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Introduction 
The first summative year for the new Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE) system was 
unexpectedly challenging. The demands of delivering new assessment requirements and 
processes were amplified by disruptions to senior schooling arising from the COVID-19 
pandemic. This meant the new system was forced to adapt before it had been introduced — the 
number of summative internal assessments was reduced from three to two in all General 
subjects. Schools and the QCAA worked together to implement the new assessment processes 
and the 2020 Year 12 cohort received accurate and reliable subject results. 

Queensland’s innovative new senior assessment system combines the flexibility and authenticity 
of school-based assessment, developed and marked by classroom teachers, with the rigour and 
consistency of external assessment set and marked by QCAA-trained assessment writers and 
markers. The system does not privilege one form of assessment over another, and both teachers 
and QCAA assessors share the role of making high-stakes judgments about the achievement of 
students. Our commitment to rigorous external quality assurance guarantees the reliability of both 
internal and external assessment outcomes. 

Using evidence of student learning to make judgments on student achievement is just one 
purpose of assessment. In a sophisticated assessment system, it is also used by teachers to 
inform pedagogy and by students to monitor and reflect on their progress. 

This post-cycle report on the summative assessment program is not simply being produced as a 
matter of record. It is intended that it will play an active role in future assessment cycles by 
providing observations and findings in a way that is meaningful and helpful to support the 
teaching and learning process, provide future students with guidance to support their 
preparations for summative assessment, and promote transparency and accountability in the 
broader education community. Reflection and research are necessary for the new system to 
achieve stability and to continue to evolve. The annual subject report is a key medium for making 
it accessible to schools and others. 
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Background 

Purpose 
The annual subject report is an analysis of the previous year’s full summative assessment cycle. 
This includes endorsement of summative internal assessment instruments, confirmation of 
internal assessment marks and external assessment. 

The report provides an overview of the key outcomes of one full teaching, learning and 
assessment cycle for each subject, including: 

• information about the application of the syllabus objectives through the design and marking of 
internal and external assessments 

• information about the patterns of student achievement in each subject for the assessment 
cycle. 

It also provides advice to schools to promote continuous improvement, including: 

• identification of effective practices in the design and marking of valid, accessible and reliable 
assessments 

• identification of areas for improvement and recommendations to enhance the design and 
marking of valid, accessible and reliable assessment instruments 

• provision of tangible examples of best practice where relevant, possible and appropriate. 

Audience and use 
This report should be read by school leaders, subject leaders and teachers to inform teaching 
and learning and assessment preparation. The report is to be used by schools and teachers to 
assist in assessment design practice, in making assessment decisions and in preparing students 
for external assessment.  

The report is publicly available to promote transparency and accountability. Students, parents, 
community members and other education stakeholders can learn about the assessment practices 
and outcomes for General subjects (including alternative sequences and Senior External 
Examination subjects, where relevant) and General (Extension) subjects. 

Report preparation 
The report includes analyses of data and other information from the processes of endorsement, 
confirmation and external assessment, and advice from the chief confirmer, chief endorser and 
chief marker, developed in consultation with and support from QCAA subject matter experts. 
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Subject data summary 

Subject enrolments 
Number of schools offering the subject: 212. 

Completion of units  Unit 1 Unit 2 Units 3 and 4*  
Number of students 
completed  

2357 2499 2579 

*Units 3 and 4 figure includes students who were not rated. 

Units 1 and 2 results 
Number of students  Satisfactory  Unsatisfactory  Not rated  
Unit 1 2263 90 4 
Unit 2  2387 105 7 

Units 3 and 4 internal assessment results  
2020 COVID-19 adjustments 
To support Queensland schools, teachers and students to manage learning and assessment during the 
evolving COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the QCAA Board approved the removal of one internal 
assessment for students completing Units 3 and 4 in General and Applied subjects.  
In General subjects, students completed two internal assessments and an external assessment. Schools 
made decisions based on QCAA advice and their school context. Therefore, across the state some 
instruments were completed by most schools, some completed by fewer schools and others completed 
by few or no schools. In the case of the latter, the data and information for these instruments has not 
been included. 

Total results for internal assessment 
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IA1 results 
IA1 total 

 
IA1 Criterion 1  IA1 Criterion 2 

 

 

 
IA1 Criterion 3  IA1 Criterion 4 

 

 

 
IA1 Criterion 5   
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IA2 results 
IA2 total 

 
IA2 Criterion 1  IA2 Criterion 2 

 

 

 
IA2 Criterion 3  IA2 Criterion 4 
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IA3 results 
IA3 total 

 
IA3 Criterion 1  IA3 Criterion 2 

 

 

 
IA3 Criterion 3  IA3 Criterion 4 

 

 

 
IA3 Criterion 5  IA3 Criterion 6 
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External assessment results  

 

Final standards allocation 
The number of students awarded each standard across the state are as follows. 

Standard A B C D E 
Number of 
students 

592 934 889 131 1 

Grade boundaries 
The grade boundaries are determined using a process to compare results on a numeric scale to 
the reporting standards. 

Standard A B C D E 
Marks 
achieved 

100–80 79–63 62–44 43–16 15–0 
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Internal assessment 
The following information and advice pertain to the assessment design and assessment 
decisions for each IA in Units 3 and 4. These instruments have undergone quality assurance 
processes informed by the attributes of quality assessment (validity, accessibility and reliability). 

