
First off - we are excited that you are choosing A-Level History! We hope the next two years of your 
studies will show just how diverse history education can be and how many skills there are to be 
gained from it.

The purpose of this booklet it not to teach you content ready for your A-Level, but instead to start 
preparing the skill set that you will need to succeed at Post-16 History.

This booklet largely looks at 2 different skills:

- Interpretation Analysis
- Primary Source Analysis.

You will have 2 exams in Year 13. Paper 1 which focuses on the Tudors and Paper 2 which focuses 
on Russia. You will need to understand interpretations for paper 1 and primary sources for paper 2.

These are not new skills, you have met them before at GCSE. Now we need to develop them and 
push them further. 

This booklet is an expected requirement to join the course - it needs to be completed ready for the 
FIRST LESSON of the next academic year. 

You will also require 2 lever-arch folders (one for each topic). Please have these ready for the start of 
the course

If you wish to enquire any further into A-Level History please contact me at:

mbench@cwcscoventry.co.uk

All the best,

Mr Bench
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One of the challenges when studying history is understanding the role of historians. Historians are 
learned individuals who try to make sense of the past. Historians conduct research and gather 
sources and evidence, from which they form interpretations, conclusions and arguments. They then 
publish these findings, either as academic works or as books for the open market. Most professional 
historians are employed in academia, as university or college professors, lecturers or researchers.  A 
few historians also work for government bodies, in the private sector or as publishing authors. 
Because they prepare written history and deliver it to us, historians play a critical role in shaping how 
we view and understand the past. Yet for all their importance, no historian ‘owns’ history and no 
historian has a monopoly on historical truth, regardless of how much they might claim to. History itself 
is not a single truth but a vast patchwork of ideas and viewpoints, woven by many different historians 
over long periods of time. Every historian looks at the past from their own perspective, uses their own 
methods and speaks in their own voice.

Historians often reach different conclusions or answers from the same evidence. There are several 
reasons for this but the most common one is political. Just as you and the people you know see the 
modern world in different ways, historians tend to see the past differently. Every historian approaches 
the past with his or her own values, priorities and political perspectives. These qualities shape the 
way that historians study, interpret and make sense of the past. You will often hear the names of 
historians mentioned with political labels – for example, “the left wing historian Brown” or “Russell, a 
liberal historian”. Some people use these labels to summarise or encapsulate a historian’s political 
perspective. In general terms, left wing or Marxist historians tend to emphasise issues that affect the 
lower classes, such as economic inequality, class exploitation, the misuse of power and the condition 
and grievances of workers. Historians with right wing or conservative views tend to focus on economic 
freedom and opportunity, progress, social stability, law and order and the failures of radicalism. 
Somewhere between the two are liberal historians, who are usually more concerned about how well a 
society protects and advances individual freedoms and rights. And some historians adopt more 
complex or nuanced political positions.

The historiography of a significant period or event will always contain a range of political perspectives. 
In the case of the French Revolution, for example, most left wing historians see it as being driven by 
working class dissatisfaction, the product of decades of feudalism, gross inequality and political 
exclusion. In contrast, conservative historians claim the French Revolution was based on exaggerated 
grievances and falsehoods; it tried to do too much too quickly and, as a consequence, descended into 
a series of violent power struggles. One of the challenges for history students is to understand these 
different political perspectives and be able to differentiate between them. Students should also be 
aware of their own values and political assumptions. These factors will shape the way that you see 
and understand history.

Introducing Historiography: the challenges of 
analysing historians
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Time is another factor that can change the perspectives of historians. As the views and values of 
society shift and evolve, so do historians and their attitudes toward the past. Historians of a particular 
generation approach the past differently to their predecessors. They study different people or groups, 
ask different questions, consider alternative causes and factors and form different theories. Historians 
who challenge and revise existing understandings of the past are often referred to as revisionists. The 
last half century or so has been a fertile period for historical revisionism. Universities have opened up 
to more people with different ideas, allowing a greater exchange of information and a broader range 
of viewpoints. Ideas and approaches once never considered or countenanced by historians have 
been tested and explored in the modern era. Changes in social values have encouraged historical 
research from the perspectives of marginalised or excluded groups, such as women, homosexuals, 
colonised peoples and racial minorities. It follows from this that a history written in, say, the 1950s 
may be radically different to another written in the last decade. When studying a historian, it is 
important to know when they were active and the historiographical context they operated in.

