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Introduction


This book is addressed primarily to the pupils who will be sitting the Common Entrance examination in history. However, teachers, tutors, parents, or indeed anyone else involved in preparation for the exam, will also find it useful.


The main aims of this book are as follows:





•  to set out the structure and content of the new syllabus for Common Entrance history, effective from September 2013



•  to outline some of the skills you will require when answering evidence questions



•  to offer a suggested method of tackling evidence questions, in terms of how to structure and approach an answer



•  to give you a selection of evidence questions in the new style. All the set Common Entrance evidence topics are covered. However, a wider selection is also offered in order to allow you to become familiar with their form and to practise and develop your answering skills



•  to present some of the skills you will need when answering essay questions in the exam



•  to provide you with a selection of new-style essay titles for further practice





The new syllabus


The revised syllabus, based on Key Stage 3 of the National Curriculum, came into force in September 2013. The first examination paper was set in autumn 2013 and the first major examination will be in the summer of 2014.


The complete syllabus may be found on the ISEB website: www.iseb.co.uk


The syllabus covers English and British History during the period 1066–1914 and is divided into three named time periods:





•  Medieval Realms: Britain 1066–1485



•  The Making of the United Kingdom: 1485–1750



•  Britain and Empire: 1750–1914





In each of the three time periods, there are five common study themes:





•  war and rebellion



•  government and parliament



•  religion



•  social history (social and economic history for the period 1750–1914)



•  general topics, including local history





The new exam format


The examination paper will be 60 minutes long.


You must attempt:





•  ONE evidence question



•  ONE essay question.





It is suggested that you spend 5 minutes reading and planning, then 20 minutes on the evidence question and 35 minutes on the essay question.


The evidence question (20 marks/20 minutes)


The evidence question will consist of two written sources (which may be contemporary, modern or a mix of both), and a third source that is pictorial. The question will always begin with the words: ‘Using ALL the sources and your own knowledge …’ and will ask you to consider a viewpoint derived from the sources.


In this exercise you will be expected to demonstrate the following skills:





•  comprehension



•  comparison and corroboration by cross-referencing sources



•  differentiation between first-hand evidence and hindsight



•  deduction and interpretation



•  an understanding of provenance



•  evaluation of the utility of the sources



•  the ability to present an overview, supported by your own knowledge, which serves to place the sources into their historical context





When evaluating pieces of evidence with a specific question in mind, there are four main skills which you should note and seek to develop. These are: comprehension, comparison, the idea of the utility of a source in a given context, and the appropriate use of your own knowledge.


Comprehension means understanding the material. Without understanding, you cannot offer any meaningful responses. Regular practice with the appropriate sources will develop skills and techniques in this area. Specialised vocabulary for any particular period or topic should also be noted. For example, if you are learning about Thomas Becket, you should be familiar with the word ‘martyr’. Likewise, when studying slavery you ought to know the meaning of the term ‘Triangular Trade’.


Comparison means picking a clear theme or idea to compare. Remember that only two sources may be compared at any one time. You should get into the habit of cross-referencing sources with regard to one particular idea. You must consider the differences as well as the similarities. If you draw a rough table with rows and columns on a planning sheet, this will stop you trying to hold too many ideas in your head at the same time! Above all, be crystal clear about what it is you are trying to compare, otherwise your answer will be muddled.


Utility means usefulness. In evidence questions, it means how useful a particular source is for a particular purpose. You should always bear in mind the question which the examiners have set and assess the utility of the sources in relation to this. The content and provenance of a source are vital things to consider when judging the utility of a piece of evidence. If a source has good provenance, the chances are that it will be reliable. But be careful – reliability and usefulness are not the same thing. Even if reliable, a source may not necessarily be useful. It can only be useful if it is reliable and relevant to the particular question you are handling.


Your own knowledge will enable you to put the sources into their historical context, and as such is an important element when answering the evidence question. Each school year, the examination board sets two evidence question topics for each of the three historical eras. So you will be able to prepare the background history to your set topic.


All these skills can form part of a top-level answer if used properly. You should try to answer the question by making a judgement based on the direct use of the sources. Include valid statements on the reliability of the material, as well as relevant reference to your own background knowledge. Answers should be well structured with a clear beginning, middle and end.


The essay question (30 marks/35 minutes)


There will be ten essay titles from which you must select just one. Each question will be generic and open-ended. Up to 50 per cent of the marks could be awarded for good narrative. However, to produce a top-grade answer you should try to express opinions, formulate judgements and use your analytical skills to justify what you say.


Choose your essay question with care. Ensure that you are able to make a good and relevant essay from the title you choose and that you can relate your choice exactly to the question. For example, if you decide to write about the significance of the consequences of a war, make sure that the war you choose has plenty of consequences. Then, focus on them and their significance. Do not just tell the story of the war itself! Always ensure that you have enough material to write about. Can you say enough to answer the question thoroughly? Can it be relevant to the question?


Managing your time is important. Practise writing against the clock, particularly in the final run-up to the exams, and see how much you can write in a given amount of time. Having some idea of this will increase your confidence. If you qualify for extra time, make sure you follow the advice you are given on how to make the best use of it.


Make a plan to get a good structure. Include an introduction and a conclusion with reference to the essay title. Between these there should be a series of linked paragraphs, each making a particular point and following on from the last in a logical way to form a clear framework of argument.


Narrative is important, indeed it is possible to score 50 per cent of the marks allowed for the essay for good narrative alone. But story telling on its own does not make a top-grade answer, so avoid this. Ensure that historical material is carefully used to underpin your arguments and to support your opinions. Comment on what you write and try to understand its importance in relation to the question. Do not make generalisations, and always have a piece of evidence to support what you say.
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