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Getting the most from this book



Aiming for an A is designed to help you master the skills you need to achieve the highest grades.


The following features will help you get the most from this book.




[image: ]


Learning objectives




•  A summary of the skills that will be covered in the chapter.
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Exam tip


Practical advice about how to apply your skills to the exam.
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Activity


An opportunity to test your skills with practical activities.
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Common pitfall


Problem areas where candidates often miss out on marks.
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The difference between…


Key concepts differentiated and explained.
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Annotated example


Exemplar answers with commentary showing how to achieve top grades.
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Take it further


Suggestions for further reading or activities that will stretch your thinking.
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You should know





•  A summary of key points to take away from the chapter.
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About this book


Although history is about the past, it is about a past that is still alive and influencing our lives today, making it both relevant and fascinating — and not, as Henry Ford said, ‘more or less bunk’. With historians constantly reinterpreting the past, our understanding of it is constantly changing.


You will have chosen to study the subject at A-level for many possible reasons. You may have an interest in the history of a particular country, period or person or you may simply have an interest in the past. Whatever period you study, there should be plenty to captivate you and encourage you to take your study beyond the classroom. You may not know much about the period you are going to study, but that will have little impact on your final grade. What will matter is how you approach your study. Your willingness to apply yourself and develop your study skills will play a major role in determining your final grade. That is where this book can help you.


The aim of this book is to identify and develop the skills that are necessary to achieve a top grade in history. The various chapters will help you develop the key skills you need to succeed, such as reading, note-taking and essay writing. Their development will play a key role in ensuring you achieve a high grade in your final examination. The skills will be developed over the whole 2 years (or 1 if you are doing AS) of your study. So this book is not simply a revision guide, to be read in those last few weeks before the examination, when it will actually be too late. Instead, it needs to be used constantly throughout your course.


Your approach


You will soon discover that life in the sixth form is very different to your other years at school. Studying will be more independent, and you will be set work that may not need to be completed for the next lesson or even the next week. You may be given lists of books that you could read to help with a topic or from which you could take notes. In other words, you may find your time far less structured and organised by your teachers than you have been accustomed to. This will put a greater emphasis on your own efforts and therefore much of what you achieve will depend on you and how you approach your study.


The purpose of this book is to help you in this process, which can at first appear quite daunting and challenging. This book should become a trusted friend. It may not tell you what to read or what to write for a particular essay, but it will explain how to go about the tasks and improve the skills that are essential for success. You are more likely to succeed if, from the very start of your A-level course, you are well organised, know the requirements of your examination board and have a positive outlook towards your work. This book should go some way in helping you to improve your marks during your course of study. However, most of the improvement will ultimately depend on you and your attitude.


Without a positive attitude and a passion for your subject it is much harder to improve. There are no shortcuts to success and hard work is essential — but with a positive attitude and use of this book you will get the maximum benefit from the time you put into your work. This book will offer you plenty of advice, but it is up to you to put it into practice.


There is a quote from a famous South African golfer, Gary Player, which is worth remembering when times get hard: ‘Strange, the harder I practise the better I seem to get!’ So keep going and keep applying yourself.
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Take it further


Construct a chart that shows each day of the week. Break it down into half-hour slots and colour code each slot according to lessons, study time, activities, social time, eating and sleeping time. Use this chart to see where you could make better use of your time to improve your work.
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You will need to buy into the learning process. When you get a piece of marked work back, don’t just look at the mark and file it away or compare it with your friend’s and think ‘Great, I beat them!’ The comments at the end of the work and the marginal comments are much more important than the final mark. If you read the comments carefully and try to apply them to your next piece of work, then the chances are that you will improve, just like Gary Player. The essays you write at the start of the course will not be as good as those at the end — if they were, why would you wait a year or 2 years to do the exam?


So don’t give up. Improvement is not always quick, but remember that the essays you do in class or at home are simply practice for the final examination and in the end it is how you perform in that which really matters. Use the advice in this book and the feedback on your work to help you keep going and you will see progress.


General advice


Before we look at each of the skills that you will need to develop, there is some generic advice that should form the basis of all your A-level study:





•  In some subjects there might be a ‘right answer’, but this is not the case in history and many examination board mark schemes acknowledge this by stating that ‘no set answer is expected’. It depends how you, just like historians, interpret the evidence. Provided you can support your view with accurate evidence that is fine.



•  There is also no set ‘formula’ for essay writing. It is important that you develop your own style. Obviously within that you will need to demonstrate a clear, consistent and supported argument that leads to a supported judgement. Developing your own style will allow you to write with passion and this usually leads to the best responses.



