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Introduction
It was pleasing to see responses of a decent standard from candidates attempting the new 
AS Paper 1C which covers Russia, 1917-91: from Lenin to Yeltsin. 

The paper is divided into three sections. Section A and Section B contain a choice of essays 
that assess understanding of the period in breadth (AO1) by targeting five second order 
concepts - cause, consequence, change/ continuity, similarity/difference and significance. 
Section C contains one compulsory question that assesses the ability to analyse and 
evaluate historical interpretations (AO3) concerning the fall of the USSR, c.1985-91. 
Candidates have to answer three questions – one from each Section.

Generally speaking, candidates found Section C more challenging mainly because some 
of them were not entirely clear about how to analyse and evaluate the extracts they were 
presented with. 

Moreover, the detailed knowledge base required in Section C to add contextual material 
to support/challenge points derived from the extracts was also often absent. Having said 
this, although a few responses were quite brief, there was little evidence on this paper 
of candidates having insufficient time to answer questions from Sections A, B or C. The 
ability range was wide, but the design of the paper allowed all abilities to be catered for. 
Furthermore, in Sections A and B, few candidates produced wholly descriptive essays which 
were devoid of analysis and, for the most part, responses were soundly structured. The 
most common weakness in Section A and B essays was a lack of knowledge. It is important 
to realise that Section A and Section B questions may be set from any part of any of the four 
Themes, and, as a result, full coverage of the specification is enormously important.

The candidates' performance on individual questions is considered in the next section.
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Question 1
On Question 1, stronger responses targeted the reasons for the Soviet regime’s control over 
its people in the years 1917-53 and included an analysis of links between key factors and a 
clear focus on the concept (causation). Sufficient knowledge was used to develop the stated 
factor (state propaganda) and a range of other factors (e.g. Soviet use of terror, persecution 
of religious beliefs/practices and the galvanising effect of victory in the Second World War). 
Judgements made about the relative importance of state propaganda were reasoned and 
based on clear criteria. Higher scoring answers were also clearly organised and effectively 
communicated. Weaker responses tended to be generalised and, at best, offered a fairly 
simple, limited analysis of the reasons for the Soviet regime’s control over its people in the 
years 1917-53. Low scoring answers also often lacked focus on causation or were essentially 
a narrative of the period under discussion. Where some analysis using relevant knowledge 
was evident, it was not developed very far (e.g. one aspect of state propaganda). 
Furthermore, such responses were often fairly brief, lacked coherence and structure, and 
made unsubstantiated or weakly supported judgements.
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This response was placed at the top of Level 4 because it 
(1) offers a strong analysis of the reasons for the Soviet 
regime’s control over its people in the years 1917-53 and has 
a good focus on causation; (2) in-depth knowledge is used to 
develop the stated factor (state propaganda) and other factors 
(mass terror, economic policy and official control of the arts 
and culture) and (3) an overall judgement is reached in the 
conclusion based on the key criteria (the effectiveness of state 
propaganda and state coercion) developed in the main analysis. 

Examiner Comments

Be sure that you are able to make a logical 
judgement about the relative importance of the 
stated factor named in the question when set 
against your other factors.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
On Question 2, stronger responses targeted the reasons for the Soviet regime’s growing 
political stagnation in the years 1964-82 and included an analysis of links between key 
factors and a clear focus on the concept (causation). Sufficient knowledge was used to 
develop the stated factor (Khrushchev's limited reform of the Soviet government) and a 
range of other factors (e.g. Brezhnev’s reversal of several of his predecessor’s reforms and 
Brezhnev’s failure to deal with the Stalinist legacy). Judgements made about the relative 
importance of Khrushchev's limited reform of the Soviet government were reasoned and 
based on clear criteria. Higher scoring answers were also clearly organised and effectively 
communicated. Weaker responses tended to be generalised and, at best, offered a fairly 
simple, limited analysis of the reasons for the Soviet regime’s growing political stagnation 
in the years 1964-82. Low scoring answers also often lacked focus on causation  or were 
essentially a political narrative of the period under discussion. Where some analysis 
using relevant knowledge was evident, it was not developed very far (e.g. one aspect 
of Khrushchev's reforms). Furthermore, such responses were often fairly brief, lacked 
coherence and structure, and made unsubstantiated or weakly supported judgements. 
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This Level 2 response exhibits many of the shortcomings of 
lower scoring answers (1) it offers limited analysis of the 
reasons for the Soviet regime’s growing political stagnation in 
the years 1964-82; (2) the candidate’s own knowledge lacks 
range and depth (e.g. very little is offered on Khrushchev’s 
reforms); (3) although there is some focus on causation some 
sections are essentially descriptive and (4) an overall judgement 
is given but because of the limitations noted above it lacks 
proper substantiation. 