Endorsement 
Endorsement is the quality assurance process based on the attributes of validity and accessibility. 
These attributes are categorised further as priorities for assessment and each priority can be 
further broken down into assessment practices. Data presented in the assessment design 
sections identifies the reasons why IA instruments were not endorsed at Application 1, by the 
priority for assessments. An IA may have been identified more than once for a priority for 
assessment, e.g. it may have demonstrated a misalignment to both subject matter and to the 
assessment objective. Refer to the quality assurance tools for detailed information about the 
assessment practices for each assessment instrument. 

Total number of items endorsed in Application 1 

Number of items submitted each event IA1 IA2 IA3 
Total number of instruments 215 215 215 
Percentage endorsed in Application 1  47 71 76 

Confirmation 
Confirmation is the quality assurance process based on the attribute of reliability. Teachers make 
judgments about the evidence in students’ responses using the instrument-specific marking guide 
(ISMG) to indicate the alignment of students’ work with performance-level descriptors and 
determine a mark for each criterion. These are provisional criterion marks. The QCAA makes the 
final decision about student results through the confirmation processes. Data presented in the 
assessment decisions section identifies the level of agreement between provisional and final 
results. 

Number of samples reviewed at initial, supplementary and extraordinary review 
IA Number of 

schools 
Number of 
samples 
requested  

Supplementary 
samples 
requested 

Extraordinary 
review 

School 
review 

Percentage 
agreement 
with 
provisional 

1 210 1041 160 56 16 97.56 
2 166 922 169 16 16 95.97 
3 48 240 33 0 4 98.23 
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Internal assessment 1 (IA1) 

Examination — essay in response to historical 
sources (25%) 
In this technique, students respond to an unseen question using evidence from 9–12 sources 
provided in the stimulus material (6–7 seen sources and 3–5 not seen sources). The essay in 
response to historical sources requires students to develop a sustained analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation of the stimulus material to fully support a student-generated hypothesis (Syllabus 
section 4.13.1).  

Assessment design 

Validity 
Validity in assessment design considers the extent to which an assessment item accurately 
measures what it is intended to measure and that the evidence of student learning collected from 
an assessment can be legitimately used for the purpose specified in the syllabus. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — validity practices 

Validity priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Alignment 73 
Authentication 0 
Authenticity 17 
Item construction 16 
Scope and scale 26 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• stimulus material that allowed students to build their historical argument in response to the 
unseen question from the sources provided. The usefulness of each source and the range of 
sources offered was carefully considered  

• a set of seen and not seen sources that were succinct enough for students to engage with 
during the planning time. While the length of the 3–5 not seen sources should be particularly 
considered when deciding on the stimulus, so too should the length of the stimulus as a 
whole. While seen sources have been reviewed by students prior to the exam, students still 
need to engage with these during the planning time to assess their usefulness for responding 
to the unseen question   

• use of syllabus language in item construction, e.g. the inclusion of the syllabus specification 
‘The essay in response to historical sources requires students to develop a sustained analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation of the stimulus material to fully support a student-generated 
hypothesis’ to ensure the task instructions are explicit about the requirements.  
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Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• offer an unseen question that, when paired with a well-chosen range of sources, provides 
opportunity for students to develop a historical argument. Questions and sources that direct 
students to a descriptive response limit opportunity for students to demonstrate the upper 
performance-level descriptors in the Synthesising criterion. Note: Essay questions may take 
various forms, such as a question, a cognition-led statement or a question that relates to a 
quote  

• allow for a range of possible hypotheses to be developed in response to the question, given 
the sources provided. Questions and sources that direct students to the same straightforward 
answer do not elicit unique responses or provide students the opportunity to demonstrate the 
upper performance-level descriptors of the ISMG  

• provide a question of suitable scope and scale to enable students to demonstrate 
achievement of the assessment objectives and meet the upper performance-level descriptors 
of the ISMG within the syllabus conditions of 800–1000 words, e.g. a question about all 
Athenian social classes in the 5th century BCE may be too broad in scale, allowing only a 
superficial overview of issues. Students are provided with the best opportunity to demonstrate 
the assessment objectives when the focus of the question and the sources is narrower in 
scope, allowing for more in-depth responses   

• include context statements for each source in the form of a brief description that may include 
author, time of production, and any general details about the circumstances in which a source 
was produced. These should be carefully crafted to ensure students are able to demonstrate 
their skills of analysis and evaluation. For example, a context statement that identifies that an 
ancient writer is unreliable and likely biased provides an evaluation, rather than offering 
sufficient information about the context of a source’s production to enable students to reach 
this conclusion themselves.  

