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General guidance on question types 
 
Question 1: The ‘Extract’ Question 

• Identify, understand and evaluate arguments in each extract in relation to the focus of the 
question. 

• Deploy contextual knowledge selectively and relevantly to assess how convincing the arguments 
are. 

 
Qualities seen in more successful responses 

• Evidence of careful reading of each extract before committing pen to paper. 
• Identification of key arguments in each extract in relation to the question set. 
• Contextual knowledge deployed appropriately to challenge or corroborate the arguments in 

relation to the question. 
• Balanced assessment with focus on the extent to which arguments are convincing in relation to 

the question. 
• Focus on omissions/ what is not in the extract is very limited - or is avoided altogether – and is 

only referred to if directly relevant to an argument identified in the extract. 
 

Qualities seen in less successful responses 
• Limited understanding of the arguments expressed in each extract, often showing little evidence 

that the whole extract has been read fully before beginning the answer. 
• Tend to either paraphrase the extract with limited evaluation, or to focus on random sentences 

or phrases. 
• Where it is offered, evaluation of arguments may not be focused fully on the question. 
• Contextual knowledge sometimes deployed without focus on the question, or without linkage to 

arguments in the extracts. 
• May contain inappropriate and irrelevant references to author provenance and tone. 

 
Questions 2-4: Essay questions  

• Demonstrate a clear and full understanding of the question and its demands. 
• Provide a balanced, analytical response which reviews the issues raised by the question. 
• Provide appropriate and full coverage of the breadth of the question, with appropriate 

supporting evidence. 
• Substantiate judgements on the issues, throughout the answer and/ or in an extended 

conclusion. 
 

Qualities seen in more successful responses 
• Evidence of careful planning seen in the structure and organisation of the answer. 
• An analytical approach which avoids lengthy narrative passages. 
• Appropriate range, both in relation to chronological coverage and of issues to be considered. 
• Balance of treatment, used to advance an argument and with appropriate judgement of the 

issues. 
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• Use well selected supporting information. 
• Provide an effective introduction which sets out the argument to be advanced and an effective 

conclusion demonstrating overall judgement. 
 

Qualities seen in less successful responses 
• Limited evidence of effective planning and structuring. 
• Tendency towards partial responses to the question asked, either in terms of chronology or range 

of issues to be considered. 
• Inclusion of descriptive passages not clearly linked to the question. 
• Over-lengthy introductions which do little more than provide contextual information. 
• Inclusion of conclusions which repeat points already made 
• Issues with, or an absence of, sustained analysis and judgement. 
• Occasional use of inappropriate language, such as overuse of first person etc. 
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Individual questions 
 Report on Question 1 

The main arguments of the extracts on ‘social change in Communist Russia in the years 1917 to 1941’ 
were accessible to the students, with perhaps extract C proving the  most difficult to interpret and 
evaluate. Some students found it difficult to focus on the issue of ‘social change’ when providing context 
to evaluate the interpretations, which made their answers less successful. However, there were many 
answers seen which showed knowledge and awareness of, for example, the experience of women, 
children, peasants, industrial workers, religious communities, and national minorities.  
 
Extract A 
The main argument of the extract, that there was some social freedom under Lenin, but that ‘everything 
changed’ after 1929, was recognised and usually found to be convincing.  Stronger answers were able to 
cite specific freedoms brought by Lenin, such as the new rights for women, and were able to make 
pointed comparisons with the subsequent changes brought by Stalin in the 1930s. The extract offered 
many points which the students could pick up on to demonstrate their knowledge of the historical 
context, for example the provision of housing, the hours of work, and the experience of the peasants in 
the collective farms. The more successful answers were able to provide evidence to back up these 
judgements, for example about the housing conditions in the cities. Less successful answers described 
change without a particular social focus, for example offering descriptions of collectivisation and its 
economic impact.  
 
There were two main ways in which the extract was evaluated. The first was to question the extent of the 
social freedoms under Lenin, referencing for example the hardships of War Communism, or the 
contradictory nature of some of the ‘freedoms’ given to women, for example the freedom to divorce.  The 
second evaluation made, which was less common, was that the social change in the 1930s had some 
positive features, for example in the provision of jobs, and for some workers, greater rewards.  
 
