much of their answer to 1189-99 and leaving 
insufficient time to consider John’s difficulties. This sometimes occurred in answers of good 
quality in terms of both knowledge and coherence, but the imbalance influenced where 
the answer was placed within Level 4. John’s failures in France were not well handled on 
the whole though most candidates were able to relate to his behaviour as king of England. 
Even here there was a tendency to narrate. Few candidates referred to the baronial revolt 
itself. Even fewer mentioned Magna Carta by name or tried to link its demands to John’s 
behaviour as a way of structuring the assessment of ‘how accurate...’ There was, however, a 
fundamental appreciation of the attitude of medieval barons, and of how medieval kingship 
had to shape some relationship with the leading barons. Many answers tended to produce 
an analytical form but with little supporting evidence. 
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The answer focuses on three factors which caused the baronial 
revolt: oppressive taxation: the sidelining of the feudal barons; 
and the personalities of both Richard and John. An evaluative 
response with sufficient range and depth for Low Level 5.

Examiner Comments

This question shows how important it is to read the 
exam paper carefully! This is a question focused on the 
baronial revolt, not on the Angevin Empire.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

Students sometimes struggled to maintain relevance in their answer to this question. The 
fall in population itself was described in some detail by weaker students. Material covered 
other consequences of the Black Death, including the increased sense of freedom that 
resulted in the Statute of Labourers and the Sumptuary Laws. Some candidates attempted 
to link these freedoms to reasons for the failure of the size of the population to rise. Better 
answers were much more focused on the question, addressing the recurrence of the plague 
and the fact that key section of the population, especially the young, were affected, and 
linking this to the failure of the size of the population to rise. The best answers explained 
these points fully, and added to them a recognition of the way in which the impact of the 
plague on towns caused a lack of population growth, while the psychological impact of the 
plague caused people to lose faith in the future and therefore avoid marriage and children. 
Some students were able to link the different factors they had identified. Some of the best 
answers took a broader view of population trends, noting that the population of England was 
falling before 1348/9 and therefore that the Black Death was only one reason explaining the 
failure of the population to rise after 1349. 

Question 8

Weaker answers, which were fortunately quite rare, were from candidates who produced 
only an extended narrative of events, or focused on reasons for the outbreak of the revolt of 
1381. Most noted the political challenge which was being mounted, and the significance of 
John Ball’s ideas, suggesting that the poll taxes of 1379-81 provided the trigger rather than 
the fundamental cause of the revolt. The weaknesses of the peasants were clearly explained 
both in terms of their lack of unity and organisation, and by the ease with which they were 
eventually dispersed. 
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The answer considers the rebels' grievances, including their demands for 
an end to serfdom and resentment of both the Statute of Labourers and 
the Sumptuary Laws. The poor leadership of the rebels is also noted. 
The answer tends towards description in places, and the introduction is 
not very effective, but there is an analytical focus here, with sufficient 
development of material for High Level 4.

Examiner Comments
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Questions 9 and 10

There were virtually no answers to the questions in Option D5.

Question 11

Too many candidates saw the question as an opportunity to write at some length on 
the causes of the Wars of the Roses in the years before 1455; such answers could 
only be credited for providing some contextual knowledge. Better answers noted that, 
within the timescale 1455-61, Henry VI contributed nothing to the Lancastrian cause, 
while his prolonged bouts of catatonic schizophrenia may even have helped the Yorkist 
cause. The role of Margaret of Anjou was often handled very well. Candidates were 
aware of her demands to be recognised as regent for her son, and that she took control 
of the Lancastrian cause from 1455. Her political mistakes, notably the convening the 
Parliament of Devils, and her strategic error of basing her forces in the Midlands, were also 
investigated. The leadership of Richard Duke of York was handled with varying degrees of 
success. Some saw him as motivated by personal grievances because of the way he had 
been mistreated by Henry VI, though most were aware that he had a legitimate claim to the 
throne, perhaps better than that of Henry VI. While York’s leadership of his cause was well 
documented, candidates seemed less sure of the role of the Earl of March towards the end 
of the period.
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The answer compares the roles of Henry VI, Margaret of 
Anjou and Richard Duke of York in explaining Lancastrian 
failures in the years 1455-61. There is an awareness of 
the course of events, and the analysis is supported by a 
secure range of accurate information. High Level 4.

