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Steps to Success in Foundation Tier GCSE Updated History  
 
Many students make the same mistakes each year in GCSE History.  
The steps below will help you to avoid making these common mistakes and give you the 
best chance of success.  
 
• One of the most common mistakes is that candidates do not read the questions carefully.  It 

is worth underlining the key words in the question as you read it.  Read the question very 
carefully.  You are marked on how well you answer the question asked (not what you want 
the question to be).  It is important to read the question slowly and take a moment to 
understand what it requires.  Do not panic and start writing immediately without thinking 
about what needs to go into the answer. 

 
• Keep your answer relevant.  Stick to the point of the question.  Do not simply write down 

everything you know about the topic.  Do not waste time writing details and facts that do not 
help to answer the question. 

 
• Look at the marks available for each question as they are a good guide as to how many 

points you need to make and how much you should write. 
 
• Remember to choose your questions carefully and stick with your choice. 
 
• Watch your timing in the papers.  Paper 1 is 2 hours long and is divided into two sections.  

You have to answer two full questions in Section A and you have one question made up of 
six parts in Section B. 

 
 
In Section A you have to answer 4 questions.  
 
Question (a) 
You have to match 4 words to the 4 correct descriptions. 
 
Question (b) 
You will be asked to describe two actions, causes, reasons for an event and your answer requires 
some development.  You need to make sure you understand the meaning of key terms in History 
such as cause, effect, reason, impact and consequence. 
 
Questions (c) and (d) 
You will be asked to explain events in the past.  This means that you need to make your point, 
and explain it using your own knowledge.  You will be expected to write a longer answer for 
both questions. In (d) you may be asked to explain WHY or HOW an event happened. 
 
Remember: Why asks you to explain the reasons, for example, The Great Depression affected 
the German economy because…; How asks you to explain the way it happened, for example, 
The Nazis controlled the lives of women by introducing the Marriage Laws… 
 
Since each question in Section A is worth equal marks, you should spend 30 minutes on each. 
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In Section B you have 1 question made up of 5 different parts and you should spend 1 
hour on this section. 
 
Question (a) 
You have to give short answers to 6 questions. 
 
Question (b) (i) 
You have to use source material to help you identify two pieces of information on a specific 
topic from the source.  Make sure you write in full sentences.  
 
Question (b) (ii) 
You have to use source material and your own knowledge to describe an event in the past. 
 
For example: I know that De Valera wanted to end the Anglo-Irish Treaty.  In Source A it says 
that he wanted to take back the treaty ports and get rid of the oath of allegiance as he wanted 
Ireland to be separate from Britain.  Source B shows that he ended land annuities and reduced 
the Governor General’s post.  I also know that he made a new Constitution in 1937 which 
meant that the King was no longer head of the Irish State and there was a new President in 
Ireland who was head of state instead.  
 
As you can see in the example above, I have used both sources and some of my own 
knowledge. 
 
Question (c) 
You will be asked to explain events in the past.  This means that you need to make your point, 
and give examples of what you know about the event in the question.  You should try to include 
relevant detail in which you can show that you know the topic. 
 
Question (d) 
You will be asked to explain an event in the past.  This is like a mini-essay.  You need to provide 
a more detailed answer to this question.  You will get three bullet points, to help you with your 
answer.  Make sure that you cover all three bullet points using them to help you structure your 
answer.  If you know more about the topic that is relevant to the question, make sure you 
include this in your answer.  Always keep your points relevant to the question asked.  It might be 
a good idea to underline the question to help you focus on it.  Try not to write a story of what 
happened.  Remember that you are trying to explain an event as fully as you can. 
 
In this question 5 additional marks are available for your use of spelling, punctuation and 
grammar. 
 
• Paper 2 is 1 hour 15 minutes long.  
There is 1 source question made up of 4 different parts and 1 extended writing question.  In 
Section A, you should spend 10 minutes reading the sources and 35 minutes writing your 
answers to the source questions.  In Section B, 30 minutes should be spent on the extended 
writing question.  There are two sections in this paper. 
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Section A - Source work 
 
Question 1 (a) 
This is a straightforward question in which you are asked to give 2 pieces of information from 
Source A about a particular issue.  You will find the answers in the source so make sure you read 
it line by line; if you do this, you will not miss anything. 
 
Question 1 (b) 
You will be asked to study Source B.  You will be looking at the source for 3 pieces of 
information about a particular issue.  Make sure you explain each point in your own words. 
 
Question 1 (c) 
This question will ask you to judge the usefulness of a source in relation to a specific question.  
In other words, do you think this source gives you important information about an event in the 
past?  You need to look at the strengths and weaknesses of the source.  You might think along 
these lines: 
 
• Content - What does the source tell you about the event? 
 
• Date - When was the source written?  Was it written at the time or a long time after the 

event?  How will this affect the usefulness of the source? 
 
• Type of source - Is it a newspaper article, extract from a History textbook, a diary etc?  

Does the type of source affect its usefulness? 
 
• Author - Who wrote the source?  Was it an historian, an eyewitness, a reporter? 
 
• Motive - Why did the author produce this source?  Was it to influence, persuade or inform 

in an accurate way? 
 
• Intended audience - Who was reading or hearing this source? 
 
• Tone and content - Is the source exaggerated, critical, angry, emotional?  Remember, try to 

explain in as much detail as you can why you think this source is useful in telling you about 
the event. 