Accessibility 
Accessibility in assessment design ensures that no student or group of students is disadvantaged 
in their capacity to access an assessment. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — accessibility practices 

Accessibility priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Transparency  5  
Language 18 
Layout 25 
Bias avoidance   11 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured:  

• clear and accessible language. Where a source included a key word that students could not 
be reasonably expected to know (and that could not be determined from context), a footnote 
briefly defining the term was provided  

• clearly identifiable and easily located context statements set out in the same way for each 
source, e.g. use of a subheading ‘context statement’. 
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Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• have a clear layout where the question is easy to locate and not obscured by extraneous 
contextual information. Bold, italics or other formatting features should only be used where 
particularly needed  

• include sequentially labelled sources, e.g. Seen sources 1–7 or A–G, then Not seen sources 
8–12 or H–L) 

• provide clear copies of sources with suitable font and image size. Where students are required 
to analyse an image of an artefact or similar visual source, the image needs to be clear 
enough to identify features.  

Assessment decisions 

Reliability 
Reliability is a judgment about the measurements of assessment. It refers to the extent to which 
the results of assessments are consistent, replicable and free from error. 

Agreement trends between provisional and final results 

Criterion 
number 

Criterion name Percentage 
agreement with 
provisional 

Percentage less 
than provisional 

Percentage 
greater than 
provisional 

1 Comprehending 98.2 1.69 0.11 
2 Analysing 97.43 2.57 0 
3 Synthesising 97.7 2.26 0.04 
4 Evaluating 95.52 3.68 0.8 
5 Creating and 

communicating 
98.93 0.96 0.11 

Effective practices 

Accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG for this IA was most effective when: 

• discrete decisions were made about each descriptor for the criterion Comprehending, that is 

 the use of terms in their historical context, e.g. terms such as ‘indulgences’ and ‘filial duty’ 
used accurately in an essay responding to a question about the motives of crusaders 

 the explanation of issues related to the unseen question, e.g. a question might hinge on an 
understanding of issues of social class and religion 

 the understanding of the relationship between concepts and ideas developed in response 
to the unseen question, e.g. a response to a question about a historical figure that connects 
historical concepts of evidence and significance with ideas about gender, religion and 
tradition   

• for Synthesising, discrete decisions were made about each of the three descriptors 

 the first descriptor refers to the various decisions (plural) made as students develop their 
historical argument. A decision might be signposted in the topic sentence of a paragraph 
and then justified in the paragraph by combining information from the stimulus, such as 
quoting or paraphrasing when discussing evidence from sources  
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 the second descriptor refers to the combination of information to support the overall 
‘historical argument’ (singular) developed in response to the unseen question. This is more 
than a hypothesis statement. A historical argument is defined in the syllabus glossary as 
‘the approach taken to prove a hypothesis’. At the mid and upper performance levels 
information is combined across the essay to support the historical argument  

 the third descriptor refers to the type of evidence used. At the upper performance level this 
evidence is drawn from a range of sources 

• for Evaluating, consideration was given to what constitutes well-reasoned judgments (third 
descriptor, 5–6 performance level). ‘Evaluate’ is defined in the syllabus glossary as to ‘make 
an appraisal by weighing up strengths, implications and limitations’. Well-reasoned judgments 
about usefulness and reliability reflect this ‘weighing up’ process and recognise implications 
(the ‘so what?’), e.g. a well-reasoned judgment might explain why evidence from a primary 
source is unreliable, but also explain why and how it remains a useful source of evidence in 
response to the unseen question. Corroboration strengthens judgments about reliability and 
usefulness and contributes to decisions about the quality of the reasoning in the third 
descriptor in Evaluating.  

Sample of effective practice 

The following is an excerpt from a response that illustrates the characteristics for the criterion at 
the performance level indicated. The sample may provide evidence of more than one criterion. 
The characteristics highlighted may not be the only time the characteristics have occurred 
throughout the response.  

Synthesising  
(3–4 marks) 
The response 
demonstrates a 
combination of 
information from the 
stimulus supplied to 
justify insightful 
decisions. These 
combinations use 
evidence from a range 
of sources.  
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Practices to strengthen 

To further ensure accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG in this IA, it is 
recommended that: 

• the syllabus glossary definition for ‘range of sources’ is used to guide decisions at the upper 
performance levels for Analysing, Synthesising and Evaluating. Teachers should consider the 
sources students draw on to respond to the unseen question. Responses that are based on a 
small number of sources offering similar perspectives may not demonstrate use of evidence 
from a range of sources  

• the context of the examination technique is considered when matching evidence to the 
qualifier discerning. It is not possible to identify every feature of evidence and every point of 
evaluation for sources used in an essay of 800–1000 words. Rather, at the upper performance 
level identification of features of evidence (Analysing) and judgments about reliability and 
usefulness (Evaluating) are discerning and characterised by discriminating, thoughtful and 
astute choices, with points selected for their value and relevance to the unseen question (see 
syllabus glossary)  

• when making judgments for Evaluating, teachers first consider whether there is evidence of 
judgments or statements about reliability and/or usefulness. At both the mid and upper 
performance levels judgments about usefulness and/or reliability are evident. A judgment 
includes an explanation of how a conclusion about usefulness or reliability was formed. A 
judgment provides the ‘what’ and the ‘why’. A judgment about usefulness and reliability can be 
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evident without making explicit use of these terms. A statement does not show how an opinion 
was formed. For example: 

 judgment: Beard’s expertise in Roman history lends weight to her claim that … (Source 2) 

 statement: The evidence from Smith (Source 1) is reliable.  