•  This is not GCSE where you could often do well by simply learning material. At AS and A-level you will need to show understanding and a greater ability to analyse and evaluate material.



•  Make sure you know the demands of the examination board for which you are studying. Be clear about the mark schemes and what is required for each of the level descriptors. Once you know what is required it is easier to set out to achieve it.



•  Pay careful attention to the comments on your work; use them and this book to help you reach the next level.



•  It is a considerable jump from GCSE to A-level, so do not expect your first essay to be outstanding. It will take time to develop the skills necessary for a top A-level grade — remember you have 2 years to get there.



•  If you want to improve your written work then read. Reading will not only give you ideas and different views, but will help you develop a better writing style.



•  Use every available resource. Read articles in journals, watch television programmes, go to lectures, use the library, talk to other students and swap essays. Ensure that you use the examination board’s website. Remember that your teacher is there to help and support you — do ask for guidance.
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Take it further


Check the daily listings for television programmes not just on your topics of study, but for history in general. They may inspire you and provide a prompt or an area of interest that could possibly be pursued when you do your coursework.
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•  Use the internet, but ensure that the sites you use can be trusted and avoid the sites that offer essay-writing help. Many give very bad advice and you need to develop your own style with which you are comfortable.





However, the best advice is to enjoy the subject. There may be parts of the course that are less enjoyable, but find something you really enjoy and develop it — this will help you when you find other parts less stimulating. Once you are enjoying the work you will be surprised how much progress you make. You may even become so engrossed in it that time passes quickly and you forget to do other things. Engage with it, talk about it and you will be surprised how much you get back and how it helps you improve.


How to use this book


We have already said that this book is not simply for use when you start revising, but should be in your bag along with your notes and books for the whole course. There is information in it that you will need on a daily basis if you are to make the progress you want.


The book will take you through the skills you need from the first day of your course to the final exam and provide you with the guidance you need for success.





•  First, Chapter 1 will discuss the purpose of the history exam and the skills that it assesses, and will provide advice on organising your study time.



•  In Chapter 2 you will learn how to read for a purpose and take notes that are useful for writing a class essay and for providing you with information which you can use to revise.



•  In Chapter 3 you will be guided through the stages of writing a good A-level essay, from the planning stage to the conclusion. This will ensure that, by the time you come to the final exam, you have mastered a skill that will have great bearing on your overall performance.



•  In Chapter 4 you will develop the skills you need to work with both primary and secondary sources, that other integral part of your exam.



•  In Chapter 5 coursework or the extended essay will be explained so that you can get started promptly and address the key skills that are being tested.



•  Chapter 6 will examine skills that are specific to the OCR examination board, for the short essay and the thematic essay, ensuring that all areas of your final assessment are covered.



•  Following this coverage of all the elements that make up your exam, Chapter 7 will give you guidance on how to maximise your efforts in preparing for that crucial exam.



•  Finally, the Exam board focus section gives information about each of the exam boards so you can see how the assessment works and what skills are assessed for your particular board.





Therefore, provided you use this book regularly, it will give you the detailed guidance you need to show the examiner the skills required to reach the very top. Good luck with your studies and hopefully they will be both worthwhile and enjoyable.





1 Your history exam
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Learning objectives




•  To know why you have to do the examination and what skills you need to show in the examination


•  To understand the different types of thinking skills


•  To know how to develop your own organisational skills
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The purpose of the exam


Examinations are not particularly enjoyable and you may suffer from nerves, but by being well prepared you can go at least part of the way to overcoming that.


It will also help you achieve your best if you can try and look at exams as something other than ‘tests’ or an attempt to try and trick you — believe it or not, that is not the aim of examiners. You will do much better if you can see the exam as the chance to show what you can do — after all, that is why you have spent the time studying the subject. This might seem a strange way to view an exam, but the better prepared you are the more likelihood there is of this happening. That means you will need to have revised thoroughly. This does not mean simply staring at your notes for a long time trying to absorb everything on the page, but undertaking active revision, as will be seen in Chapter 7.


The examination is not simply about recalling a list of facts — no exam will ask you to write all you know about a subject, although many students do. Instead it will test a number of skills that you have developed over the course. The knowledge that you have gained will need to be used to support an argument or to test the view in either a primary source or an interpretation.


In source questions you will have to comprehend what the source is saying about the issue in the question. You will need to test what the source says against your knowledge of the period to see if the view offered in the source is valid. You will also need to think about whether the validity is reduced or improved by considering its provenance — who wrote it, when they wrote it and why they wrote it.