Examiner Comments

If you use the key phrases from the question 
throughout your essay, this will help you to write 
a relevant analytical response.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
On Question 3, stronger responses targeted how far the priorities for Soviet industry and 
agriculture changed in the years 1953-85. These also included an analysis of relationships 
between key issues and a focus on the concept (change/continuity) in the question. 
Sufficient knowledge to develop the argument was demonstrated too (e.g. attempts 
to broaden the Soviet economy under the Seven Year Plan, Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands 
scheme, the conservative influence of the Soviet military-industrial complex, and the 
short-lived Kosygin reforms). Judgements made about the extent of change and continuity 
in Soviet industrial and agricultural priorities were reasoned and based on clear criteria. 
Higher scoring answers were also clearly organised and effectively communicated. Weaker 
responses tended to be generalised and, at best, offered a fairly simple, limited analysis 
of the extent to which the priorities for Soviet industry and agriculture changed in the 
years 1953-85. Low scoring answers also often lacked focus on change/continuity or were 
essentially a description of Soviet agricultural and industrial policies during the period under 
discussion. Where some analysis using relevant knowledge was evident, it tended to lack 
range/depth (e.g. only considering Khrushchev’s industrial/agricultural priorities or the 
influence of the Soviet military-industrial complex). Furthermore, such responses were often 
fairly brief, lacked coherence and structure, and made unsubstantiated or weakly supported 
judgements.
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This response was placed at mid-Level 3 because it (1) offers some 
analysis of the priorities for Soviet industry and agriculture in the years 
1953-85 and has a sound focus on change/continuity; (2) reasonable 
depth of knowledge is used to develop the argument (e.g. several of 
Khrushchev’s and Brezhnev’s priorities, and the role played by the 
Soviet military-industrial complex) and (3) an overall judgement is 
reached in the conclusion based on criteria (Khrushchev’s reforming 
impulse and Brezhnev’s commitment to stability) developed in the 
main analysis.

Examiner Comments

When planning your answer to a support / challenge 
question make sure you have a good balance of key 
points on either side of the argument, or be prepared 
to argue support and challenge within each key point.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
On Question 4, stronger responses targeted how far the improved status of women was the 
most significant Soviet social development in the years 1917-85. These included an analysis 
of the links between key issues and a focus on the concept (significance) in the question. 
In addition, sufficient knowledge was used to assess the significance of the improved 
status of women (e.g. progressive nature of Soviet ideology/measures concerning divorce, 
equality and higher education, and better social provision for rural women from the 1950s) 
set against a range of other Soviet social developments (e.g. the general growth of the 
education and welfare sectors, (virtually) full employment since the 1930s).  Judgements 
made about the relative significance of the improved status of women were reasoned and 
based on clear criteria. Higher scoring answers were also clearly organised and effectively 
communicated. Weaker responses tended to be generalised and, at best, offered a fairly 
simple, limited analysis of how far the improved status of women was the most significant 
Soviet social development in the years 1917-85. Low scoring answers also often lacked 
focus on significance or were essentially a description of social developments in the Soviet 
Union during these years. Where some analysis using relevant knowledge was evident, 
it lacked range/depth (e.g. limited comments on Soviet women and job or educational 
opportunities). Furthermore, such responses were often fairly brief, lacked coherence and 
structure, and made unsubstantiated or weakly supported judgements. 
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This Level 4 response possesses several strengths, namely (1) it 
targets the improved status of Soviet women in the years 1917-85 
and has a good focus on significance; (2) sufficient own knowledge 
is brought in to assess the significance of improved female 
status (e.g.by considering political involvement, social policies, 
employment and the Great Retreat of the 1930s) and other factors 
(the expansion of Soviet education) and (3) a reasoned judgement 
is reached in the conclusion based on the criteria of impact/lack of 
impact developed in the analysis.