• the syllabus is used as a reference point when matching evidence in responses to the ISMG 
for the Creating and communicating criterion. The syllabus specifies the features of an essay 
in response to historical sources. The syllabus glossary provides definitions of qualifiers such 
as succinct, logical and consistent. Note that in the context of an essay written under 
examination conditions, ethical scholarship is demonstrated by acknowledging each source 
used. This may be accomplished in various ways, including by source number 
(e.g. Source 1/Source A) and/or author or title of source.   
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Internal assessment 2 (IA2) 

Investigation — independent source investigation 
(25%) 
In this technique students use research and investigative practices to assess a range of 
cognitions in a particular context. Students demonstrate application of historical concepts and 
historical skills in the investigation by selecting and analysing a range of historical sources and 
considering different perspectives. The features of an independent source investigation are: a 
student-derived key inquiry question, 3–5 sub-questions, a rationale, a source analysis of  
4–6 sources (primary and secondary) and a critical summary of evidence (Syllabus 
section 4.13.2).    

Assessment design 

Validity 
Validity in assessment design considers the extent to which an assessment item accurately 
measures what it is intended to measure and that the evidence of student learning collected from 
an assessment can be legitimately used for the purpose specified in the syllabus. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — validity practices 

Validity priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Alignment 30 
Authentication 3 
Authenticity 3 
Item construction 38 
Scope and scale 0 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• a brief context that clearly positioned the task within the unit and topic being studied  

• an open-ended task that allowed each student to generate their own key inquiry question and 
sub-questions to drive their investigation 

• student instructions on how to complete the task that clearly aligned with the syllabus 
specifications 

• checkpoints that were suitable for the task, aligning with the syllabus specifications and the 
selected authentication strategies. 
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Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• focus on only one topic from Unit 3: Reconstructing the past, not previously assessed in IA1 

• frame the task so that students may identify their own particular area of investigation within the 
topic and have opportunity to demonstrate their ability to devise their own key inquiry question 
and sub-questions to guide an investigation 

• explicitly address all assessment specifications, including the required features of an 
independent source investigation and the use of a recognised system of referencing including 
a reference list. Note: The overall word length of 1500–2000 words is a required condition, but 
the breakdown for each section of the investigation provided in the syllabus is a suggestion 
only 

• ensure any scaffolding aligns with the syllabus specifications. If a scaffolding section is 
included, it should not repeat or redefine information that has already been provided 
elsewhere in the assessment instrument. The provision of systematised and very prescriptive 
details of how to respond limits students’ opportunity to demonstrate the performance-level 
descriptors in the ISMG, e.g. if students are provided with a formulaic process for reporting 
their analysis and evaluation, opportunity to demonstrate discernment in their analysis and 
evaluation (as required at the upper performance levels) may be limited. 

Accessibility 
Accessibility in assessment design ensures that no student or group of students is disadvantaged 
in their capacity to access an assessment. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — accessibility practices 

Accessibility priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Transparency  7 
Language 2 
Layout 0 
Bias Avoidance  0 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• clear layout, with all the required information in the appropriate sections 

• use of bold, italics and other formatting features only where relevant.  

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• provide clear instructions, presented in a logical order, using cues and language that align to 
the syllabus specifications.   
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Assessment decisions 

Reliability 
Reliability is a judgment about the measurements of assessment. It refers to the extent to which 
the results of assessments are consistent, replicable and free from error. 

Agreement trends between provisional and final results 

Criterion 
number 

Criterion name Percentage 
agreement with 
provisional 

Percentage less 
than provisional 

Percentage 
greater than 
provisional 

1 Devising and 
conducting 

95.95 2.44 1.61 

2 Analysing 95.11 3.91 0.98 
3 Evaluating 93.7 5.08 1.22 
4 Creating and 

communicating 
99.12 0.44 0.44 

Effective practices 

Accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG for this IA was most effective when: 

• for the Devising and conducting criterion, a discrete decision was made for each of the 
descriptors 

 the use of, and quality of, the inquiry questions and sub-questions. Note that the 
sub-questions must be relevant to the key inquiry question at both the 5–6 and 3–4 mark 
ranges  

 the quality of the historical research, including whether evidence from primary and 
secondary sources was used  

 the perspectives offered in the sources, e.g.  

 a response offering a single perspective (lower performance level) might include several 
excerpts from a source conveying the same perspective  

 at the mid performance level, perspectives are evident in a selection of sources where 
similar points of view are shared by two or more separate groups, people or institutions  

 at the upper performance level, different perspectives are evident when there are 
sources from two or more separate groups, people or institutions that offer dissimilar 
points of view  

• for the Analysing criterion, it was recognised that identification and explanation of features of 
evidence for both primary and secondary sources was included in descriptors at the 5–6 and 
7–8 mark range 

• for the Creating and communicating criterion, the syllabus specifications informed 
understanding of the required features of an independent source investigation. Responses 
matched to the first descriptor in this criterion at the upper performance level demonstrated 
succinct expression and logical organisation of information. These responses were typically 
organised to avoid unnecessary repetition, with judicious decisions about what information to 
include in which sections. 

  



Ancient History General Senior Syllabus 2019 v1.2 
Subject report 2020 

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 18 of 33 
 

Sample of effective practice 

The following is an excerpt from a response that illustrates the characteristics for the criteria at 
the performance level indicated. The sample may provide evidence of more than one criterion. 
The characteristics highlighted may not be the only time the characteristics have occurred 
throughout the response. 