Extract B 
This was often the strongest evaluation of the three, with the main argument that ‘the Communist state 
brought…impressive social changes’ being addressed directly, and usually challenged quite forcefully. 
The sub-arguments about religious change, educational reform and the new constitution were engaged 
with, with more successful answers showing appropriate knowledge of the impact of the reforms. There 
were balanced assessments of the consequences of religious policy, good knowledge of the progress 
made in literacy, and some scepticism about the ‘guarantee of civil liberties’ offered by Stalin in 1936. 
Less successful answers found it difficult to provide a balanced response, or too readily agreed that the 
changes were ‘impressive’.  
 
Extract C 
Most students were able to identify the phrases which argued that there was a ‘transformation’ of 
Russian society, and that the changes were ‘very different from the socialist ideals of the October 
Revolution’. There was quite good knowledge of the removal of the elite in the years following the 
revolution, including the assassination of the Tsar and his family. There was also awareness that the 
‘kulak’ class had survived in the 1920s. There was less secure understanding of the phrase ‘no one should 
live off the ownership of property’, and some hesitancy in identifying the ‘distinct social group’ that 
emerged to form the basis of a new hierarchy. Sometimes this was seen as just a very narrow political 
elite, the Politburo for example. Stronger answers used the existence of the ‘Nomenklatura’ and the 
Stakhanovite workers as evidence that ‘some were more equal than others’. Successful answers drew 
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attention to the range of privileges accessible by the party and the favoured workers, for example 
housing, access to consumer goods and holidays.  
 
Question 1 -Exemplification of Level 5 qualities 
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The student offers a sustained and balanced assessment of the interpretation. The main argument 
outlined by Acton is immediately identified and briefly developed, showing that the extract has been 
read in full and understood. The comments on social change in religion, education and in the workforce 
are presented cogently and evaluated with appropriate evidence. It shows an awareness of the wider 
experience of the rural population, picking up on the phrase ‘everyone was guaranteed basic rations.’  It 
also identifies the significance of the description of industrialisation as a ‘blessing’, whilst acknowledging 
that there was some progress. A judgement is made, that Acton has conflated industrial progress and 
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social progress, and the answer concludes with an appropriate reference to the ‘tents and huts’ of the 
Magnitogorsk workers. There were many longer evaluations of this extract, but this student has taken the 
time to read the extract carefully and produce an analytical and controlled response, showing a very 
good understanding of the interpretation and a strong awareness of the historical context. 
 
Report on Question 2 
 
The most successful responses to this question came from the students who had a secure grasp of the 
chronology and a range of evidence to deploy, from agriculture, industry and government policy. The 
question focused on the reign of Alexander II, a period of relatively slow economic development which 
acted as a preparation for what was to come. Less successful answers became diverted by the more 
dramatic economic development later in the century, for example the Trans-Siberian railway. 
Developments in agriculture following the Emancipation were well known, though often this was only 
seen as a negative which held back progress. The Emancipation Edict was described, without reference 
to the role that it would play in economic development. The stronger answers took an analytical 
approach and evaluated the contribution of different sectors of the economy. 
 
Most students readily agreed with the view proposed in the question, that the economy remained ‘weak 
and underdeveloped’. These twin strands are so closely intertwined that there was no need to distinguish 
between them and they could be analysed as a single item. Responses which began with a clear 
argument were the most convincing, especially if they were able to offer the prospect of a balanced 
argument and were sustained throughout with an analytical approach with a range of appropriate 
evidence. Balance could be provided by a consideration of the benefits as well as the drawbacks of the 
emancipation of the serfs, alongside a review of government policy under von Reutern and the 
promotion of industrial growth by the government, including the encouragement of foreign investment. 
There was secure knowledge of the credit facilities made available and of the industrial developments in 
iron and oil, for example. Less successful answers deployed extensive evidence from the period post 
1881, for example the policies of Vyshnegradsky and Witte. 
 
