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Introduction
It was pleasing to see candidates able to engage effectively across the ability range in this, 
the first year of the reformed Advanced Level paper Option 1F: In search of the American 
dream: the USA, c1917–96.

The paper is divided into three sections. Both Sections A and B comprises a choice of essays 
– from two in each – that assess understanding of the period in depth (AO1) by targeting 
the second order concepts of cause, consequence, change and continuity, similarity and 
difference, and significance. Section C contains a compulsory question which is based on 
two given extracts. It assesses analysis and evaluation of historical interpretations in context 
(AO3). Candidates in the main appeared to organise their time effectively, although there 
were some cases of candidates not completing one of the three responses within the time 
allocated. Examiners did note a number of scripts that posed some problems with the 
legibility of hand writing. Examiners can only give credit for what they can read.

Of the three sections of Paper 1, candidates are generally more familiar with the essay 
sections, and in Sections A and B most candidates were well prepared to write, or to 
attempt, an analytical response. Stronger answers clearly understood the importance 
of identifying the appropriate second order concept (s) that was being targeted by the 
question. A minority of candidates, often otherwise knowledgeable, wanted to focus 
on causes and engage in a main factor/other factors approach, even where this did not 
necessarily address the demands of the conceptual focus. Candidates in the main were able 
to apply their knowledge and understanding in a manner suited to the different demands of 
questions in these two sections in terms of the greater depth of knowledge required where 
Section A questions targeted a shorter-period, as compared to the more careful selection 
generally required for the Section B questions covering a broader timespan.

Candidates do need to formulate their planning so that there is an argument and a counter 
argument within their answer; some candidates lacked sufficient treatment of these. The 
generic mark scheme clearly indicates the four bullet-pointed strands which are the focus 
for awarding marks and centres should note how these strands progress through the levels. 
Candidates do need to be aware of key dates, as identified in the specification, and ensure 
that they draw their evidence in responses from the appropriate time period.

