
How to answer unit 1 essay 
style questions at A-level





What do OCR want in essay questions?

All the questions set will require a judgement about the relative importance 
of issues. 
This may require them to weigh up the relative importance of factors in 
causing an event or to judge, for example, the extent of success or failure of 
an event, monarch or minister.
Learners who simply list reasons without making supported judgements 
about the relative importance will not score as well, no matter how good 
their explanation is. 
It is also important that the judgements made are supported by historical 
evidence otherwise the answers will be no more than assertions and 
therefore will not score highly. 
Learners can also make links between the factors or issues they discuss and 
this will also help them access the higher levels of the mark bands. 



Importance of judgement
• It is important that learners focus on the issue in the question and do not write generally about 

the topic. 

• In planning an answer learners should think about the opening sentences for paragraphs. These 
sentences should introduce an idea linked to the question and not be descriptive.

• The opening paragraph should introduce the ideas that are going to be discussed in the main 
body of the essay and should also give a clear indication as to the direction of the argument, 
which should then be followed through in the main body of the essay. This means that planning is 
crucial as the learner will need to be clear about the line of argument they intend to pursue 
before they start writing their answer and should not change their mind during the essay. 

• The opening sentence of each paragraph will introduce an idea and then, in the main body of the 
paragraph, both sides of the idea or argument should be considered, bringing in evidence to 
support or challenge the idea before reaching a judgement about that idea. 

• The judgement will link the material back to the actual question. If this is repeated throughout 
the essay the learner will produce a very strong response.

• The final paragraph, or conclusion, should bring together all the ideas that have been discussed in 
order to reach an overall judgement about the issue in the question. 



• Evaluation = weigh up the importance of a range of factors or issues. 
Learners may discuss a range of reasons as to why an event occurred, 
but evaluation requires them to consider their relative importance in 
causing the event

• Judgement = reach a conclusion as to the relative importance of a 
range of factors or the success of a particular monarch or ministry. 
Centres should also be aware that there is a significant difference 
between judgement and assertion. In order to reach the higher levels 
the judgement must be supported by precise and relevant 
knowledge. 

• Where a learner claims that X is the most important factor, but 
provides no precise evidence to support the claim that is seen as 
assertion. 



There are a number of skills that learners need to develop if they are to 
reach the higher levels in the marking bands. 

• Understand the wording of the question, 

• Plan an answer to the question set, 

• Write a focused opening paragraph, 

• Avoid irrelevance and description, 

• Write analytically, 

• Write a conclusion which reaches a supported judgement based on 
the argument in the main body of the essay. 



Strong answers will: 

• Show a consistent focus on the question, learners will link their material to the important words or phrases in the 
question. 

• These answers will focus on the issue in the question and not write about the topic in more general terms. 

• Answers will focus on the key terms in the question, this may be on issues such as ‘consistently’, ‘always’ or ‘mostly.’ 

• Strong answers are likely to establish a set of criteria, such as the aims, against which to judge issues such as success 
or failure. 

• Strong answers will often have a focused opening paragraph which outlines the view of the learner about the issue 
in the question and the factors or issues that will be covered in the response. 

• Strong answers will consider a range of issues and will certainly discuss those that are central to a particular issue or 
topic. 

• The answer will have a clear and consistent argument; the learner will clearly explain their view about the issue in 
the question and support their argument by reference to precise, accurate and relevant material. 

• Answers will consider a range of issues or factors and reach a balanced and supported judgement about the issues 
or factors they have discussed in relation to the question. 

• Where learners are discussing a range of factors they will have weighed up the relative importance of those factors 
and reached a supported judgement about their relative importance. In assessing the relative importance of a factor 
or issue answers will explain why a factor or issue is more or less important, it will not simply be asserted. 

• A supported judgement will be deemed to have been reached only if the judgement has been supported by relevant 
and accurate material, not simply asserted. 

• The final paragraph will bring together any judgements which have been made in the individual paragraphs (interim 
judgements) so as to reach an overall judgement about the issue in the question. 

• Strong answers will not be descriptive and they will avoid irrelevance. 



“the A Level examination papers will be sat 
after two years of developing these skills and 
therefore examiners would expect to see that 
reflected in the quality of the analytical skills 

displayed in both sections”


