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Introduction

It was pleasing to see candidates able to engage effectively across the ability range in this 
first post-Covid set of exams with A Level paper 33 that deals with the witch craze in Britain, 
Europe and North America, c1580-c1750.

The paper is divided into three sections. Section A contains a compulsory question that is 
based on two enquiries linked to one source. It assesses source analysis and evaluation skills 
(AO2). Section B comprises a choice of essays that assess understanding of the period in 
depth (AO1) by targeting five second order concepts – cause, consequence, change and 
continuity, similarity and difference, and significance. Section C comprises a choice of essays 
that relate to aspects of the process of change over a period of at least 100 years (AO1). Most 
candidates appeared to organise their time effectively and there was little evidence of 
candidates being unable to attempt all three sections of the paper within the time allocated. 
Examiners continue to note that there are a number of scripts that pose problems with the 
legibility of handwriting. Examiners can only give credit for what they can read.

In Section A, the strongest answers demonstrated an ability to draw out and develop 
reasoned inferences from the source for both enquiries and to evaluate the source 
thoroughly in relation to the demands of the two enquiries on the basis of both contextual 
knowledge and the nature, origin and purpose of the source. In this examination series, 
where Advance Information had been provided, it was very disappointing to note that some 
candidates had a very limited pool of contextual knowledge on which to draw. In some cases, 
this led to incorrect assumptions being made by candidates.

In Section B, examiners were impressed by the number of responses that clearly understood 
the importance of identifying the appropriate second order concept that was being targeted 
by the question and shaped their responses appropriately to meet the demands of the 
question. Candidates did use the Advance Information appropriately to support their revision 
and many of them used wide-ranging and detailed contextual knowledge to support their 
arguments. 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.
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Section C requires candidates to answer a breadth question. The questions in this section are 
set to encompass a minimum of 100 years. Candidates are reminded that, as has been 
pointed out in previous Principal Examiner reports, this has important implications for the 
higher levels in bullet point 2 of the mark scheme. To access bullet point 2 at level 5 
candidates are expected to have responded ‘fully’ to the demands of the question. The 
requirements of questions will vary and key developments relating to the question may be 
more specific to the entire chronological range in some questions and options than in others. 
However, it was judged not possible for candidates to have ‘fully met’ the demands of any 
section C question unless at least 75% of the chronological range of the question was 
addressed. To access bullet point 2 at level 4 candidates need to meet most of the demands 
of the question. It was unlikely that most of the demands of the question would be met if the 
answer had a restricted range that covered less than 60% of its chronology. It was observed 
that in some responses, candidates were trying to fit the material that was in the Advance 
Notice for Sections A and B to the demands of the questions in Section C. In many cases, this 
was not done very successfully as candidates failed to link much of the material to the 
question posed in a meaningful way.

In both Sections B and C when dealing with AO1, not all candidates demonstrated a secure 
understanding of what is meant by 'criteria' in terms of bullet point 3 of the mark scheme. 
Some candidates explicitly state in the introduction to the essay that they are naming the 
criteria that they plan to use, when in actual fact they are referring to the issues or the factors 
that will be discussed in the response. 'Criteria' in bullet point 3 of the mark scheme refers to 
the basis on which candidates reach their judgement, not the issues that are discussed in the 
process of reaching that judgement.

The candidates' performance on individual questions is considered in the next section.
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Question 1

Responses to this ran the full range and candidates of all levels were able to access the 
source. Very strong candidates were able to draw a range of inferences and a detailed 
discussion of areas of utility or problem with the source. Stronger candidates knew the 
provenance of Newes from Scotland well discussing Carmichael and James’ bid for the throne 
of England, etc. Stronger answers also included range of contextual knowledge, for example, 
specifics of James’ voyage to Denmark and his experiences there, the individuals involved in 
the North Berwick Trials and the political element with Bothwell. Provenance could be, and 
often was, linked well with knowledge, eg the need to show James as a strong, Christian 
monarch to impress the English. Weaker candidates made a range of errors, such as thinking 
James was already king of England, or that he wrote Daemonologie before North Berwick. 
The weakest answers conflated Newes from Scotland with Daemonologie or made 
stereotypical comments about the anonymous authorship. Weaker candidates spent too 
long explaining why the source wasn’t useful or what was missed out in the source without 
linking these successfully to the enquiries. Most candidates however, were able to 
successfully integrate contextual knowledge into their response, though this was not always 
targeted to either enquiry. Candidates are advised that the enquires need to drive their 
responses and that this should structure their answer.
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This candidate draws heavily on the source, using quotations 
throughout the response which are then supported by contextual 
knowledge. The provenance of the source is used to inform the validity 
of the arguments made and to support the judgements made in the 
conclusion. There are points when this response could be more tightly 
linked to the specific enquiries but overall this candidate just meets the 
criteria for level 5.
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Make sure your response is source led. Contextual knowledge should 
be used to support the points you make from the source not the other 
way round.
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Question 2