In Section C, the strongest answers demonstrated a clear focus on the need to discuss 
different arguments given within the two extracts, clearly recognising these as historical 
interpretations. Such responses tended to offer comparative analysis of the merits of the 
different views, exploring the validity of the arguments offered by the two historians in 
the light of the evidence, both from within the extracts, and candidates’ own contextual 
knowledge. Such responses tended to avoid attempts to examine the extracts in a manner 
more suited to AO2, assertions of the inferiority of an extract on the basis of it offering less 
factual evidence, or a drift away from the specific demands of the question to the wider 
taught topic.
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Question 1
Question 1 was the less popular choice with candidates in Section A of the paper, and was 
generally well answered, producing a wide range of responses. Most candidates were able 
to offer some analysis and support on the impact the New Deal had on minorities and 
women. The main limiting factor was a lack of depth of knowledge; most candidates had 
at least a general sense of how the New Deal treated at least one of the groups, but the 
ability to offer specific factual material to explore these was more variable. In some cases, 
it seemed candidates who were most able to think laterally were more successful in this, 
making use of relevant material they had learnt outside of sections of the course dedicated 
to the position of women and the minorities. Such responses offered a range of material, 
across the alphabet agencies, as well as exploring issues specific to the groups, such as 
Camp Tera. A common argument featuring in some responses, usually in the higher levels, 
was based on identifying the New Deal as being aimed at a general recovery, and thus 
predominantly white males, and thus considering its limitations in largely not targeting the 
named groups and their particular disadvantages, whilst recognising the gains that were 
made within the wider New Deal. It was surprising to only see the ‘Indian New Deal’ feature 
in a small number of responses. Two other factors limiting responses were (i) candidates 
straying significantly beyond the time frame of the given question, considering issues 
stemming from the impact of the war that were not a result of the New Deal, or into the civil 
rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, and (ii) a tendency to reinterpret this as a question 
asking for a comparative of causation, and thus compare the impact of the New Deal to 
other factors bringing improvements to the lives of the given groups. 
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This demonstrates many of the qualities of a 
level 2 response. Whilst the candidate has an 
understanding of the focus of the question, 
attempts at analysis are limited. Supporting 
material lacks depth, with generalisations, 
inaccuracies and a lack of specific support. As a 
result, whilst an overall judgement is given, it has 
limited substantiation.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2
This was a popular choice of question within Section A, and produced a range of answers, 
the bulk of which were within levels 3-5. There was a sound grasp of the role played by 
civil rights leaders, and in the main a convincing analysis in relating this to the question’s 
outcome, the increased success of the campaign. At times, there was something of a 
neglect of leaders beyond Martin Luther King; stronger responses were more confident 
in examining the role played by leadership, developing their evaluation of the relative 
significance of leaders through a consideration of the different contributions made with 
select exemplification across different leaders, e.g. exploring the relative contribution 
made by MLK, set against that of Malcom X and the Black Power movement. A number 
of responses examined the contribution of the leaders of other minority groups, such as 
Native Americans and Hispanic rights movements – a valid approach, as the question did 
not preclude doing so. Other issues which commonly featured were the role of the media, 
the contribution of grass roots activists, the growth of liberal attitudes and the role of 
presidents and/or federal government. Again, stronger responses tended to explore the 
relationship between different factors throughout the essay. Where candidates were less 
successful, this tended to be down to one of the following two limiting factors: lapsing to a 
narrative of campaigns such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott, or a failure to convincingly 
connect the role of leaders and/or other factors with the increased success of the 
movement. There were a minority where knowledge was insufficient or confused, but these 
were thankfully rarely found. 
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This response demonstrates many of the qualities of a level 5 
essay. The answer is clearly organised and focused, with a firm 
grasp of what the question is asking. The candidate is able to 
offer a range and depth of specific knowledge, and apply this to 
examine the role played by leaders, and explores this relative 
to other factors, and so sustains argument and analysis. The 
argument is logical and reasoned, and the candidate produces a 
well-developed judgement. Development is coherent and lucid, 
showing a firm grasp of both the period, and the demands of 
this particular question.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3
This question was the more popular choice within Section B, and many students offered 
impressive knowledge of the impact of both the First and Second World Wars. The most 
popular issues considered were the impact on women, the economy, international relations, 
and attitudes to immigration and/or communism, although a range of other issues 
featured, such as the impact on black and minority citizens, the fortunes of the two major 
political parties, and the impact on the government role in the economy. Whilst there was 
no formula for successful essays, stronger responses tended to make and develop direct 
comparisons around different themes and areas, exploring the extent of differences within 
these points. Some responses offered a relatively narrow focus, and developed the chosen 
issues thoroughly; such an approach was not necessarily a barrier to the higher levels, 
providing both politics and society were addressed, although it did tend to be responses 
offering a reasonable breadth of issues, often framed within wider ‘political’ and ‘social’ 
sections of the essay, which were most successful. It was fairly common for candidates to 
make the shift from isolationism to intervention as being the greatest difference, and the 
impact on the economy, women and the Red Scares as being the main similarities, although 
higher level responses explored these further, in many cases, with real critical reasoning 
over how genuine these apparent similarities or differences were. Factors limiting responses 
to some degree or other were (i) presenting similarities and/or differences, without limited 
analysis to explain or examine these, (ii) lack of balance and (iii) a tendency at times to drift 
from the focus of the question, e.g. begin an analysis with some focus, but for this to diverge 
to an assessment of the success, causes or consequence, of an issue such as intervention in 
the Cold War in its own right, with limited linkage to the demands of the question. Related 
to the latter issue, whilst it was valid for candidates to explore issues that could broadly 
be termed as ‘longer-term’ impacts, there was a correlation between this and difficulties 
in convincingly connecting material to the war, and the comparative focus, e.g. responses 
which offered sizable coverage of Vietnam and LBJ’s actions were by and large struggling to 
apply this to the question. 
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This response demonstrates some of the qualities 
of a level 4 essay. There is a clear grasp of the 
demands of the question, and there is analytical 
development exploring the extent to WWI and 
