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This is an updated version of the event we ran for                                         

Edexcel GCSE History teachers in March 2024.

Objectives:

• find out more about the improvements we are making from the summer 

2024 series – updated information on support for students

• learn about the improvements we are making from the summer 2025 

series – updated information on availability of sample papers

• find out about our plans to update specification content for first teaching 

September 2024 – first opportunity to see Germany draft content

• opportunity to discuss changes with colleagues and give us feedback.

Objectives



GCSE History and the 
impact of Ebacc
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GCSE History entries: impact of Ebacc

• Since 2010 there has been significant growth in GCSE History due to the introduction 

of Ebacc (non-Ebacc subjects have seen a decline).

• Total UK GCSE History entries have risen from c.216,000 to c.315,000 since Ebacc.

• Cohort sizes have increased – Edexcel averages: 65 in 2018; 80 in 2024.

• We are seeing more lower-attaining students choosing to study GCSE History.
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GCSE History vs Geography

• These charts show the total entries for GCSE History and Geography since 2011.

• Chart A shows how both subjects have increased significantly as a result of Ebacc.

• Chart B shows the relative popularity of the two subjects against each-other.

• Prior to 9-1 reform, GCSE Geography was catching up on History.

• Since 9-1 reform the pattern is less clear - judging by 2023 and 2024 entries, GCSE 

History is growing more at the expense of Geography.

Chart A Chart B
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GCSE History: the student experience

• The popularity of GCSE History 

is clearly positive! Feedback 

from our recent student 

survey suggests they are 

enjoying studying the subject 

from KS3 onwards.

• However, students are less positive 

about the amount of content and 

assessment.

• We have also received a lot of feedback 

from teachers about the volume of 

content and about exams being too 

demanding for some students.
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Group discussion

In small groups discuss the following points:

• Do these charts reflect the experience in your school?

• Are your GCSE History cohort sizes increasing or decreasing?

• Are you seeing more lower-attaining students choosing to study GCSE History? 

• What do your students like and dislike about GCSE History?
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GCSE History: the student experience

• The GCSE (9-1) reforms were designed to be more demanding, both in terms of 

content and assessment.

• The increased content demands means qualifications are sometimes being taught 

in a way that is less engaging and this can leave some students behind.

• The increased assessment demands means examiners see a lot of blank 

responses in exams, particularly in questions targeting substantive knowledge.

• This chart shows distribution of 

marks for all students on 16-mark 

‘judgement’ essay questions 

(Paper 1 & Paper 2B).

• The number of students scoring 

zero marks is not in line with 

what we would expect from a 

‘normal distribution’ curve.
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GCSE History: opening questions

• These charts show the distribution of marks on our opening ‘describe two features’ 

questions for two specific Medicine examples.

• The 'underground hospital at Arras' performed significantly worse than 

the 'transporting wounded soldiers' question – 18% of students scored 0 marks. 

However, many students were able to identify one valid feature: 63% got 2+ marks.

• Opening questions on exam papers should be as accessible as possible to a wide 

range of students - this is a key issue we want to address to improve the student 

experience of our assessments. 
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Summer 2023 post-series review

• Following the Summer 2023 exam series, we 

undertook a thorough and comprehensive review of 

our assessments.

• We sought the views of hundreds of students and 

teachers through our post-exam series surveys, and 

we are very grateful to everyone who provided 

feedback.

• We also carried out detailed analysis into how our 

different question types have performed since 2018 

to identify areas for improvement.

• As a result of our research, we are now introducing 

some small changes which we feel will benefit all 

students and improve the overall exam experience.
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Improving the student experience

2025 now approved 
by Ofqual



Summer 2024 exam series
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Summer 2024 question paper review

• Following feedback received on our Summer 2023 question papers we carried out 

a review and additional checks on all 17 of the Summer 2024 question papers.

• We have reviewed the papers with a focus on the clarity of questions, the use of 

stimulus and the use of dates in questions.

• Senior examiners and the Pearson History team have worked to ensure the 

Summer 2024 papers are free from error and improve the student experience.

• The only change to the assessment in Summer 2024 concerns the stimulus 

points which are used in the following question types:

 - Explain why (12 marks) – Paper 1, Paper 2B, Paper 3

- Judgement essay (16 marks) – Paper 1, Paper 2B

- Narrative analysis (8 marks) – Paper 2P.
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2024: Level 2 stimulus cap removed

Impact of stimulus cap at Level 2 on 16-mark judgement essays:

• The mean mark is 7.91; however, the curve shows a slight dip at 8 marks where 

we'd expect to see a plateau. The peak at 7 marks is because a few Level 2 

students were being capped by the requirement to 'go beyond the stimulus points'.