This was the more popular question in this section, which candidates generally answered 
well, easily identifying the influence of Roger Nowell and combining this with a fair range of 
other factors to come to a judgement. On the key theme, many pointed out that Nowell, in 
his position as a local magistrate, had a central role in both the beginning and escalation of 
the trails, notably his actions after Alison Device’s confession, his acting on the rumours of 
the Malkin Tower meeting, and his decision to send the detained to the Lancaster assizes 
rather than try them himself. Many also suggested that he had ulterior motives, and/or that 
his own belief in the dangers of recusancy had an influence upon those he chose to question 
such as Alice Nutter. On other factors, many candidates brought in such issues as the 
Witchcraft Statute of 1604, which gave those concerned a mandate to root out witches, local 
rivalry between two families, and various contextual factors such as the social and economic 
and/or religious context. Weaker candidates showed a lack of knowledge of Nowell, many 
answers made minimal reference, if any, to him. Weaker candidates were also unable to link 
factors or did not weigh them effectively. There were also a number of answers which failed 
to tackle the issue of how the trials reached the extent that they did, struggling to engage 
with the specific wording of the question. Some candidates could have focused their analysis 
more on the extensiveness aspect of the question, as many responded as if this was a 
causation question, which limited the effectiveness of their response.
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This candidate has produced a well focussed response considering a 
range of factors which are well supported by carefully selected 
evidence. The candidate does well to explore the stated factor in detail, 
before comparing other factors back to this stated factor at the end of 
each paragraph. The candidate also focuses their response on the 
specific wording of the question, considering 'extent' when making 
their judgements. This is a level 5 response.

Consider the stated factor in sufficient detail before moving on to 
other factors. This will ensure that your response is tightly focussed on 
the specific question that is being asked.
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Question 3

This was the less popular question in this section. The issue of ‘social tensions’ was 
interpreted in a number of different ways with mixed success but generally it provided a 
clear focus for the answer. Other factors that were prominent in answers were the threat of 
Indian attacks, religious and political tensions, and the role of individuals, especially Cotton 
Mather. A number of candidates relied on general discussions of Puritan ideas or resorted to 
misconceptions such as Cotton Mather lived in Salem, etc. Stronger candidates who knew the 
topic well could deal with the question strongly and put together a strong argument based 
on comparing a range of issues such as Indian raids, Puritan beliefs and disputes between 
village and town. Weaker candidates missed that this was a causation question and many 
relied on general narrative accounts of the Salem witch trials, without bringing in specific 
evidence which could be linked backed to the question. The tangled political/religious 
situation was not always clear to the candidates answering this question. Similarly to 
question 2, a number of responses were not able to form links between arguments, for 
example between Native American attacks and weakened authority, and thus assessed 
factors in isolation. Candidates should aim to refer back to the assertion in the question at 
the end of each paragraph.
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There are a range of factors considered here, and the candidate clearly 
attempts to establish criteria by which to make a judgement. There is 
also reference back to the question at the end of each paragraph 
which further develops the judgements. The candidate could have a 
slightly wider range to their points about social tensions. However as 
the candidate considers the interrelation of the various factors and 
supports their arguments with detailed evidence, this response just 
meets the criteria for level 5.