WWI I had a different impact on the USA. There is 
sufficient selected knowledge of both wars, deployed 
to support arguments, and reasoned judgements 
regarding the extent to which these are similar.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4
Question 4 was the less popular of the two within Section B, although it produced a wide 
range of responses, the majority of which achieved levels 3-5. At the higher end, there 
was an impressive knowledge of living standards in the years 1941-80, with candidates 
drawing upon relevant knowledge from across the course studied to explore the extent 
of change. Common themes considered were the economic gains resulting from the war, 
consumerism, the ‘baby boom’, car and television ownership, the growth of suburbia, 
changes in leisure and travel as indicators of living standards, and contrasts with urban 
poverty, variations in prosperity across different social or racial groups, and the economic 
problems of the 1970s. Where candidates were able to link the wealth of material offered 
to a convincing examination of living standards, they were successful. Factors limiting 
the success of responses were largely (i) generalisations, e.g. material relating to car 
ownership, or other consumer goods, with little to distinguish this from the earlier periods, 
(ii) potentially relevant material, not convincingly connected to the issue of living standards, 
and/or the second-order concept of change, and (iii) limited connection to the chronological 
demands of the question, e.g. failure to go beyond the 1950s or 1960s. At the higher 
level, many responses were distinguished by a sharp focus on examining how material 
deployed indicated living were/were not changing and an exploration of the variation of 
living standards across the USA. Whilst some candidates were successful in framing an 
analysis of change and continuity within what was an essentially chronological structure, 
there was a clear correlation between those who took a more thematic approach, exploring 
the extent of change and continuity within these themes across the period. With regards 
to the second-order concept of change, some candidates seem less familiar or confident 
with addressing questions on this. Whilst there is no ideal formula for such essays, stronger 
responses tended to ensure the essay is driven by argument over the extent of change, with 
detail selected to support and explore, rather than the other way round, risking lapsing into 
description. Candidates should also be minded to address the full question, in terms of both 
the given date range, and the extent of change – in some otherwise well-argued responses, 
areas of continuity were at times given limited treatment, making it difficult to address the 
extent of change.
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This demonstrates many of the qualities of a level 3 
response. The answer has an understanding of what 
the question is asking, and there is some analysis 
of the issue at hand. There is also an offering of 
knowledge, which spans the chronology of the 
question. However, whilst the material has some 
relevance to a consideration of changes to living 
standards across the period, passages are descriptive, 
whilst other aspects are of limited relevance, or 
are not securely linked to the question. Attempts 
are made to pull this together toward a reasoned 
conclusion. This is not fully convincing.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5
Most candidates were able to access the higher two levels, generally by recognising 
and explaining the arguments in the two extracts, and building on this with their own 
knowledge. The strongest responses tended to offer a comparative analysis of the views, 
discussing and evaluating these in the light of contextual knowledge. Most candidates were 
able to identify the differences between Extract 1 and Extract 2, and whilst on the whole 
candidates handled the extract from Stockman (Extract 1) better, most candidates were able 
to recognise and offer some degree of development in relation to Busch’s arguments. There 
was a tendency for some to expect to see the views as being polarised, examining only 
the major differences, or even exaggerating these. More successful responses tended to 
identify the actual arguments made within these extracts early in their responses, often with 
the introduction acting as a map for the rest of the essay, following this with a developed 
analysis and evaluation. Many candidates also showed significant own knowledge; the 
integration of this was more of a discriminating factor in the success of responses. The 
best answer directly engaged with the interpretations and evaluated them well with use of 
contextual knowledge. They were able to summarise the key elements of the interpretations 
before assessing their validity. The most common factors limiting the success of some 
responses were (i) relatively limited use of the extracts, (ii) use of these in a manner not fully 
suited to Section C, e.g. through attempts to analyse provenance in a manner more suited 
to AO2, or assert an extract is ‘more reliable’ as it includes statistics, and (iii) limited own 
knowledge, or a lack of integration of this in order to examine and evaluate the arguments. 
With regards to these, candidates should be minded that Section C is focused around A03. 
Responses which made consideration of the argument and evidence within the extracts 
central to their responses, applying their contextual knowledge to consider the validity of 
the arguments offered, were more successful. Responses tended to be more successful 
when they addressed the issues drawn from the specific question and extracts. Candidates’ 
knowledge and understanding of issues was in the main good, with commonly featuring 
issues being the deficit and National Debt, tax cuts, military spending, deregulation, and 
difficulties in reforming welfare. As a whole, responses were less secure in exploring the 
relevant aspects of the Bush and Clinton administrations considered in Extract 2, although 
there were some well-reasoned exploration of issues, such as considering the extent to 
which there were contradictions inherent within Reagan’s stated promises and political 
reality which ultimately led to the trap Bush set himself over taxation. Beyond points already 
mentioned elsewhere, one issue candidates should consider is how they approach such 
questions with regard to their own opinion. Whilst it is perfectly valid to reach a judgement 
which is essentially ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ with regards to Reagan and his administration, 
candidates should seek to ensure they consider the merits of different views in the light 
of evidence. Examiners are looking for reasoned argument. Overall conclusions may be 
forceful and come down one way or the other, but discussion and analysis requires some 
degree of balance. In short, partiality at the expense of reasoned argument is unlikely to 
produce successful responses. An interesting argument pursued by a small number of 
candidates at the higher level, was that the extent to which ‘big government’ was eradicated 
depended upon whether one was referring to the aspects of government popular with 
voters, namely that which they personally benefitted from, or the kind which was disliked, 
namely that which they felt they paid for and which others gained from.
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This response demonstrates many of the qualities of a 
level 5 essay. There is clear recognition of the different 
views, and the candidate offers a confident analysis of 
these, examining the arguments offered in the light of 
their own contextual knowledge. There are developed 
comparisons of the two views, and although perhaps 
more of these could be found, they are well reasoned. 
The candidate is able to integrate their own contextual 
knowledge into a discussion of the arguments and issues 
raised. A convincing judgment is reached overall, which is 
related back to the views of the two authors, and follows 
from the preceding analysis.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

