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Introduction

This was the third series of this 2009 Schools History Project Source Enquiry. The topic for 
WOTH this series was The Great Fire of London. The earlier period chosen caused some 
candidates difficulty and was responsible for some anachronisms. Most candidates were 
however able to demonstrate responses that were worthy of at least some credit. There 
was evidence that more responses were achieving the higher levels required by the mark 
scheme. There remain a number of areas where candidates’ responses could improve and 
hopefully the following report will help them achieve that. There was evidence that many 
centres had learnt from the experience of the first two series. That said there was evidence 
that some candidates experienced difficulty in terms of allocating time in the examination 
to questions in relation to the mark tariff that they are worth. Too many long answers to 
questions 1 and 2 were answered with much more effort and depth than many responses to 
question 5. The latter was despite the fact that question 5 had many more marks allocated 
to it. There were fewer responses written in the wrong sections of the answer book. This is 
a particular problem in responses to question 4 which instead of using the next page of the 
answer book after completing the first page of question 4 continue their answer on the last 
page of question 3. There were far too many simplistic responses concerning the value and 
utility of sources. Many of these are inaccurate and misinformed. Too many responses saw 
all primary sources as reliable and useful and secondary as worthless.

As mentioned in previous reports the value of tackling questions under examination 
conditions is a useful way of preparing candidates to respond appropriately to the demands 
of an examination under timed conditions.
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Question 1

The great majority of students were able to extract relevant detail from the source about 
the size of the fire, the wind fanning it on, the buildings in ruins and the boats on the 
Thames. Most were able to make effective inferences such as the fire being out of control, 
the river Thames acting as barrier, people’s homes being destroyed. These inferences were 
mainly supported from the source, however some simply commented on the destructive 
and dangerous fire without any further reference. A number commented on the origin of 
the source itself and dealt with its reliability which was irrelevant to this question. A number 
identified the fact that the illustrator was German and claimed that this alone made the 
source utterly unreliable. A few attempted to answer the question simply using knowledge 
of their own. A small number of candidates used the background information, instead of 
using Source A as required by the question. However there were many solid answers which 
made full use of the source with intelligent inferences.
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Avoid just describing detail from the source as this is 
unlikely to get more than the basic minimum of marks. 
Use the source to support your inferences as just 
making an inference will not get a candidate beyond 
Level 2.

Avoid just describing detail from the source as this is 
Examiner Tip

Here the candidate makes several valid 
inferences and supports these with good 
support from the source.

Examiner Comments

Here the candidate makes several valid 

Examiner Comments
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Question 2

Generally most students were able to offer some simple statements either about the 
impression of the picture or selected detail from the source such as buildings can be seen 
in the flames or there were boats on the river. At times the impression offered was fairly 
simplistic, such as it was a dark time for London which is expressed in the dark colours of 
the picture. Most students offered valid comments about the impression of the destructive 
and out of control fire, leaving the people nowhere safe other than the river. Several 
students commented on the sad occurrence leaving people stranded with nowhere to go but 
hoping to save themselves and reach safety. Few students achieved an explained impression 
detailing the scope and destruction of the fire, explaining that even important buildings 
such as churches were on fire, describing the people fleeing with just their lives and little 
else. Most achieved a level 2 or 3 for their answers. The most effective responses combined 
detailed analysis and interpretation of the painting and linked this strongly to their stated 
impression. 
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First identfy the impression and then use 
detail or treatment of content to explain 
how the impression is put across.

First identfy the impression and then use 

Examiner Tip

This was a solid response that managed to achieve Level 
3. It is able to use detail from the painting together with 
a reasonable group of comments on the impression the 
artist may have been trying to create.

Examiner Comments
This was a solid response that managed to achieve Level 

Examiner Comments
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Question 3

Most candidates were able to gain a solid level 2 by identifying areas of support or challenge 
and sometimes both. Most students were able to offer some generalised answer often 
selecting some detail from the source without linking it to the question. Many responses 
were by nature methodical going through each source individually and tending not always 
successfully to cross reference at the end. However, although many appreciated the need 
to cross reference, fewer were able to do so effectively or confidently. Most students were, 
however, able to identify elements of support and/or challenge based on matching details 
of the sources content. Relevant comment in C was often simply matched to perceived 
support or challenge in the other two sources. Usually students dealt with all three sources; 
at times however they only showed the support or challenge of a source, stating simply that 
D completely supported C or that E completely disagreed with it. Few students achieved 
level 3, not only by cross-referencing source content but identifying the content that 
demonstrated that both D and E support and challenge C. Others concluded that D was 
more supportive than E and by indicating the reason why, evaluated the extent of support. 
When this level was achieved, students proved very perceptive of the nuances of the 
language particularly in D looking at the confusion and exhaustion mentioned versus the 
notion of shock. 