• The intention of the stimulus cap is to ensure higher-attaining students 

are rewarded for using wider contextual knowledge. The Level 2 cap is 

not supporting this intention and so we have decided to remove it at Level 2.
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2024: Level 2 stimulus cap removed

• From Summer 2024, the Level 2 cap will no longer exist on any question.

• This means that Level 2 students can now achieve the top of the level without going 

beyond aspects prompted by the stimulus.

• The stimulus cap remains in place for higher levels (Level 3 and 4).

• This should not affect how you prepare students for Summer 2024 exams: students 

should still aim to provide three aspects of content in questions with stimulus to 

access the top of Level 3 or get into Level 4 [causation and judgement essays].

• SAMs mark schemes were updated in September 2023 to reflect this change.
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2024: Level 3 & 4 stimulus cap rephrased

• We have updated the wording of the stimulus cap in Level 3 and Level 4 of the mark 

scheme to make the requirement clearer to students.

• This does not affect how you prepare students for exams in Summer 2024.

• For example, this is the 12-mark causation question wording in the mark scheme:

Wording up to 2023 Wording from 2024 onwards

Maximum 8 marks for Level 3 answers 
that do not go beyond aspects 
prompted by the stimulus points.

Maximum 8 marks for answers that do 
not address three or more aspects of 
content.

No access to Level 4 for answers that 
do not go beyond aspects prompted by 
the stimulus points.

No access to Level 4 for answers that 
do not address three or more aspects 
of content.
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Review of stimulus points: 2024 and beyond

• We have successfully used stimulus in GCSE History questions since 2001.

• We commissioned an independent report – following feedback from teachers – 

on how stimulus points have been used in previous exam series.

• This report, together with statistical data such as mean marks and mark 

distributions, was discussed in depth with our senior examining team and they 

are committed to making improvements in the way we use stimulus.

• We’re aware that many lower-attaining students fail to attempt essay 

questions and the main purpose of the stimulus should be to give such 

students more confidence to attempt these questions.

• As part of our review of the Summer 2024 exam papers we asked reviewers 

and examiners to focus on the stimulus provided to ensure they are accessible 

to a wide range of students, and we will continue with this emphasis in future 

exam series.

• Following this Summer’s exams, we will be sending out surveys to both 

teachers and students to get feedback on the question papers.
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Supporting students: Summer 2024

Student walkthrough videos

• We’ve created a series of walkthrough 

videos to help students prepare for this 

summer’s exams.

• In each video we remind students about 

the structure and focus of the paper, the 

specific questions and what they are 

assessing, and suggest revision tips.

Command word guidance

• To help students better understand the 

assessment requirements we have created 

a set of student-friendly guides to different 

question types and command words.

• https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/d

am/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-

learning-materials/gcse-history-student-

walkthroughs.pdf

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-student-walkthroughs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-student-walkthroughs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-student-walkthroughs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-student-walkthroughs.pdf


Summer 2025 exam series



20© Pearson Education 2024

Improving the exam experience

• As a result of our student and teacher research, we are implementing some small 

changes to the assessment model, which we feel will benefit students and improve 

the overall exam experience.

• In order to implement these changes as soon as possible we have not made 

significant amendments to the structure of question papers or assessment types.

• Our intention is to minimise any potential disruption to teachers, and to avoid any 

significant ‘knock-on’ issues arising with the published resources that schools have 

invested in.

• We are, however, confident that some minor changes can make a big difference.

• The following changes to assessment have now been approved by Ofqual and are 

being introduced for first assessment Summer 2025. 

• These changes therefore apply to the current Year 10 (in academic year 2023–24).
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Summary of changes for 2025 and beyond

Paper/Question Exams up to 2024 Exams from 2025 onwards

Paper 1 timing 1 hr 15 mins 1 hr 20 mins (+5 mins)

Paper 2 timing 1 hr 45 mins 1 hr 50 mins (+5 mins)

Paper 3 timing 1 hr 20 mins 1 hr 30 mins (+10 mins)

Paper 1 Q1 Q1 two features of… (4) Q1a one feature of… (2)

Q1b one feature of… (2)

Paper 1 Q5/6 Covering at least 200 years Either a complete period or 

at least 200 years

Paper 2B Q1 Q1 two features of… (4) Q1a one feature of… (2)

Q1b one feature of… (2)

Paper 2B numbering 1a, 1b, 1c(i) or (ii) 1a, 1b, 2, 3 or 4

Paper 2P Q1 Q1 two consequences of… 

(8)

Q1a one conseq. of… (4)

Q1b one conseq. of… (4)

Paper 3 Q2 Q2 Explain why… Q2a or Q2b Explain why…
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More time in exams from 2025

• Recent student and teacher surveys have raised this as a key issue. 