 
For example: This source is useful in telling me why Khrushchev changed his policy in Eastern 
Europe.  It tells me that he did this because he ‘wanted to keep control’ and he did it for the 
safety of the USSR.  He also said he did it ‘to keep the support of the people of Eastern Europe’.  
The date makes the source useful as it is from the time when Khrushchev became leader of the 
USSR.  The author also makes this source useful because this is the leader of the USSR speaking 
and he would know why he was trying to keep control over Eastern Europe.  However, the 
usefulness is reduced because it does not mention that after Stalin died some countries 
wanted to break free from the USSR.  It does not tell us about events in Poland or Hungary in 
1956 or that Khrushchev sent troops into Hungary to force it to stay part of the USSR.  This 
source may not be very useful in explaining the change of USSR policy after the Second World 
War because Khrushchev may not be telling the full truth to his government and may only be 
giving his own view and not the view of all of the other Soviet leaders. 
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As you can see in the answer above I have looked at key aspects of the source including: 
 
• content; 
• author; and 
• date. 
 
I have also brought in some of my own knowledge which helps me to explain that the source is 
useful in answering the question but that it has some limitations also. 
 
Question 1 (d) 
This question asks you to use the sources and your own knowledge to explain why there are 
different views of an event in the past.  There will always be more than one view about an event 
in history and each side will want to blame the other.  You need to try to show that different 
people will give a different story of what happened in the past.  You must include all the sources 
in your answer, otherwise you will lose marks.  You must not forget to use your own 
knowledge.  Try to give as much detail as you can in your answer.  A sample answer is written 
below: 
 
These sources are written by people who have different backgrounds and different points of 
view.  This will affect their views about the reasons for the change in USSR policy in Eastern 
Europe after the Second World War. 
 
Source A is by Stalin, writing in 1946.  He is explaining his plans for Eastern Europe.  He will 
want to make the USSR look good and may not tell the truth.  Stalin is saying that the reasons 
for his actions in Eastern Europe are because the USSR had been invaded by Germany and he 
needs to make sure this didn’t happen again.  He said that to stop this from happening he 
needed to “make sure these countries are ruled by governments loyal to the USSR”.  Stalin 
had his own explanations for wanting a buffer zone and he is saying that security was the main 
reason for taking over Eastern Europe.  He does not mention wanting to spread communism or 
keeping Germany weak. 
 
Source B is the view of a British cartoonist.  It does not show Stalin in a very good light. It is 
likely to be anti-communist because it is published in Britain.  It is showing Stalin’s actions in 
Eastern Europe as an attempt to spread communism into countries in Western Europe.  It 
shows that some countries are already under Soviet control and that others like Sweden and 
France have a question mark over them, showing that they might be Stalin’s next target.  Some 
countries like Greece and Turkey were already seeing communist parties increasing in influence 
and Britain and France were very worried that Stalin was spreading communism further into 
Western Europe. 
 
Source C gives a very different view.  The author is Khrushchev, who is giving the Soviet point 
of view.  Khrushchev became leader of the USSR after Stalin and he is criticising him here for 
his treatment of the people in Eastern Europe.  Khrushchev explains ‘we have to keep control of 
Eastern Europe for our own safety’ and he also said that the USSR had to ‘keep the support of 
the people of Eastern Europe’ I know that Khrushchev was prepared to allow some changes 
in Eastern Europe, as was seen by the protests in Poland.  However, when Hungary threatened 
to leave the Warsaw Pact, Khrushchev reacted very strongly and sent in tanks and stopped the 
people rebelling against Communist rule.  
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Source D is an historian giving their view.  We should be able to trust this view as 
historians try to be factual and not take sides.  The source is explaining that the USSR 
was ‘worried that the changes taking place in Czechoslovakia might spread to other 
countries’ and was concerned that ‘Czechoslovakia would try to replace communism 
with democracy’.  This was why Brezhnev decided to invade Czechoslovakia to prevent 
the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and the Soviet Union.  I know that Brezhnev went on to 
introduce the Brezhnev Doctrine to try to keep control over Eastern Europe. 
So whenever we get different accounts by authors from different backgrounds we will probably 
get different views or interpretations.  We need to use our own knowledge to work out the truth. 
 
Colour Code: 
Explaining the view 
Using the Source 
Using my own knowledge 
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Section B - Extended Writing 
You have to answer 1 question out of a choice of 2.  Each question will be divided into 3 parts 
with headings to help you to structure your answer.  Remember that when answering extended 
writing questions it is not just a matter of telling a story of what happened.  If the question is on 
causes you must explain why something happened.  If a question is on results, then you must 
consider what happened because of these factors/reasons.  It is really important that you use the 
3 guidelines to help you answer the question asked.  A good way to do this is to start each 
paragraph with the words in the question.  You will have lines provided as a guide to show you 
how much you should write. 
 
In this question 5 additional marks are available for your use of spelling, punctuation and 
grammar. 
 
• Good grammar, spelling and punctuation are important.  Examiners know that you are 

writing your answers under pressure and occasional mistakes are understandable.  However, 
you must take care to write your answers as clearly and accurately as possible.  Do not write 
in bullet points.  Always use sentences as this ensures that you are developing your answers.  

 
• Take care with your handwriting - an examiner must be able to read it. 
 
• Keep calm.  Examiners are not out to trick you.  You will have prepared well for the 

examination, so use it as your opportunity to show the examiner all you know.  Remember, 
‘practice makes perfect’.  You can find past papers and other support material at 
www.ccea.org.uk/history.  Try some past papers as this is a good way to test your knowledge 
and for you to get used to the timings and layout of the examinations. 

 