Some responses focused on the nature of each individual source. Here, there were a lot of 
simplistic learnt responses on the value of sources that was generic rather than specific and 
not related to the questions focus.
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Make sure you avoid mentioning what each 
source says in turn without cross referencing.
Make sure you avoid mentioning what each 

Examiner Tip

A well argued response that provides effective 
cross referencing as well as relevant comment 
on the provenance of the sources.

Examiner Comments
A well argued response that provides effective 

Examiner Comments
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Question 4

Many candidates were able to achieve level 2 or 3 with very few not being able to address 
the question.

Students achieving a level 1 often selected some basic detail regarding what the sources 
show and made a simplistic comment such as E was a secondary source, F a primary source 
hence favouring F as more useful. At times F was chosen as more useful due to it being a 
picture which does not leave the reader to imagine things. However if the student favoured 
text then the same argument was reversed. Often students simply based their judgement 
on E showing three methods of fire fighting, F only showing two hence E, being more 
valuable. Some students also based their judgements on how effective or plausible they 
believe the methods to be. Most students achieved level 2 focusing on what the sources 
could or could not tell us, implying some element of simple judgement. Mostly students 
attempted to discuss how representative the source was in a simplistic way such as E 
showing a bigger fire therefore being more representative. Fewer students achieved a level 
3 by combining both elements of L2 by commenting on both provenance and considering 
the value of the information given. Students achieving this level looked carefully at how 
representative the picture was, pointing to E showing an extreme case hence calling for 
drastic measures and more varied methods of fire fighting and F showing a smaller fire 
hence showing less people involved and less methods applied. 

This question requires the evaluation of evidence in context in order to achieve higher-
level marks. Question 4 requires candidates to examine the nature (type of source), origin 
(who produced it and when) and purpose (what reason explains why it was produced). 
Candidates who did well tended to see sources having value but some more than others. 
There was some evidence that some candidates are doing better at source evaluation and 
avoid the pit falls of the simplistic learnt response.

As indicated in last year’s report, “Students would benefit from an examination of a wide 
range of sources and encouraged to comment on their strengths and limitations to any 
historical investigation.”



12 GCSE History 5HB03 3D



GCSE History 5HB03 3D 13

Make use of content and provenance and 
relate both to the focus of the question.
Make use of content and provenance and 

Examiner Tip

The candidate evaluated the sources for utility 
in terms of both content and nature. The 
response achieved a good Level 3.

Examiner Comments
The candidate evaluated the sources for utility 

Examiner Comments
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Question 5

This question was not always attempted or was not completed, possibly because students 
had not timed their responses effectively. When it was attempted, almost all students were 
able to offer some generalised answer stating that the information was all burnt hence 
making research impossible. Some students listed all the research that cannot be consulted 
such as videos, stating that therefore there is no reliable or useful research possible. Most 
students identified problems with the fact that the source, being from an unknown website 
casts doubt on its reliability. Students were mostly referring to Wikipedia which can be 
altered by anyone and therefore is not regarded as reliable but then proceed to suggest 
other websites that could be used to cross-reference this one. Most of the avenues for 
further research offered were fairly simplistic, stating diaries and newspapers could be 
consulted. However, some students were more specific suggesting diaries of people involved 
such as the fire fighters or Sir Christopher Wren, or pointed to financial records, building 
plans and legal claims and archives that could be consulted. By also offering concrete 
examples of points to research many managed to achieve at least a level 3.

Some spent too much time discussing the merits of source G only and failed to address the 
question set. Some used sources in turn, discussing whether or not they supported Source 
G. There were more Level 4 responses than before but less than one would hope. Better 
responses could make effective use of their own knowledge as well as the sources but many 
tended to trawl through the sources one after the other. 
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Allocate adequate time to answer this question 
effectively. Make use of relevant sources (not all of 
them) and combine with your own knoledge of likely 
sources and the context in which they might be used.

Allocate adequate time to answer this question 
Examiner Tip

A good response.

Examiner Comments

A good response.

Examiner Comments
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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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