Aim to weigh up at the end of each paragraph and to make sure your 
links back to the question are explicit. This will ensure that you are 
making sustained judgements throughout your response.
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Question 4

A very popular question choice which allowed candidates to write fluently about the rise of 
scepticism. Most candidates covered the whole time period well, and the best candidates 
acknowledged the ebbs and flows of the rise in scepticism during the time period. The vast 
majority were able to assess factors ranging across the period, though links to the question 
(i.e. the pace and extent of change) was not consistent or explicit at times. Stronger answers 
were able to draw on a range of issues that influenced scepticism such as fraudulent trials, 
anti-witchcraft publications and changes in science among others. The best drew clear links 
showing how they interacted and weighing their relative importance. Many were able to 
show how there was or was not (in their opinion) a steady increase in scepticism with good 
arguments on how and why this was the case. Many argued that the pace increased and 
early scepticism such as Scot or the Boy of Burton was not impactful. The strongest answers 
considered the continuation of official as well as unofficial witch hunting across the period or 
that juries continued to give guilty verdicts, although very few mentioned those writers in the 
later period that still supported a belief in witchcraft, notably John Wesley. Many answers 
concentrated almost (or literally) exclusively on fraudulent cases, with rather too many 
candidates spending a lot of time describing these rather than using them to focus on the 
question. Weaker answers tended to focus on either one strand alone, for example, sceptical 
works; or jumped about across the timeframe without showing any process or development. 
Some picked a disparate group of examples without any real solidity in terms of building an 
argument, for example they might reference Scot and then no other works until Bekker or 
jump from Newton to the Pendle Swindle without giving any overarching argument. Putting 
the knowledge together to form a coherent argument and then to explain process 
adequately was not always successfully done by candidates. Candidates are reminded that if 
the question refers to ‘Britain’ then references to North America or Europe are only relevant if 
linked to developments in Britain.
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This response is successful as, firstly, it has just about sufficient 
coverage across the period, and secondly, engages explicitly with the 
wording of the question. There is a sense that scepticism developed 
differently in various sections of society. The introduction sets out the 
debate and the criteria by which the judgement will be made and this 
is revisited and developed in the conclusion. This is a level 5 response.

Check that your answer has range across the period and that you are 
engaging with qualifying words in the question, eg 'steady'.
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Question 5

This was the far less popular question in this section and candidates are reminded that this is 
a theme in the specification, despite not explicitly referencing witchcraft. Those candidates 
who were confident in using the material very well were able to create a strong argument 
which included a number of elements of the unit – astronomical/physics discoveries, 
advances in thinking/philosophy, etc. Weaker candidates tended not to specifically talk about 
Britain and give a general and descriptive discussion of advances in general, often without 
linking these to the development of knowledge and understanding. Stronger candidates were 
able to make clear links, eg between empiricism and scientific method for example the best 
answers were able to relate continental developments (Kepler and Galileo) to Britain and 
scepticism surrounding witchcraft. One area of weakness across the board was the 
requirement to cover a certain amount of the time frame, many candidates restricted their 
answers to early 17th century (say Bacon) to Newton and Principia, therefore not providing 
enough scope to access Level 5. Weaker candidates tended to struggle to provide a 
successful counterargument, with few commenting on how belief in the supernatural and 
magic persisted, and that older beliefs often coexisted with new developments – very few, for 
example, mentioned such figures as Joseph Glanvill. Gresham College and the role it had in 
the growth of human understanding and knowledge was rarely referenced either for or 
against. Weaker candidates also tended to focus mainly on the work undertaken by 
scientists, listing developments, rather than directly addressing the question and assessing 
the extent of the advance.
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Although this candidate could have slightly greater range across the 
period, this answer takes a thematic approach and clearly attempts to 
engage with the assertion in the question. The candidate has a range 
of detailed evidence and weighs up a range of factors before reaching 
a supported judgement. This ensures that the candidate just meets the 
level 5 criteria.

A thematic approach can be very successful as long as you ensure that 
you have sufficient chronological range across the period.
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Paper Summary

Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice: 

Section A

Candidates should ensure that they deal with both enquiries; there will be material in the 
Sources to support both enquiries
Candidates should not simply paraphrase the content of the source; they should develop 
valid inferences supported by the arguments raised in the source
Candidates should read the caption carefully so they do not mistake its intent
Candidates should make use of relevant contextual knowledge to support inferences and 
evaluation.

Sections B and C

Candidates should avoid a narrative/descriptive approach; this undermines the analysis 
that is required for the higher levels
Planning of essays will help candidates develop an analytical approach
Candidates must be aware of key dates, as identified in the specification, so that they can 
address questions with chronological precision
Candidates should aim to range across the breadth of the chronology in Section C 
questions.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-
boundaries.html
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