Section A/B responses:

Features commonly found in responses which were successful within the higher levels:

• Candidates paying close attention to the date ranges in the question

• Sufficient consideration given to the issue in the question (e.g. main factor), as well as 
some other factors

• Explain their judgement fully – this need not be in an artificial or abstract way, but 
demonstrate their reasoning in relation to the concepts and topic they are writing about 
in order to justify their judgements

• Focus carefully on the second-order concept(s) targeted in the question

• Give consideration to timing, to enable themselves to complete all three questions with 
approximately the same time given over to each one

• An appropriate level, in terms of depth of detail and analysis, as required by the 
question – e.g. a realistic amount to enable a balanced and rounded answer on breadth 
questions

• With regards to the level and quality of knowledge, candidates and centres should 
be minded of the expectation of Advanced Level. In short, it is a combination of the 
knowledge candidates are able to bring to the essay, married with their ability to 
effectively marshal this towards the analytical demands of the question, that determines 
much of a candidate’s success

• It is fair to say that on Paper 1, where candidates are expected to study a range 
of themes across a broad chronological period, the expectations over the depth 
of knowledge will not necessarily be as great as in more in-depth periods studied. 
However, the depth and quality of knowledge still makes a considerable difference

• As well as being able to offer more depth of knowledge, candidates who have engaged 
with wider reading tend to be more successful as they are able to select and deploy the 
most appropriate examples to support analysis and evaluation.

Common issues which hindered performance:

• Pay little heed to the precise demands of the question, e .g. write about the topic 
without focusing on the question, or attempt to give an answer to a question that hasn’t 
been asked – most frequently, this meant treating questions which targeted other 
second-order concepts as causation questions

• Answer a question without giving sufficient consideration to the given issue in the 
question (e.g. looking at other causes, consequences, etc, with only limited reference to 
that given in the question)

• Answers which only gave a partial response, e.g. a very limited span of the date range, or 
covered the stated cause/consequence, with no real consideration of other issues

• Failure to consider the date range as specified in the question. Greater examples of 
this can be when a candidate discusses the correct issue, but for a timespan which 
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differs from that in the question. Related to this, such candidates also use caution when 
referring to developments beyond the given timespan ‘x ultimately paved the way for y, 
but in this period its impact was relatively limited…’

• Assertion of change, causation, sometimes with formulaic repetition of the words of the 
question, with limited explanation or analysis of how exactly this was a change/cause, of 
the issue within the question Judgement is not reached, or not explained

• A lack of detail

• Across the units, there was some evidence to suggest that, as might be expected, 
candidates were somewhat less confident when dealing with topics that were new to the 
reformed Advanced Level.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this 
link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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