Devising and 
conducting  
(5–6 marks) 
The response 
demonstrates: 
• detailed use of 

historical research by 
using evidence from 
primary and 
secondary sources 
that demonstrates 
application of the key 
inquiry question 

• selection of evidence 
from primary and 
secondary sources 
that offers different 
perspectives.  

Note: The primary 
source the student 
selected for analysis 
was an Egyptian temple 
wall relief depicting 
Alexander from the 
period under 
investigation. 
 
Analysing (7–8 marks) 
The response 
demonstrates: 
• discerning 

identification of the 
features of evidence 
from primary and 
secondary sources 

• detailed examination 
of the features of 
evidence from primary 
and secondary 
sources 

• informed explanation 
about how evidence 
from the sources 
contributes to the 
development of the 
key inquiry question.  

 

 

Excerpt from Arrian provided 
for authentication purposes. 
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Practices to strengthen 

To further ensure accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG in this IA, it is 
recommended that:  

• teachers note the requirement for responses to include both primary and secondary sources at 
the upper performance levels for the Devising and conducting, Analysing, and Evaluating 
criteria. The syllabus glossary defines primary sources as ‘objects and documents created or 
written during the time being investigated, for example during an event or very soon after’. All 
responses matched to these upper performance-level descriptors must include at least one 
source that is a primary source as it is defined in the syllabus. Students will need to carefully 
consider whether ancient sources they locate are best described as primary or secondary 
sources, given the particular focus of their investigations. Note: There is no required ‘balance’ 
of primary and secondary sources, nor is there any requirement to write in equal depth for 
each source. A response may have a shorter analysis and evaluation of, for example, a coin 
and a longer discussion analysing and evaluating an extract from a written ancient secondary 
source  

• for the Evaluating criterion, consideration be given to whether there is clear evidence of 
referring to different perspectives. Responses matched to the second descriptor in Evaluating, 
at the upper performance level, include in their judgments a discussion that clearly shows how 
perspectives are different  

• the ‘and/or’ at the 3–4 and 5–6 mark ranges in the Evaluating criterion is noted 

• decisions about corroboration (Evaluating, third descriptor) are made only in relation to the  
4–6 sources selected for the independent source investigation. The technique does not 
require students to corroborate evidence with other sources not presented in the final 
response  
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• evidence across the response is used when matching evidence to the performance-level 
descriptors. Students may organise their responses in different ways, e.g. some responses 
may include many points about how the evidence from sources contributes to the 
development of the key inquiry question (Analysing, third performance-level descriptor) in the 
source analysis section, whereas other responses may have more evidence for this descriptor 
in the critical summary of evidence section.  
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Internal assessment 3 (IA3)  

Investigation — historical essay based on research 
(25%) 
In this technique, students research a historical topic through the collection, analysis and 
synthesis of evidence from primary and secondary sources. Students create their own key inquiry 
question and hypothesis. The final response to the investigation is a historical essay based on 
research that requires a sustained analysis, synthesis and evaluation of evidence to fully support 
the hypothesis (Syllabus section 5.15.1).    

Assessment design 

Validity 
Validity in assessment design considers the extent to which an assessment item accurately 
measures what it is intended to measure and that the evidence of student learning collected from 
an assessment can be legitimately used for the purpose specified in the syllabus. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — validity practices 

Validity priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Alignment 41 
Authentication 3 
Authenticity 5 
Item construction 3 
Scope and scale 1 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• a brief context that clearly positioned the task within the unit and topic being studied  

• an open-ended task that allowed each student to generate their own key inquiry question to 
drive their investigation 

• student instructions on how to complete the task that clearly aligned with the syllabus 
specifications 

• checkpoints that were suitable for the task, aligning with the syllabus specifications and the 
selected authentication strategies. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments:  

• provide opportunity for students to develop unique responses and generate their own key 
inquiry question and hypothesis. If a task is framed as a question to investigate, this provides 
a key inquiry question and does not align to the syllabus specifications or allow students 
demonstrate aspects of the Devising and conducting criterion. Similarly, tasks framed as 
propositions for students to agree or disagree with may limit opportunity for students to 
demonstrate the assessment objectives. If a list of possible areas of focus within the topic is 



Ancient History General Senior Syllabus 2019 v1.2 
Subject report 2020 

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 22 of 33 
 

offered in addition to the task (e.g. a list of events), these must be broad enough for students 
to further narrow their focus so they are able to develop their own key inquiry question as per 
the syllabus specifications. Note: There is no requirement to offer a list of possible areas to 
investigate in addition to the main task instruction 

• address all assessment specifications, including the requirement for a recognised system of 
referencing to acknowledge the sources used. This includes the requirement to provide a 
reference list. The system of referencing chosen by the school may be specified in the 
instrument. 

• ensure any scaffolding aligns with the syllabus specifications and does not repeat or redefine 
information provided elsewhere in the instrument.  

Accessibility 
Accessibility in assessment design ensures that no student or group of students is disadvantaged 
in their capacity to access an assessment. 

