
 

21
00

15
 

 
 

  

 

Modern History General Senior 
Syllabus 2019 v1.2 
Subject report 2020 
February 2021 

https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/copyright


 

ISBN 

Electronic version: 978-1-74378-127-2  
 

 © State of Queensland (QCAA) 2021 
Licence: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 | Copyright notice: www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/copyright —  
lists the full terms and conditions, which specify certain exceptions to the licence. |  
Attribution: ‘© State of Queensland (QCAA) 2021’ — please include the link to our copyright notice. 

Other copyright material in this publication is listed below. 

1.  Student responses in this report are excluded from the CC BY 4.0 licence. 

 

 

 

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
PO Box 307 Spring Hill QLD 4004 Australia 
154 Melbourne Street, South Brisbane 

Phone: (07) 3864 0299 
Email:  office@qcaa.qld.edu.au 
Website: www.qcaa.qld.edu.au 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/copyright
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/copyright
mailto:office@qcaa.qld.edu.au
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/copyright


Contents 
Introduction ______________________________________________ 1 

Background ______________________________________________ 2 
Purpose ....................................................................................................................... 2 
Audience and use ........................................................................................................ 2 
Report preparation ....................................................................................................... 2 

Subject data summary _____________________________________ 3 
Subject enrolments ...................................................................................................... 3 
Units 1 and 2 results .................................................................................................... 3 
Units 3 and 4 internal assessment results ................................................................... 3 

Total results for internal assessment ..................................................................................... 3 
IA1 results .............................................................................................................................. 4 
IA2 results .............................................................................................................................. 5 
IA3 results .............................................................................................................................. 6 

Units 3 and 4 external assessment results .................................................................. 7 
Grade boundaries ........................................................................................................ 7 

Internal assessment _______________________________________ 8 
Endorsement ......................................................................................................................... 8 
Confirmation .......................................................................................................................... 8 

Internal assessment 1 (IA1) ......................................................................................... 9 
Examination — essay in response to historical sources (25%) ................................... 9 

Assessment design ............................................................................................................... 9 
Assessment decisions ......................................................................................................... 11 

Internal assessment 2 (IA2) ....................................................................................... 14 
Investigation — independent source investigation (25%) .......................................... 14 

Assessment design ............................................................................................................. 14 
Assessment decisions ......................................................................................................... 15 

Internal assessment 3 (IA3) ....................................................................................... 20 
Investigation — historical essay based on research (25%) ....................................... 20 

Assessment design ............................................................................................................. 20 
Assessment decisions ......................................................................................................... 21 

External assessment ______________________________________ 24 
Summative external assessment (EA): Examination — short responses to historical 
sources (25%) ........................................................................................................... 24 

Assessment design ............................................................................................................. 24 
Assessment decisions ......................................................................................................... 25 

Senior External Examination _______________________________ 32 
 



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

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 1 of 32 
 

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. Negotiating these unforeseen hardships, 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 against goals and 
standards 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. 

 



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

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 2 of 32 
 

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 and in making assessment decisions. 

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 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: 302. 

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

4261 4483 4579 

*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 4097 158 6 
Unit 2  4263 208 12 

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 

1263 1739 1380 132 0 

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 62–43 42–17 16–0 
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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 185 238 224 
Percentage endorsed in Application 1  60 78 73 

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 

1 302 1571 261 92 40 97.68 
2 245 1371 193 4 16 97.85 
3 57 325 49 8 7 97.04 



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

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 9 of 32 
 

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 4.16.1).  

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 95 
Authentication 0 
Authenticity 9 
Item construction 15 
Scope and scale 19 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured:

• opportunities for students to show their understanding of subject matter for one topic from 
Unit 3, e.g. a focus on subject matter from Topic 5: Germany, 1914–1949 was demonstrated 
by having an unseen question focus on the relationship between propaganda and the rise of 
Nazism in Germany during the 1930s 

• opportunities for unique student responses, e.g. the task allowed students to develop a unique 
hypothesis because the 

­ unseen question used words indicating a variety of responses were possible, e.g. ‘To what 
extent did …?’, ‘How important was …?’ 