In the interpretation questions you will again need to comprehend the text and be able to explain its view about the issue in the question. You will need to test the view in the interpretation by comparing it with your knowledge of the period and issue.


In the essay questions you will need to analyse a range of issues or factors. You will have to explore and analyse both sides of the argument to reach a balanced conclusion; if you just describe the arguments or consider only one side you will not do as well. You should aim to show a supported judgement for each issue you have discussed and reach an overall judgement.
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Common pitfall


One of the biggest failures of candidates is the failure to answer the question they have been set. You have time to check your coursework, so make sure that you have not simply described events, that you have remained focused on the actual question and that you have used the type of sources your examination board requires.
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The examination boards also require you to do a piece of coursework, that is an extended piece of writing, usually between 3,000 and 4,000 words in length. The skills tested by this vary among examination boards, as does the nature of the question you undertake, so make sure you follow the requirements for your examination board. The number of words is not very large, but do not leave it to the last minute — allow sufficient time to write a convincing answer that meets all the criteria of the examination board. Create a schedule and keep to it, giving yourself time to find the sources and books you need. Make sure you understand the demands of the question you are answering and focus on meeting these demands.
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Common pitfall


Avoid trying to just memorise your notes. Active revision is much more productive than just sitting staring at your notes and trying to absorb all the information on the page. If you try to do the latter, you will find you lose concentration after about 5 minutes and your time will not be used productively. Instead you need ‘to do’. That means making summaries of your notes, making plans for past questions using your notes, testing yourself by making plans without notes, making lists of reasons and checking them against your notes — in fact almost anything other than just trying to learn your notes by rote.
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Take it further


In order to achieve the best possible result, ensure you know which examination board’s specification you are following and which papers you are studying within that specification. Each examination board has its own website and you will be able to find the specification there as well as past papers, mark schemes and possibly sample answers. It is a good idea to become familiar with these as they will be what you are judged against.
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The examiner


Teachers will at some stage make a comment about ‘the examiner’, that is the person who will mark your examination paper. Although you do not need to know a great deal about the examiner, it is probably helpful to be aware that most examiners are teachers, just like the person who has prepared you for the exam. They are not ogres who get pleasure from awarding a low mark and take every opportunity to deduct marks rather than give credit for what you have actually done.


Not only will the examiner have the necessary subject knowledge about the topics they are marking, but they will also have had to undergo training and be approved as an examiner before they can mark ‘live’ examination papers such as yours. During their training they will have been made aware of a range of possible ways of answering questions and instructed that there is no such thing as a right or wrong way of answering a question. Their attention will have been drawn to a phrase that is present in many mark schemes that ‘no set answer is required’. They will also have been told that if they come across an unexpected answer they should consult with a more senior examiner on how to apply the mark scheme.


The examiner will have worked through a range of practice scripts so that they know the standard for each level and can apply it in the same way that the senior examiner will. Examiners will have been told that their job is to apply the mark scheme by asking what level best describes your answer, crediting all material that is relevant regardless of whether it appears in the mark scheme. It is also worth remembering that when the examination questions are set, the aim is not to try and ‘catch you out’, but rather to see what you know and how you can use your knowledge. All of this should give you confidence in the process; every examiner wants to make sure that your work gets the mark it deserves.
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Common pitfall


Avoid running out of time in the examination. Be aware from the very start how long you will have for each type of question and stick to these times.
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There are also ways in which you can help the examiner:





•  Do try to write legibly. It is a good idea to handwrite as many of your class and practice essays as possible so that you get accustomed to handwriting, particularly under timed conditions, before you do the examination.



•  Do number the questions correctly. If you do that, there is no need to write out the question, although it may help you to remain focused on the actual question.



•  Avoid writing in the margins, particularly writing sideways. This will be very difficult to read, as exam scripts are usually scanned in.



•  Try to avoid adding material after you have written a paragraph; if you do need to add material, provide clear labels to show where it should go. Lots of stars and asterisks can make it difficult for an examiner to follow an answer.



•  If you miss a page out in the exam booklet and later realise you have done this, do put a note to the examiner to ‘turn over’ to ensure they are aware that you have not finished.



•  If you use extra answer booklets, do number them clearly so that they get scanned in in the correct order.
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Common pitfall


Do be careful what pen you use in the exam. Ensure that you have used it before and that it will not cause blotches or go through the page as this will cause problems when the script is scanned and make it much harder for the examiner to read. Do use black ink as that scans much better.
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