	
	
	



UXBRIDGE HIGH SCHOOL| HISTORY DEPARTMENT

Year 12 Summer Transition Booklet
Starting strong with your coursework
	Welcome to A-Level History. Over the summer you are going to take your first step towards your coursework, which is the part of the course where you stop answering other people’s questions and start asking your own. 
You will research a topic that interests you, find out what historians have argued about it, and begin building your own unique argument. 
This guide shows you exactly how to start, what a strong topic choice looks like, and the things to avoid. Take it seriously and you will return in September already ahead!
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Section 1: About the coursework unit

Before you choose anything, you need to know the rules of the game. The OCR coursework unit (The “Topic-Based Essay”) is worth 20% of your whole A-Level, so it really matters. Here is what it asks of you:
	The Y100 Topic-Based Essay 
1. Worth 20% of your A-Level — a full grade can hinge on it
1. A single essay of 3,000–4,000 words — an extended argument in continuous prose, not a report, a list, or a project with sub-headings everywhere
1. On a topic of your choice, from any period of history. There is no fixed date range — your topic can cover a single event or a long span. The choice is yours
1. The core skill is weighing up what different historians have argued (their “interpretations”) and reaching your own supported judgement
1. It must be your own independent work — researched, planned and written by you



The single most important word above is judgement. Examiners are clear that the best essays do not just describe several reasons or list several theories — they weigh them and decide. An essay that lists causes, however well researched, will not reach the top marks. Keep that in mind when choosing.











Section 2: Three words you need to be clear about

A lot of students lose marks simply because they confuse these three things. Learn the difference now.
	Term
	What it means (and why it matters)

	Interpretation
	The argued view of a historian — a scholar who has studied the topic and reached a conclusion, usually in a book or academic article. These are what you must analyse and weigh. A blog, a revision website or an AI summary is NOT an interpretation.

	Perspective
	A particular angle or position within a debate. Two historians have different perspectives when they genuinely disagree about the same question (e.g. one blames long-term causes, another blames one individual). The perspective taken by a historian will shape the interpretation by affecting what questions they ask or how they link events to cause and effect. Your job is to set these perspectives against each other.

	Primary vs. secondary source
	A primary source comes from the time you are studying (a letter, speech, photograph). A secondary source is written later by a historian. You will use both — but the coursework is built around evaluating historians’ secondary interpretations.




Section 3: What makes a GOOD coursework question

Choosing your topic and question well is the most important decision you will make. A good question makes a strong essay possible; a weak question makes a good mark almost impossible, no matter how hard you work. A strong OCR question does all of the following:
	Checklist: is my question strong enough?
1. It invites a judgement. It starts with phrases like “To what extent…”, “How far…”, or “Assess the view that…” — not “Describe…” or “What happened…”.
1. There is a genuine historical debate. Real historians actually disagree about the answer, so you have something to weigh.
1. It is narrow enough to answer well in 3,000–4,000 words. “The causes of the Second World War” is far too big; a focused question on one debate is far better.
1. You can actually get the reading. There are accessible historians’ works you can find and understand.


	The golden test.  Ask yourself one question: “Can I name at least two historians who would disagree about this?” If you can, you almost certainly have a workable topic. If you cannot find any disagreement, you have nothing to weigh — and you need a different question.




Section 4: A worked example — what we’re asking you to do

Here is the whole process worked through once, so you can see what a good response to the summer task looks like. You will do exactly this for your own topic.
Step 1 — The topic.  Control and consent in Nazi Germany (not the “life of Hitler” — that would be biography and narrative, which is the wrong kind of essay).
Step 2 — The draft question.  “To what extent did the Nazi regime rely on terror rather than popular consent?” Notice this invites a judgement and points straight at a known debate.
Step 3 — The historians and their interpretations.  Here the genuine disagreement becomes clear:
	Perspective
	What this side argues

	“It was mainly terror”
	An older, “totalitarian” view holds that the Nazi regime controlled Germans primarily through fear. Examples of this are the Gestapo, surveillance, concentration camps and the constant threat of arrest.

	“It was largely consent”
	Historians such as Robert Gellately and Ian Kershaw argue that the regime rested heavily on genuine popular support and active cooperation — ordinary Germans informing on neighbours, and broad enthusiasm sustained by the “Hitler Myth” — with terror targeted mainly at specific minorities rather than the whole population.


Step 4 — Why there is a real debate.  These two positions cannot both be fully true, so there is something legitimate to weigh: was fear or consent the foundation of the regime? That is what makes this a strong coursework question.
	Important: the summaries above show you the structure of the task. Whatever topic you select, you must read each historian’s work yourself and analyse their actual argument in your own words — reading the work of historians is the key part of the coursework.




