
CIE IGCSE Coursework – 6 Reflections 
 

1. If you want good grades, do the coursework  
 
If pupils are given appropriate guidance, the coursework is far easier than the Paper 4. Admittedly, 
the grade thresholds are adjusted to reflect this, as can be seen below. However, the adjustment is 
not sufficient to make the Paper 4 worth doing – if you are approaching it simply from which path 
will deliver the best results for the pupils.1  
 
If a pupil is willing to work hard and listen to the guidance provided, there is no reason why they 
should not be able to achieve 36/40 or above.  

 
 

2. Do not confuse significance with causation 
 
One of the key points stressed in the examiner’s report is that the conceptual focus of the 
coursework is significance, not causation. The questions must be phrased accordingly.  
 
A question such as ‘How significant was the Reichstag Fire in Hitler’s consolidation of power 
between 1933 and 1934?’ is almost certainly going to lead pupils to evaluate the relative significance 
of different factors in Hitler’s consolidation of power. This must be avoided.  
 
A better question for the Germany depth study would be: ‘Assess the historical significance of the 
Reichstag Fire/Munich Putsch’. These titles lend themselves to more open responses.  
 
In the past, we have used, ‘Assess the historical significance of the Vietnam War for America’.2 This 
works because:  
 

- It is open-ended, but the ‘for America’ wording ensures the focus is not too broad 
- Pupils can explore short and long-term effects in various areas such as cultural, political, 

social, foreign policy and economic 
- Pupils can also explore significance in terms of how widespread, how profound and how 

enduring the impact was  
 

 

                                                        
1 As an aside, if pupils are able and likely to continue history to sixth form, the Paper 4 is better preparation. The ability to 
write an extended, evaluative essay in timed conditions is an invaluable skill.  
2 Note: This title, and an appropriate scheme or work, has to be approved first by the exam board as the Vietnam War is 
not part of the depth studies 



3. An event is easier to analyse than an individual 
 
We initially toyed with the idea of using the title, ‘Assess the historical significance of Gustav 
Stresemann’. However, after discussion within the department we decided to scrap this (although 
not before producing a source booklet – see here) as it had the potential to confuse and 
overcomplicate things.  
 
Would pupils, for instance, assess the significance of Stresemann’s legacy? Or his actions? Would the 
introduction of the Rentenmark be considered one of these? And would we then have to try and 
assess how far and wide the impact of this was?  
 
Similarly, to what extent was the Dawes Plan Stresemann’s doing? Do the benefits of that owe to 
him? And what about the Great Depression? The impact of the Depression was surely worse as a 
result of reliance on US loans, but Stresemann did not cause the Wall Street Crash. Is that link 
therefore too tenuous? 
 
And so on.  
 
Instead, we opted for our question on Vietnam (above). It made much more sense to both teachers 
and pupils and was also a subject on which it was relatively easy to find good primary and secondary 
material.  
 
 

4. Use models for different topics 
 
As with any good teaching, if pupils are to succeed they need to first understand what is expected of 
them. Teachers cannot, of course, provide model answers for the chosen question, either ones they 
have written, or examples taken from previous years.  
 
However, there is nothing to prevent teachers providing models on questions that are similar in 
style but different in substance.  
 
For instance, a teacher might write a paragraph on the title: ‘Assess the historical significance of the 
First World War for Britain’. They could use it to model the sort of structure and level of detail a 
pupil might be expected to use, as well as how to focus on the significance element of the question.  
 
Similarly, use well-known examples – such as the sinking of the Titanic - to tease out what is meant 
by significance. This example can be used in conjunction with the questions in Appendix 1 (provided 
by CIE) to get pupils thinking about the concept of significance.  
 
 

5. Pupils can learn from each other  
 
Teachers cannot offer anything but general summative guidance. There is nothing, however, that 
restricts pupils from reading each other’s work, providing they are fully aware of the rules on 
plagiarism.  
 
Often when pupils are struggling with a particular section, a quick read of a more able peer’s 
paragraph will allow them to identify where they are going wrong in their own work.  
  



 
6. Play to the mark scheme  

 
A cynical but key point. Ensure both teachers and pupils are fully aware of the demands of the mark 
scheme. A few ways that each bullet point (BP) can be achieved:  
 

- BP1 – use facts, figures, statistics, quotes, etc.  
- BP2 – to meet the ‘wide range’ pupils should write 4-5 main paragraphs and use a variety of 

evidence (as above) 
- BP3 – if pupils focus on how things ‘change’ (or don’t, if they are arguing something is 

insignificant) they will do well here. Awareness of ‘inter-relationships’ can be achieved if 
pupils show how, for instance, economic factors can influence domestic politics. Links 
between paragraphs can help achieve this.  

- BP4 – pupils should include ‘end of paragraph judgements’ at the end of each paragraph 
which accurately reflect the argument of the paragraph  

- BP5 – introductions and conclusions need to match, and they need to reflect what is said in 
the rest of the essay 

 
What is not in the mark scheme 
 

- There is no reference to making a judgement on which factor is overall the most significant 
(although pupils will not be punished for doing this) 

- Links between paragraphs are not explicitly required (although as outlined above, they can 
help pupils hit the ‘inter-relationships’ point 

 
 

 
 
 
  



Appendix 1 – CIE’s questions to consider in relation to significance 
 
 
Significance at the time (impact) 
 
Width of impact 
 

- How many people, groups or institutions were affected? 
- Which different types of people were affected (e.g. rich/poor) 
- Were men/women affected to the same degree? 
- Were different parts of the country, world affected in the same way? 
- How wide, geographically, was the impact? 

 
Depth of impact  
 

- How deeply were people’s lives, beliefs and attitudes affected? 
- How far were other aspects, e.g. institutions, power relationships, changed? 
- For how long were people affected? 
- How important was it to people? 
- How powerful was the impact? 
- What kind of reactions was caused? 
- How far was it remarked on by people at the time? 

 
Nature of impact 
 

- How far was it beneficial? 
- How typical or unique? 
- How expected/unexpected? 
- How reported/how received? 
- How iconic/symbolic? 

 
Significance over time (relationship to other events) 
 

- How much of a change occurred between what went before and what came after, e.g. how far was 
it a turning point? 

- How much continuity occurred between what went before and what came after e.g. how far was it 
part of a trend? 

- How far did it affect things in the longer term, e.g. was it a false dawn, how long did the impact 
last? 

 
 