Reasons for non-endorsement by priority of assessment — accessibility practices 

Accessibility priority Number of times priority was identified in decisions* 
Transparency 2 
Language 1 
Layout 0 
Bias avoidance 0 

*Total number of submissions: 215. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• clear layout, where all the information was set out concisely in the appropriate sections.  

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• use clear and consistent language in the task instructions that aligns to the language in the 
syllabus, e.g. using the term ‘investigation’ consistently throughout, rather than sometimes 
referring to the task as an investigation, and other times as a research assignment.  
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Assessment decisions 

Reliability 
Reliability is a judgment about the measurements of assessment. It refers to the extent to which 
the results of assessments are consistent, replicable and free from error. 

Agreement trends between provisional and final results 

Criterion 
number 

Criterion name Percentage 
agreement with 
provisional 

Percentage less 
than provisional 

Percentage 
greater than 
provisional 

1 Comprehending 99.1 0.36 0.54 
2 Devising and 

conducting 
99.64 0 0.36 

3 Analysing 98.03 1.62 0.36 
4 Synthesising 96.77 2.87 0.36 
5 Evaluating 97.13 2.51 0.36 
6 Creating and 

communicating 
98.74 1.08 0.18 

Effective practices 

Accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG for this IA was most effective when: 

• three distinct decisions were made about the Comprehending criterion: the use of terms in 
their historical context, the explanation of issues relevant to the particular key inquiry question 
and evidence of understanding relationships between concepts and ideas  

• only evidence in the final response (including the key inquiry question) was used to make 
decisions about the match to descriptors in the ISMG for the Devising and conducting criterion  

• for the Analysing criterion, schools recognised that responses at the mid and upper 
performance levels went beyond identifying features of evidence and showed evidence of 
examining and making use of relevant features of evidence  

• teachers distinguished between the three descriptors for the Synthesising criterion, the overall 
historical argument developed, the decisions that formed the building blocks of the argument, 
and the type of evidence combined  

• for the Evaluating criterion, consideration was given to what constitutes well-reasoned 
judgments when matching evidence to the third descriptor. The syllabus glossary defines 
‘evaluate’ as to ‘make an appraisal by weighing up strengths, implications and limitations’. 
Well-reasoned judgments about usefulness and reliability reflect this ‘weighing up’ process 
and recognise implications (the ‘so what?’)  

• for the Creating and communicating criterion, for a mark of 4 to be awarded all of the 
characteristics of each upper performance-level descriptor were demonstrated, e.g. both the 
features of a historical essay and ethical scholarship were consistently demonstrated in 
responses that matched the second descriptor at the upper performance level.  
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Samples of effective practices 

The following are excerpts from responses that illustrate the characteristics for the criteria at the 
performance level indicated. The samples may provide evidence of more than one criterion. The 
characteristics highlighted may not be the only time the characteristics have been demonstrated 
throughout the response. 

Evaluating (3–4 marks) 
The response 
demonstrates: 
• discerning judgments 

about usefulness and 
reliability 

• these judgments use 
evidence from primary 
and secondary 
sources and/or refer 
to different 
perspectives 

• these judgments are 
well-reasoned and 
corroborated.  

  

 
Analysing (3–4 marks) 
The response 
demonstrates: 
• discerning use of the 

features of evidence 
from primary and 
secondary sources 

• detailed examination 
of the features of 
evidence from 
sources 

• informed explanation 
of how evidence from 
primary and 
secondary sources 
contributes to the 
development of the 
key inquiry question 
and hypothesis. 

 

 

Practices to strengthen 

To further ensure accuracy and consistency of the application of the ISMG in this IA, it is 
recommended that: 

• for the Synthesising criterion, teachers use the syllabus glossary to assist decision-making 
when matching evidence to the performance-level descriptors   

 for the first descriptor, when decisions are justified evidence is provided as support. 
Responses matched to the upper performance level for this descriptor combine information 
from sources to justify insightful decisions. The syllabus glossary defines ‘insightful’ as 
‘showing understanding of a situation’  

 for the second descriptor, at the upper performance level the combination of information 
must support a sophisticated historical argument, defined as one of intellectual complexity. 
A sophisticated hypothesis statement in isolation is not a sophisticated historical argument. 
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To be matched to the upper performance level for this descriptor, information must be 
combined in a way that supports a sophisticated argument throughout the essay  

 the third descriptor requires use of evidence from both primary and secondary sources for a 
response to be matched to the upper performance level, although there is no particular 
balance of primary and secondary sources required. This is dependent on the focus of the 
investigation. The syllabus glossary defines ‘primary and secondary sources’. For some 
Ancient History topics, primary source evidence is limited, and in these cases most 
evidence will be from ancient and modern secondary sources. However, at least one piece 
of evidence must be from a primary source, which could include archaeological evidence  

• for the Evaluating criterion, teachers consider  

 the difference between a judgment and a statement. A judgment includes an explanation of 
how a conclusion about usefulness or reliability was formed  

 the glossary meaning of the qualifier discerning in the first descriptor at the upper 
performance level. The syllabus glossary defines discerning as ‘discriminating, making 
thoughtful and astute choices and selected for value or relevance’. Therefore, discerning 
evaluations explain the most pertinent points about usefulness and reliability as relevant to 
the particular argument. Judgments about usefulness and reliability may be evident without 
explicit use of the words ‘useful’ and ‘reliable’.  
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External assessment 

Examination — short responses to historical 
sources (25%) 
Assessment design 

Assessment specifications and conditions  
The QCAA nominates one Unit 4 topic that will be the basis for external assessment. Schools are 
notified of the topic at least 12 months before the external assessment is implemented. In 2020 
the topic was Unit 4, Topic 12: Augustus.   