Examiner Comments
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Question 12

Weaker answers were broadly descriptive and focused almost entirely on the Princes in 
the Tower.  Very little else was offered to provide an argument and there was no counter 
argument. Henry was not discussed in any detail and the problems with Scotland were 
not mentioned.  Occasionally Buckingham was mentioned in passing but his significance 
was not well known. Better answers  provided a secure counter argument, with material 
which suggested that a short reign was not inevitable and that some of Richard’s behaviour 
was typical of a medieval monarch. Candidates asserted that it was due to a culmination 
of factors both long and short term, added to some bad luck on the battlefield, that led 
to Richard’s death. Henry Tudor’s challenge was well documented, including his failed 
campaign of 1483, growing support from the Woodvilles and disaffected Yorkists, and the 
value of French support. It was interesting to see that so many candidates have accepted 
Shakespeare’s portrayal of Richard III as a king without redeeming qualities: he was a more 
complex, and perhaps more successful ruler than they realised. 
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The answer explains the shortness of Richard's reign by considering the opposition of the 
Woodvilles, variable support of the nobles as a whole, and the ambitions of Henry Tudor 
which led to the battle of Bosworth. Richard's unpopularity is suggested as a reason for 
his failure, though this is not fully explained. High Level 4.

Examiner Comments
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Question 13

Candidates were agreed that Henry had a weak claim to the English throne but there was 
great variety in the explanation of this. A few candidates were able to discuss the Beaufort 
line and its weaknesses compared with the Yorkist claim through Elizabeth of York.  Good 
candidates were able to make a distinction between challenges and rebellions. In the case 
of challenges –  particularly Simnel and Warbeck - the two imposters, many candidates 
were able to explain that as such ‘feeble’ plots were a distinct challenge to Henry, then 
his weak claim might have had something to do with it. However not many candidates 
considered that the timing of the Simnel  plot ( early in the reign) and the longevity of 
Warbeck plot ( throughout most of the reign) as indicators of other factors also being at 
work.  Better candidates were able to also refer to the habits of leading nobles of the last 
30years for which challenging the king was a valid pastime. Others also cited the anger, 
jealousy and revenge of many Yorkists in general but of Margaret of Burgundy in particular, 
as motives for challenging Henry rather than his weak claim. The European dimension 
to these challenges was not widely considered beyond widespread involvement of key 
individuals. The strategy to undermine England’s position in Europe was widely overlooked 
as a valid motive, whether it was in tandem with thoughts that Henry was weak/had a 
weak claim. Many candidates were able to identify taxation as a cause of the Yorkshire 
and Cornish rebellions. Some candidates made reference to the local element but very 
few were able to link these incidents to more factors even if Warbeck was mentioned. The 
evaluation which was to be drawn from the reasons for the rebellions and challenges in 
terms of the weak claim was often lost. In reality as the reign progressed the perception 
of the weak claim diminished – for example after the Battle of Stoke which compounded 
Bosworth or the marriage of Henry to Elizabeth of York which was an attitude changer for 
many Yorkists. Furthermore, the Warbeck challenge was complex – not just because of its 
lengthy timeframe but also because of the varied support which it attracted.  In short, not 
all supporters of Warbeck would have had the same motive.
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The answer describes the Simnel and Warbeck rebellions, and 
notes the Lovell rising and the Cornish Rebellion (though not the 
Yorkshire Rising). Much of the answer is driven by narrative, but 
there is a sufficiently analytical focus to allow for Mid Level 4.

Examiner Comments
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Question 14

The best responses considered the extent to which Henry strengthened the monarchy 
throughout his reign, for example through establishing a new dynasty, his attempts to 
control the nobility and stop pretenders, his legal and financial policies and his foreign 
policy. There were some very impressive answers where candidates clearly had very 
detailed and wide-ranging factual knowledge of Henry's reign and were able to use and 
control this to come to a judgement. Most candidates were able to focus on some aspects of 
his reign, although in some cases there was a tendency to try to write about all aspects of 
Henry's reign, which led to range but not depth of detail. Some answers ignored the issue 
of the extent to which Henry strengthened the power of the monarchy and produced very 
detailed and focused answers which lacked balance or a clear conclusion.
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The answer considers a good range of factors 
which strengthened the Tudor monarchy: the 
defeat of pretenders: a successful foreign 
policy: restraining the noble; and improving 
royal finances. There are a few gaps, notably on 
foreign policy and dynastic marriages, but this 
is a secure evaluation for Low Level 5.

Examiner Comments

This is an example of an open-ended 
question. It is usually better to focus on a 
manageable number of points rather than 
trying to cover everything!

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Those candidates who were well prepared in terms of knowledge and understanding of their 
topics produced answers within Levels 4 and 5, and some of these have been included in 
this report. For students who completed GCSE just one year earlier, the best answers are 
remarkable examples of young minds at work. 
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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