Section 5: Your summer tasks

Work through these five tasks in order. Use the suggested topics on the next page if you are unsure where to start, or choose your own.
1. Choose a topic that genuinely interests you (see the suggestions, or create your own).
1. Draft a question using the checklist in Section 3. Aim for “To what extent…” or “How far…”.
1. Find at least three historians who have written about your topic (Section 7 shows you how).
1. Identify at least two genuinely different interpretations — who argues what, and where exactly they disagree.
1. Write three or four sentences explaining why there is a real debate here that you could weigh.
Record your work below.  Bring this completed sheet to your first lesson in September.
	My topic
	



	My draft question
	



	Historian 1 (name + their view)
	



	Historian 2 (name + their view)
	



	Historian 3 (name + their view)
	



	Why there is a genuine debate here
	






Section 6: Suggested topics

Each of these is a well-established debate with plenty of accessible historians — which is exactly what you need. The “the debate” line shows you the disagreement you would be weighing. Avoid turning any of these into a story or biography.
Causes of the First World War
Example questions: “To what extent was Germany responsible for the outbreak of war in 1914?” / “How far does miscalculation explain the outbreak of war in 1914?”
The debate: was one power (especially Germany) chiefly to blame, or did a system of alliances and miscalculation drag everyone in?

Tudor rebellions and authority
Example questions: “How effectively did Henry VII deal with threats to his authority?” / “To what extent did popular unrest threaten Tudor stability?”
The debate: were the Tudors genuinely threatened by rebellion, or were the risings local, limited and easily contained?

The English Civil War / causes of conflict
Example questions: “To what extent was Charles I responsible for the outbreak of civil war?” / “How far do long-term causes explain the English Civil War?”
The debate: was the war caused by Charles I’s own decisions, or by deeper long-term tensions building for decades?

Nazi Germany: control, opposition or consent
Example questions: “To what extent did the Nazi regime rely on terror rather than consent?” / “How effective was opposition to Nazi rule?”
The debate: did the regime rest mainly on fear, or on genuine popular support?

Cold War origins (1941–49 focus)
Example questions: “To what extent was the Cold War caused by Soviet expansionism?” / “How far does ideology explain the breakdown of the Grand Alliance?”
The debate: was the Cold War driven by Soviet aggression, by American actions, or by mutual misunderstanding?



Section 7: How to find historians and start reading

You are not expected to already know which historians matter — finding them is part of the skill. You do not need to own expensive books or have studied this before. Here is where to look:
1. A-Level textbooks. Look for the “interpretations”, “historiography” or “further reading” sections — they name the key historians for you. This is the fastest starting point.
1. Your local public library. Ask the librarian to help you find books on your topic — that is exactly what they are there for, and it costs nothing.
1. Reputable websites. History Today, the BBC History website, and university reading lists posted online are good for finding names and overviews. Google Scholar lists academic works and who cites them.
1. Read efficiently. You do not need to read a whole book. Read the introduction and the conclusion first — that is where a historian usually states their argument most clearly.
	What does NOT count: GCSE-style revision sites, general blogs, essay-sharing sites and AI chatbots are not scholarly interpretations and should not be used as your historians. Always go to the work of a named, published historian.




Section 8: Common pitfalls to avoid

	Steer clear of these — they cost the most marks
1. Choosing a topic with no real debate — you will have nothing to weigh.
1. Choosing a “story” or biography (e.g. “the life of Hitler”) — it leads to description, not argument.
1. A question that asks you to describe or list rather than judge — the examiners’ single biggest complaint is essays that list reasons instead of weighing interpretations.
1. Too broad a question — you cannot do “the causes of WW2” justice in 4,000 words. Narrow it down.
1. Confusing a primary source with a historian’s interpretation — keep the difference clear (Section 2).




Section 9: Doing it properly 

Coursework is independent work, and OCR takes that seriously. The thinking, the reading and the writing must all be your own. Work that is copied, shared, or generated by AI can be disqualified — which would put your whole A-Level at risk. The good news: the summer task is the start of your own genuine research, and keeping a simple list of everything you read (author, title, where you found it) is the best possible habit. It proves the work is yours and makes the writing far easier later.

Section 10: What happens when we return

Nothing you decide this summer is final. In your first lessons of Y12 we will work with you to sharpen your question, check the debate is strong enough, and plan your reading. Coming back with a topic, a draft question and a few historians already identified means you will start the coursework with real momentum and have a genuine head start on the rest of the year.
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