Short response examination 

The examination assesses the application of a range of cognitions to unseen questions in 
response to historical sources. The short response examination includes a number of short items 
requiring paragraph responses that include references to historical sources and evidence.   

Stimulus specifications  

• Up to 12 sources.  

• Sources must be succinct enough to allow students sufficient time to engage with them in 
planning time.  

• Sources not provided before the exam.  

• Context statements will be supplied for each source in the form of a brief description that may 
include author, time of production and any general details about the circumstances in which a 
source was produced.  

Conditions   

• Time: 2 hours plus 15 minutes planning time.   

• Length: 3–5 questions with a total word length of 800–1000 words.  

The assessment instrument consisted of one paper (a question and response book and a 
stimulus book). This assessment was used to determine student achievement in the following 
assessment objectives: 
 

1. comprehend terms, concepts and issues linked to a topic focused on people, power and 
authority in the Ancient World 

3. analyse evidence from historical sources to show understanding in relation to a topic focused 
on the nature of power and how it was exercised in the Ancient World 

4. synthesise evidence from historical sources to form a historical argument in relation to a topic 
focused on a powerful individual, group or society in the Ancient World 

5. evaluate evidence from historical sources to make judgments in relation to a topic focused on 
people, power and authority in the Ancient World 

6. create responses that communicate meaning to suit purpose that is linked to a topic focused 
on people, power and authority in the Ancient World. 
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The paper consisted of four questions linked to specific stimulus and assessed a range of 
historical skills. Questions 1, 2a and 2b required shorter responses. Questions 3 and 4 required 
longer responses.  

The stimulus book provided excerpts from eight historical sources that represented a range of 
perspectives on the topic. The stimulus included excerpts from ancient primary and secondary 
sources and excerpts from the work of modern historians. Each source was linked to specific 
questions and the stimulus was designed to elicit use of evidence from historical sources to 
respond to questions assessing the criteria Comprehending, Analysing, Synthesising, Evaluating, 
and Creating and communicating.   

Assessment decisions 
Overall, students responded well to the following assessment aspects:  
 

• applying historical skills to construct responses to a range of questions using the evidence 
from the sources provided 

• integrating relevant evidence from historical sources into responses by quoting and/or 
paraphrasing, as well as acknowledging the sources used 

• evaluating the usefulness and reliability of evidence from historical sources, including making 
clear judgments 

• creating and communicating responses, including purposeful organisation of paragraph/s. 

Effective practices 
The following questions and samples were selected to illustrate effective student responses in 
demonstrating some assessment objectives from the syllabus.  

Short response 

Criterion: Analysing 

Item: Question 1  

This question required students to use evidence from Cicero’s ‘The Third Philippic’ to explain a 
motive for delivering the speech. Students were not asked to recall Cicero’s motive. Rather, they 
were asked to determine a motive by analysing how Antony and Augustus were depicted. 
Question 1 also assessed comprehension of information in the source and context statement to 
demonstrate an understanding of the historical context of the speech (Comprehending 2 marks).  

Effective student responses: 

• provided a plausible explanation of Cicero’s motive 

• explained two ways Augustus was described, using well-chosen evidence from Source 1 

• explained two ways Antony was described, using well-chosen evidence from Source 1 

• demonstrated an informed understanding of historical context of the speech.  
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Student sample of effective response 

This excerpt has been included to:  

• show how a plausible motive — determined by analysing the evidence in Source 1 — was 
clearly stated in the first sentence of the response 

• illustrate how evidence from a source may be integrated in a response. In this sample, 
evidence is quoted, paraphrased and explained to support the answer  

• demonstrate well-chosen evidence. The analysis identifies two distinct ways Antony is 
described in the source. The choice of evidence is relevant and discerning and includes linking 
explanation showing how this evidence contributes to determining a plausible motive of 
Cicero.  

Analysing 
This section of the 
response demonstrates 
two ways Antony is 
described, using well-
chosen evidence from 
Source 1. 

 

Criterion: Comprehending  

Item: Question 2 

This question had two parts. In the first part, students were required to define the meaning of the 
terms potestas and auctoritas as used in a modern secondary source and explain two ways these 
were different forms of power. The second part of this question assessed Analysing, and required 
explanation of two implicit meanings possibly intended by Augustus when he referred to his 
potestas and auctoritas in Res Gestae. 

Effective student responses:  

• accurately defined potestas and auctoritas using evidence from Source 2 

• explained two points of difference between potestas and auctoritas 

• explained, with discernment, two plausible implicit meanings related to potestas and auctoritas 
from Source 3. 
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Student sample of effective response 

This sample has been included to:  

• show how evidence from a source can be used to construct definitions of historical terms 
• show how explanations are built, integrating quoted or paraphrased evidence from historical 

sources 
• show how each requirement of the question has been carefully addressed. The example 

below is a response to Question 2a.  