Examiner Comments

Higher level responses tend to offer clear reasoning and 
justification based on ‘consideration of criteria’. This 
need not be laboriously laid out in generic terms. In this 
question, candidates justified ‘most significant’ in terms 
such as the lack of political advancement for women and 
the wider impact of increased educational provision.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
On Question 5, stronger responses were clearly focused on the extracts, and possessed the 
confidence and understanding to develop an extract-based analysis of how far the Soviet 
Union collapsed because of Gorbachev’s failure to deal with the challenge of nationalism. 
Higher scoring answers offered some comparative analysis of the two extracts, and used 
own knowledge effectively to examine the merits/validity of the views presented. Stronger 
responses were also focused on the precise question (the role played by Gorbachev’s failure 
to deal with the challenge of nationalism), rather than the general issue of the fall of the 
Soviet Union, and put forward a reasoned judgement on the given issue, referencing the 
views in the extracts. Weaker answers tended to show some understanding of the extracts 
and attempted to focus on how far the Soviet Union collapsed because of Gorbachev’s failure 
to deal with the challenge of nationalism. Such responses, however, demonstrated limited 
development by relying on a basic 'nationalism versus the economy' approach. At the 
lower levels, basic points were selected from the extracts for illustration and comparisons 
made between the two extracts were fairly rudimentary. Weaker candidates sometimes 
also relied almost exclusively on the extracts as sources of information about Gorbachev’s 
failure to deal with the nationalist challenge and/or other factors. Others made limited 
use of the two extracts and attempted to answer the question relying largely on their own 
knowledge. Moreover, in lower scoring responses, the candidate's own knowledge tended to 
be illustrative (e.g. just tacked on to points from the extracts) or drifted from the main focus 
of the question. Furthermore, these answers were often fairly brief, lacked coherence and 
structure, and made unsubstantiated or weakly supported judgements. 
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This Level 4 response possesses several obvious strengths, namely 
(1) it offers a clear understanding of the extracts and uses this to 
develop an analysis of the competing views provided by Westwood 
and McCauley; (2) it uses own knowledge effectively to examine 
the strengths and weaknesses of these views; (3) it is focused on 
the precise issue (Gorbachev’s failure to deal with the challenge of 
nationalism) rather than the general controversy concerning the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and (4) it offers a reasoned judgement on 
the given issue, which references the views discussed in the extracts.

Examiner Comments

Good responses often use the introduction to set up 
the debate, by identifying the main arguments offered 
by the two interpretations. This is then followed by an 
exploration of these arguments in the main analysis. 

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

Section A/B responses

Features commonly found in responses which were successful within the higher levels:

• Candidates paying close attention to the date ranges in the question

• Sufficient consideration given to the issue in the question (e.g. main factor), as well as 
some other factors

• Explain their judgement fully – this need not be in an artificial or abstract way, but 
demonstrate their thinking in relation to the concepts and topic they are writing about

• Focus carefully on the second-order concept targeted in the question

• Give consideration to timing, to enable themselves to complete all three questions with 
approximately the same time given over to each one

• An appropriate level, in terms of depth of detail and analysis, as required by the 
question – e.g. a realistic amount to enable a balanced and rounded answer on breadth 
questions

Common issues which hindered performance:

• Pay little heed to the precise demands of the question, e .g. write about the topic 
without focusing on the question, or attempt to give an answer to a question that hasn’t 
been asked – most frequently, this meant treating questions which targeted other 
second-order concepts as causation questions

• Answer a question without giving sufficient consideration to the given issue in the 
question (e.g. looking at other causes, consequences, etc, with only limited reference to 
that given in the question)

• Answers which only gave a partial response, e.g. a very limited span of the date range, 
or covered the stated cause/consequence, with no real consideration of other issues

• Assertion of change, causation, sometimes with formulaic repetition of the words of the 
question, with limited explanation or analysis of how exactly this was a change, cause, 
of the issue within the question. 

• Judgement is not reached, or not explained

• A lack of detail
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Section C responses

Features commonly found in responses which were successful within the higher levels:

• Candidates paying close attention to the precise demands of the question, as opposed to 
seemingly pre-prepared material covering the more general controversy as outlined in 
the specification

• Thorough use of the extracts; this need not mean using every point they raise, but a 
strong focus on these as views on the question

• A confident attempt to use the two extracts together, e.g. consideration of their 
differences, attempts to compare their arguments, or evaluate their relative merits

• Careful use of own knowledge, e.g. clearly selected to relate to the issues raised within 
the extracts, confidently using this to examine the arguments made, and reason through 
these in relation to the given question; at times, this meant selection over sheer amount 
of knowledge

• Careful reading of the extracts, to ensure the meaning of individual statements and 
evidence within these were used in the context of the broader arguments made by the 
authors

• Attempts to see beyond the stark differences between extracts, e.g. consideration of the 
extent to which they disagreed, or attempts to reconcile their arguments

Common issues which hindered performance:

• Limited use of the extracts, or an imbalance in this, e.g. extensive use of one, with 
limited consideration of the other

• Limited comparison or consideration of the differences between the given interpretations

• Using the extracts merely as sources of support

• Heavy use of own knowledge, or even seemingly pre-prepared arguments, without real 
consideration of the arguments in the extracts

• Statements or evidence from the source being used in a manner contrary to that given 
in the extracts 

• e.g. through misinterpretation of the meaning of the arguments, or lifting of detail 
without thought to the context of how it was applied within the extract

• A tendency to see the extracts as being polar opposites, again seemingly through 
expectation of this, without thought to where there may be degrees of difference, or 
even common ground
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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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