 Report on Question 3 
 
This was the most popular question and there were many strong answers. The reign of Nicholas II is well 
known, particularly the events around the 1905 Revolution. The most successful answers showed an 
awareness of what ‘tsarist autocracy’ looked like and were able to focus on the actions of Nicholas II in 
the period, without being diverted by excessively descriptive passages. There was also a need to 
recognise that the question ended in 1914. Breadth could be demonstrated by consideration of material 
both before and after 1905, although the balance given to these elements might vary depending on the 
argument deployed. The stronger answers recognised the nature of Nicholas’ inheritance from his father 
and were aware of his personal qualities and weaknesses. They were able to relate this to the social, 
economic, and political challenges Nicholas faced, including the rise of opposition groups, the 1905 
revolution and the need for agrarian reform. 
 
Less successful answers tending to focus extensively on the events of 1905. They often characterised the 
period as one of success for Nicholas until 1905, at which point tsarist autocracy was ‘lost’. Narrative 
sections showed quite good knowledge of the period, especially of the Dumas, but less certainty about 
how to use this knowledge to answer the question. An example of this was description and comment on 
the October Manifesto and, much later in the answer, description of the Fundamental Laws, without a 
recognition of their inter-relatedness. Less successful arguments relied on asserted links to the question 
after a narrative section. 
 
Question 3 – Exemplification of Level 5 qualities 
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The introduction to this essay shows a good awareness of the inheritance of Nicholas II and the process 
of change which had led to 1894. It sets out a clear argument that Nicholas, who was ‘not suited to be a 
Tsar’, faced several challenges and was able to maintain political power, whilst at the same time his 
authority was eroded.  There is clear evidence of planning, and the essay is fully analytical. It examines 
three related strands, political change, the opposition, and social changes. The content of each section is 
balanced, with comment on the issue and relevant support at an appropriate level. The essay is by no 
means comprehensive in its coverage of the period and issues, but it does show a very good 
understanding of the question and it is well organised and effectively delivered. The judgement that 
Nicholas was more successful in defeating violent opposition than his political opponents is convincing. 
There is nuance in the awareness that the peasants ‘still loved the Tsar’, despite the years of protest. The 
overall judgement, which is returned to in the conclusion, of a loss of true autocracy yet the maintenance 
of control by the autocracy, is well-substantiated. 
 
Report on Question 4 
 
This question elicited many thoughtful responses. The strongest answers showed very good knowledge 
of the regimes of Stalin post 1941 and Khrushchev. The most common argument was that in the period 
there was an increase in political uncertainty under Khrushchev but also a decline in social hardship. It 
was equally possible, and perfectly legitimate, to make an alternate case, especially with the  wide 
ranging concept of ‘political uncertainty’.  The most common approach was to take a broadly 
chronological framework, but the strongest answers maintained an analytical approach throughout. The 
war years could be argued as a period of some uncertainty, but the period of High Stalinism was seen as 
years of ‘political certainty’. Even so, the continuation of the terror after the war offered some balance to 
this view. Good answers showed awareness of the power struggle after the death of Stalin and of the 
process of de-Stalinisation. There was good knowledge of the social and cultural changes under 
Khrushchev, although lower scoring answers tended to focus mainly on the Virgin Lands scheme. 
 
A feature of less successful answers was a lack of balance between the two leaders, leading to an answer 
with limited scope. Another way in which this was evident was in a concentration on political issues for 
Stalin and social issues for the Khrushchev years. There was a lack of clarity about the power struggle 
after 1953 and a tendency to exaggerate the changes that Khrushchev brought. Lower scoring answers 
were presented as a narrative, often with quite general support, and sometimes there was a failure to 
distinguish between the Stalin regime in the 1930s and the post 1941 period.  
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Further guidance 
 
Our reports on  the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your understanding of our 
assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics page of 
our website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help understand your 
students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question 
• identify topics, skills and types of question where students may need further support 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in other 

AQA schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our courses where you can review example responses from students and commentaries 
from our examiners.  
 
  

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development
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Contact us 
 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel: 0161 958 3861 
Email: history@aqa.org.uk 
 
aqa.org.uk 
 

https://www.aqa.org.uk/
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