Historians are both the gatekeepers and the architects of history. Our understanding of the past is 
built upon their research, knowledge and hard work. It is important for history students to value and 
respect historians. Use historians as your guides as you find your way through the past. Draw on their 
findings and their knowledge, use their writing as evidence and acknowledge this in referencing. Be 
aware that no historian offers a definitive account of the past. Find historians you like and challenge 
historians you disagree with. Above all, think critically about the past – but also the historians who 
reveal it to us. 

Summarise in FIVE  points - what factors affect a historian’s point of view?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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What can affect how a historian interprets the 
past?

‘Schools of Thought’ also Impact on how a historian interprets the past - research 
the different schools of thought in the table and write a definition for each

School of Thought Definition

Postmodernist

Whig

Feminist

Liberal

Marxist

Conservative

Revisonist

Determinist
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How do we analyse historical interpretations?

On paper 1 of your A-Level exam (The Tudors) you will be asked to read 3 historical 
interpretations and assess how convincing you find these views. To do this you will be 
required to use your own knowledge to either support or challenge the interpretation. 

For the sake of this exercise, we are going to focus on Weimar and Nazi Germany. 
This IS NOT a topic at A-Level but it is a topic you have knowledge on from GCSE.

This exam skill requires the use of the following technique:
1. Be clear about the focus of the question.  Be clear about any date focus.

2. Outline the overall argument of the extract.

3. Find the sub-arguments (what the interpretation is arguing to back up it’s 
overall point of view)  within the extract.

4. Find evidence to support the sub-arguments (it’s convincing) or evidence 
to challenge the sub-arguments (it’s less convincing).

5. Evaluate how convincing you find the argument.

Ultimately we are asking questions such as these below:

Analysis

What conditions or outcomes does the historian consider important? For example, do they place more 
emphasis on economic outcomes than social improvements?

How does the historian describe and evaluate different people or groups? Does the historian sound 
positive or negative about particular people, groups or classes?

Does the historian express any value judgements or unfair assumptions about particular people, 
groups or events?

What style and tone of language does the historian employ? Do they use emotive language, 
exaggeration or hyperbole?

What evidence does the historian draw upon? What evidence do they overlook, reject or downplay?

Does the historian form conclusions that are not supported by the evidence?

Do you have evidence that directly challenges or supports the historian?

8



How do we analyse historical 
interpretations?

Here you have a worked example based on women in Nazi Germany.

1. Focus on the date/era

This interpretation is focused on 
women’s experiences under the Nazis - 
we are therefore using our knowledge 

from 1933 onwards.

      2. Overall argument

The interpretation argues that once the 
Nazi’s gained power, they quickly used 
their powers to keep women in line with 
their traditional notion of womanhood.

                 3. Sub- Argument/s

 The Nazis controlled women by 
removing them from jobs that they did 

not deem fit for women 

               3. Evidence to Support 

 Nazis did indeed introduce policies to 
reduce unemployment:

- By the end of 1934 300,000 women 
had given up work

- Schoolgirls were trained for 
motherhood not work

- 1937 - grammar schools for girls 
were banned 

               3. Evidence to Challenge 

Nazis controlled women in many other 
ways 

- propaganda, providing loans for 
having children, awarding women 
for giving birth with the Mother’s 
cross

- Not all women fell into line, many 
did not agree with Nazi views and 
there was opposition

5. Do you find it convincing overall?

Yes - although the interpretation does not focus on all the ways that women were put 
into line, it is undeniable that women lost jobs and their position in society.
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How do we analyse historical 
interpretations?