• 61% of teachers (900+ responses) supported an increase in time on all three papers.

• Only 5% of teachers wanted no increase at all.
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More time in exams from 2025

• Paper 1: the extra 5 minutes is intended to give students more reading time for the 

source question and/or for students to spend more time thinking / planning their 

extended writing responses.

• Paper 2: the extra 5 minutes is intended to provide a better split, 55 mins per paper. 

NB Students don’t have to spend an equal amount of time on each booklet.

• Paper 3: the extra 10 minutes have the same rationale as Paper 1 – but with slightly 

more time because there is more material to read.

• Total increase in time: from 4 hrs 20 mins to 4 hrs 40 minutes. We continue to offer 

the most minutes per mark across GCSE History specifications.

• When making these changes we have been mindful of the assessment burden on 

students in what is a congested exam timetable, and these changes reflect the 

majority of teacher views in our feedback. 

• By adding in this extra time, we do not expect students to write longer responses 

than they currently do.
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More accessible opening questions

• Teacher feedback and performance data suggest the opening questions on Papers 

1 and 2 are not consistently accessible to a wide range of students. This is 

something we are keen to address to improve the accessibility of our papers.

• We are splitting both the ‘key features’ and ‘consequences’ questions into two 

separate parts, eg:

• This will improve the ramping on these papers and provide students with more 

opportunities to show their knowledge. 

• The changes to these opening questions do not require students to write any more 

in their responses – the space available is unchanged for each question.

• The mark scheme requirements are unchanged.
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Changes from 2025: Paper 1 Q5/6

Paper 1 Q5/6

• Judgement essay questions must currently cover at least 200 years: any question 

covering more recent events must therefore start in c1800, which can potentially 

make questions on the modern period more challenging compared to other periods.

• From 2025, judgement essay questions must cover either a complete period or at 

least 200 years. This will make it possible to ask questions about the modern period 

only (1900–present), enabling examiners to set a broader range of accessible 

questions. 

• The first three periods are all at least 200 years long, and so unaffected.
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Changes from 2025: Paper 3 explain why

Paper 3 Q2

On Paper 3 many students have told us they are required to learn and revise a lot of 

content that is not assessed, due to the skills-based enquiry focus of the assessment. 

Students will now be given a 

choice of two explain why… 

questions to answer. This is 

to give them more opportunity 

to show their knowledge and 

improve the overall balance 

of content assessed on this 

paper.

The mark scheme 

requirements are unchanged.
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Changes from 2025: Exemplification

• We have now made available a detailed 

guidance document which contains details 

of the 2025 changes along with 

exemplification. Updated end of April with 

more exemplification: 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/da

m/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-

learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-

assessment-changes-guide.pdf

• FAQs explain the rationale for changes and 

address questions: 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/da

m/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-

learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-

assessment-changes-faqs.pdf

• Sample assessment materials will be 

updated in May 2024 to reflect changes.

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-guide.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-guide.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-guide.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-guide.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-faqs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-faqs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-faqs.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-2025-assessment-changes-faqs.pdf
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Specification language changes from 2025

Reminder of the language changes being applied (announced last year).

• Language changes only – no changes to content.

• These changes affect certain terms which are now considered outdated.

• The most significant changes concern the terms ‘slaves’ and ‘Plains Indians’, which 

appear in Period study options P1, P2 and P3.

• The term Indigenous peoples will be glossed in live exam series from 2025.

• In any exam series, students are credited for any relevant and appropriate terms 

that they use.

• Publishers have been notified and are planning to update resources in due course.

Guidance available

• Slides from September 2023 event

• Changes being made (using track changes)

• Rationale behind the changes

• FAQs

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/1hi0-23o3-gcse-history-spec-language-amends-presentation.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-specification-language-changes-track-changes-july-2023.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-specification-language-changes-rationale-july-2023.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/GCSE/History/2016/Teaching-and-learning-materials/gcse-history-specification-language-changes-faqs-july-2023.pdf
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GCSE History: Feedback from teachers

• We recently ran a survey to get teacher feedback 

on these 2025 changes.