Comprehending 
The response:  
• accurately defines 

potestas and 
auctoritas using 
evidence from 
Source 2 

• explains two points of 
difference between 
potestas and 
auctoritas. 
 

 

Criterion: Evaluating 

Item: Question 3 

This question required students to evaluate the extent to which evidence from two ancient 
sources (Horace and Julian) was reliable and useful for assessing the achievements of Augustus. 
For each source, two considerations for usefulness and two considerations about reliability were 
required to support the judgments. Question 3 also assessed the criterion Creating and 
communicating (3 marks). 

Effective student responses:  

• made discerning judgments about reliability by explaining two considerations about each 
source 

• made discerning judgments about the extent to which each source was useful by explaining 
two considerations about each source 

• explained one way Source 4 and Source 5 corroborate (or did not corroborate) 
• organised paragraph/s purposefully to succinctly and fluently convey ideas relating to the 

question, acknowledging sources used. 
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Student sample of effective response 

This sample has been included to:  

• show how evaluating involves a process of weighing up strengths and limitations and thinking 
about implications  

• show how judgments about reliability are made using the evidence from a source, which can 
include information in the title, context statement and footnotes  

• show how judgments about reliability and usefulness are relevant to the focus specified in the 
question, in this case: for assessing the achievements of Augustus.  

Evaluating 
The response: 
• makes a discerning 

judgment about 
reliability by 
explaining two 
considerations about 
the source 

• makes a discerning 
judgment about the 
extent to which the 
source is useful by 
explaining two 
considerations about 
the source. 

Note: Only the section 
of the response 
evaluating Source 4 is 
shown. 
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Criterion: Synthesising 

Item: Question 4 

This question required students to synthesise evidence from three historical sources to create a 
historical argument in response to the question: To what extent was the Senate important to 
Augustus’s power? Question 4 also assessed the criteria Comprehending (5 marks) and Creating 
and communicating (3 marks).  

Effective student responses:  

• presented a sophisticated historical argument that responded directly to the question 

• skilfully combined relevant evidence from the three sources to develop the argument 

• demonstrated apt use of relevant terms placed in historical context 

• demonstrated informed understanding of the relationship between the republican institution of 
the Senate and the power of Augustus 

• organised paragraph/s purposefully to succinctly and fluently convey ideas relating to the 
question, acknowledging sources used. 

Student sample of effective response 

This sample has been included to:  

• exemplify how a historical argument is developed using the evidence provided in the 
nominated sources. This argument is signposted in the first sentence and developed 
throughout. It is a direct response to the question that was asked  

• demonstrate a sophisticated historical argument that displays intellectual complexity show how 
evidence from the sources was skilfully combined to develop and support the historical 
argument. Although only an extract is shown, in the full response evidence from each source 
contributes to the development of the historical argument. 

Synthesising 
Note: The evidence 
from the third source 
used to develop the 
historical argument is 
not shown in this 
excerpt. 
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Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that when preparing students for external assessment, teachers consider: 

• ensuring students understand that this technique puts the focus on applying historical skills 
using evidence from the historical sources provided in the stimulus book. Responses to 
questions are constructed by using the evidence from these historical sources. This could 
include any of the information provided with a source, e.g. the title, context statement, 
reference and/or footnotes. While the historical understandings students develop as they study 
the topic will sharpen their engagement with the historical sources provided in the 
examination, information in a response not connected to the question and the specified 
sources is not rewarded in the marking guide  

• encouraging students to consider possible strategies to make good use of planning time, 
including reading sources through the lens of the question posed, e.g. the 2020 paper 
provided a particular focus (assessing the achievements of Augustus) in the evaluating 
question.   

• learning experiences that encourage students to reflect on the clarity, succinctness and 
completeness of their written responses to practice questions, e.g. checking a response 
addresses all elements of the question. 
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Senior External Examination  
The following information relates to the Ancient History Senior External Examination, a 
standalone examination offered to eligible Year 12 students and adult learners. This commentary 
should be read in conjunction with the external assessment section of the preceding comments 
for the General subject. 

There were insufficient student enrolments in this subject to provide useful analytics.  

Effective practices  

Overall, students responded well to the following assessment aspects:  

• analysing the features of evidence, particularly explicit meanings in the short response 
questions in Section 1 of SEE 1  

• devising relevant sub-questions for the combination response in Paper 1 of SEE 2  

• synthesising evidence to create a historical argument in Section 2 of SEE 1 and Paper 1 of 
SEE 2. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that when preparing for the assessment for the Senior External Examination 
consideration be given to: 

• analysing features of evidence in the essay in response to historical sources in Section 2 of 
SEE 1  

• evaluating the usefulness and reliability of evidence from sources in the short response 
questions in Section 1 of SEE 1 and in the essay in response to historical sources in Section 1 
of SEE 1  

• consulting resources on the Ancient History SEE syllabus page in the QCAA Portal. The IA1 
high-level annotated sample response helps to prepare students for SEE 1, Section 2. The IA2 
and IA3 sample responses assist preparation for SEE 1, Section 1 and SEE 2, Paper 1. The 
mock and sample external assessments are helpful in preparing students for SEE 1, Section 1 
and SEE 2, Paper 2. 
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