Now you have a go at the next two on opposition. Research to remind yourself of the 
knowledge if you need to.

1. Focus on the date/era

      2. Overall argument                  3. Sub- Argument/s

               3. Evidence to Support                3. Evidence to Challenge 

5. Do you find it convincing overall?
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Stepping it up to A-Level: Literature Review

What is a literature review, then?
A literature review discusses published information in a particular subject area, and 
sometimes information in a particular subject area within a certain time period.

A literature review can be just a simple summary of the sources, but it usually has an 
organizational pattern and combines both summary and synthesis. A summary is a recap of 
the important information of the source, but a synthesis is a re-organisation, or a 
reshuffling, of that information. It might give a new interpretation of old material or combine 
new with old interpretations. Or it might trace the intellectual progression of the field, 
including major debates. And depending on the situation, the literature review may evaluate 
the sources and advise the reader on the most pertinent or relevant.

But how is a literature review different from an academic research paper?
The main focus of an academic research paper is to develop a new argument, and a 
research paper is likely to contain a literature review as one of its parts. In a research 
paper, you use the literature as a foundation and as support for a new insight that you 
contribute. The focus of a literature review, however, is to summarize and synthesize the 
arguments and ideas of others without adding new contributions.

Why do we write literature reviews?
Literature reviews provide you with a handy guide to a particular topic. If you have limited 
time to conduct research, literature reviews can give you an overview or act as a stepping 
stone. For professionals, they are useful reports that keep them up to date with what is 
current in the field. For scholars, the depth and breadth of the literature review emphasizes 
the credibility of the writer in his or her field. Literature reviews also provide a solid 
background for a research paper’s investigation. Comprehensive knowledge of the 
literature of the field is essential to most research papers.

Who writes these things, anyway?
Literature reviews are written occasionally in the humanities, but mostly in the sciences and 
social sciences; in experiment and lab reports, they constitute a section of the paper. 
Sometimes a literature review is written as a paper in itself.

We know that historical interpretations change over time and depending on the 
circumstances of when they were written. Lots of different historians will offer different 
viewpoints on particular topics - these different angles are collected in what we call a 
‘Literature Review’. This is explained in more detail in the box below.

Over the next few pages you have been given a Literature Review based on the Civil 
Rights Era (which you will write a piece of coursework on). It looks at different viewpoints 
on what was happening in Virginia regarding desegregating schools. Read through it, some 
of the language may need you to look up certain words or re-read passages - this is an 
academic piece of literature. Highlight what different historians argued as you go - you will 
need this for the next task 
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Understanding a Literature 
Review

19

Historian Date/Era of Writing Argument/ What they added to the historical field

Using the Literature Review complete the following table:



How do we analyse primary sources?

On paper 2 of your A-Level exam (Russia) you will be asked to read 3 primary 
sources and assess the value of these sources. To do this you will need to focus on 
four criteria:

- Provenance
- Tone
- Content and Argument
- Reaching a conclusion

The boxes below explains what these different factors mean and the sorts of 
questions we should be asking. 
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Who wrote it? Were they connected 
to the events? Does this impact how 
we look at the source? 

When was it written? Was it at the 
time of the event? Or some time 
after?

Why was this source made? Was it a 
piece of propaganda? Was it to try 
and persuade anyone?

What type of source is it? Was it a 
photo, a diary entry, a painting, a 
government document?

Who was meant to see this source? 
Was it intended for a mass audience? 
Or a select few?



Analysing Primary Sources
21

This is a skill you have been practicing throughout your entire history journey at Wiseman 
(think about the WW1 section of your medicine exam). Have a go filling out the next few pages - 
again the focus is on Nazi Germany - something you already have knowledge on. Research and 

remind yourself any knowledge that you need to, 
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Looking towards September: Reading List

The following reading list provides a mixture of textbooks and academic books that 
have been recommended by both staff and the exam board. If you wish to conduct 

any wider reading before your studies then have a look at this list:

25



26

We look forward to seeing you in September!