• 62 responses to date – positive reaction.

• How positive will the changes be for students? 

Average score 4.06 out of 5.

• Statements about changes:
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Group discussion

In small groups discuss the following points:

• How positive do you think these changes will be for your students?

• Will they make a difference for lower-attaining students?



Summer 2026
exam series
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Feedback on the amount of content

• We are aware that GCSE History teachers feel there is too much content.

• The GCSE 9-1 specifications were designed to be more demanding in terms of 

content and assessment. 

• Significant changes must therefore wait until reform!

• At present we are carrying out research with teachers to see if we can make minor 

amendments to topics to improve the way they can be taught.

• We did this successfully with the 

American West topic in 2021 

and, whilst the disruption caused 

was minimal, we have seen 

improved student performance on 

this option.

• We are planning to release more 

details of the content changes in 

June, for first teaching September 

2024, first assessment Summer 

2026.
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Our approach to the content review

The following broad principles were applied to the content review:

• The focus is primarily on the British depth and modern depth studies, rather than the 

period studies and thematic studies & historic environments.

• Some options are subject to much more change than others.

• Paper 1 changes are largely in the historic environments.

• There are three main types of amendment:

• the removal of ‘niche’ bits of content

• some rewording to clarify the focus of the content and/or to flag where too 

much detail is not required

• some movement of content to make the structure more logical.

• We didn’t remove details that could still be used to support an argument, e.g. as a 

point for the indicative content in a mark scheme, as this may cause confusion over 

what needs to be taught.

• No changes which affect the subject conditions (eg Historic environment).

• We are not able to remove significant chunks of content from any of the options – 

these could undermine the coherence of an option’s structure and focus.

• No new content!
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Example of content review: Germany KT1

Sub-topic 1: More logical order, and defines the 
context/sets the scene so it's clearer that 
events don’t need to be studied in depth, just 
to understand the situation out of which 
Weimar came about.

Sub-topic 3: To be clearer that the foreign 
policy bullet point is focused on how Germans 
viewed Weimar, rather than how foreign policy 
was linked to domestic policies; removal of 
Kellogg–Briand

Sub-topic 4: So that the changes can be studied 
as a whole rather than spending time teaching 
each of the three items, and therefore do not 
need to be covered in great detail.
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Example of content review: Germany KT2

Sub-topic 1: Removal of content – not needed.

Sub-topic 2: More logical arrangement of 
content to help with planning, Mein Kampf 
belongs with Bp1.

Sub-topic 4: Removing unnecessary detail and 
being clearer about the focus of the sub-topic – 
aim is to simplify a complex piece of history.

Sub-topic 3: Removing unnecessary detail – the 
previous wording could be read as 
students needing to know about individual 
governments, whereas new wording 
emphasises that events can be learned 
collectively.
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Example of content review: Germany KT3

Sub-topic 1: Removing unnecessary detail; 
consistency with Hindenburg’s name.

Sub-topic 2: Removing unnecessary detail and 
clarifying that legal system can be looked at as a 
single entity (not three separate things); 
churches not about policy or police state.

Sub-topic 3: Adding Churches, clarifying and 
limiting the focus of the topic (control, not 
policy), defining detail required by changing 
“including…” to a colon (i.e. only what’s listed is 
required).
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Example of content review: Germany KT4

Sub-topic 3: defining detail required for 
unemployment policies by changing 
“including…” to a colon
(i.e. only what’s listed is required).
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Group discussion

In small groups look at the proposed changes to Paper 3 Germany and discuss 

the following points:

• Do you agree with the rationale behind the changes?

• Do the changes make sense?

• Will the changes help with delivery of the content?



Next reform
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GCSE specification reform

• Specification reform usually takes place every 7–8 years.

• We are not aware of any plans to update the current GCSE 9–1 specifications; we do 

not expect any news until at least after the general election.

• We are talking to key stakeholders such as the SHP and HA about the current GCSE 

History subject requirements and how they could be improved at future spec reform.

• Key areas to focus on will be:

o how to make the qualification more diverse and inclusive

o how to make GCSE History more accessible to a wider range of students

o how best to implement onscreen / on-demand assessment.

• We will keep you informed of any developments.



Any questions?
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