­ stimulus included evidence from sources that was well selected, allowing students to: 

 develop a range of possible hypotheses in response to the unseen question  

 make judgments about the usefulness and/or reliability of evidence from sources, 
e.g. the context statement for the evidence from Source 1 briefly described the author’s 
publication record, but also noted how the author wrote Source 1 soon after fleeing 
political persecution in Nazi Germany. 
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Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• give students the opportunity to cover the required assessable objectives and performance-
level descriptors of the ISMG, e.g. check if the 

­ sources in the stimulus include a range of sources, such as primary and secondary 
sources, written and visual sources, and/or sources reflecting different perspectives (see 
glossary definition for range of sources) 

­ unseen question and/or stimulus include features enabling students to incorporate 
intellectual complexity into their response and thereby develop a sophisticated historical 
argument 

• conform to syllabus specifications, e.g. check if each source includes a context statement that 
is in the form of a ‘brief description’ and is ‘succinct enough for students to engage with during 
planning time’  

• are of suitable scope, and the scale of information, knowledge and skills is appropriate for the 
syllabus conditions, e.g. the unseen question focuses on a part of history that can be 
addressed fully in 800–1000 words and completed in 15 minutes of planning time and 2 hours 
of working time. 

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  12 
Language 23 
Layout 13 
Bias avoidance 11 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured:  

• bold, italics and other formatting only where relevant 

• stimulus that contained minimal distractors and was accessible to all students, e.g. to facilitate 
accessibility, English translations were provided for all words in a foreign language that were 
included as evidence from a source. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• provide clear instructions using cues that align to the specifications, assessment objectives 
and the ISMG, e.g. check if the language used in the task provides students with explicit 
direction regarding the need to develop a historical argument by using the phrase ‘Write a 
historical argument in response to the following statement’ rather than ‘Discuss the following 
statement’ 
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• include images, diagrams or other visual elements that are legible, clear, relevant and 
accessible, e.g. check that font sizes are used consistently by ensuring words within context 
statements are in the same font size 

• are free of errors and model accurate textual features, e.g. contain accurate labelling of 
sources. 

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 98.52 0.82 0.67 
3 Analysing 97.94 1.72 0.34 
4 Synthesising 98.3 1.44 0.26 
5 Evaluating 94.8  4.34 0.86 
6 Creating and communicating 98.84  0.69 0.47 

Effective practices 

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

• in making judgments for the Comprehending criterion, responses were considered based on 

­ the use of terms being placed into historical context, e.g. terms such as ‘anti-Semitism’ and 
‘Final Solution’ used accurately in an essay responding to a question about the treatment of 
Jews in Nazi Germany  

­ the explanation of issues related to the unseen question, e.g. an unseen question about the 
nature of Japanese militarism during the 1930s might hinge on an understanding of issues 
such as Japanese populism and competing interpretations regarding the application of 
kokutai (system of government)  

­ showing an understanding of the relationship between concepts and ideas developed in 
response to the unseen question, e.g. a response to a question about the Japanese war-
time general, Yamashita Tomoyuki, connects historical concepts of evidence and 
significance with ideas about command responsibility and political accountability 

• for making judgments about the Creating and communicating criterion, responses were 
considered in terms of  

­ succinctness at the upper performance level, with attention being given to brevity and 
clarity (see glossary definition for succinct) 

­ the quality of thinking associated with the ideas conveyed (logical at the upper performance 
level)  

­ how the features of an essay in response to historical sources and ethical scholarship were 
applied, e.g. consistently or inconsistently at the upper or lower performance levels, 
respectively 
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­ the frequency and effect of errors in spelling, grammar and punctuation, e.g. these errors 
were frequent and impeded the communication of ideas at the lower performance level. 

Samples of effective practices 

The following are excerpts from responses that illustrate the characteristics for 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 occurred throughout 
the response. 

Comprehending  
(5–6 marks)  
This excerpt 
demonstrates the 
thorough and mostly 
accurate use of terms 
placed into historical 
contexts, e.g. Final 
Solution, functionalist 
historians and 
intentionalist historians. 
 
 

 

Creating and 
communicating  
(4–5 marks) 
This excerpt 
demonstrates: 
• features of an essay 

in response to 
historical sources 
(introduction) 

• minimal errors in 
spelling, grammar and 
punctuation. 
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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: 

• when matching evidence in responses to descriptors for the Analysing criterion, attention 
should be given to  

­ distinguishing features of evidence from a feature of evidence 

­ determining if the features of evidence come from a range of sources or sources in the 
stimulus provided when considering the upper or mid performance levels, respectively  

­ ensuring explanations regarding the evidence from sources in the stimulus provided 
contribute to the development of the hypothesis when considering the upper performance 
level  

• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Synthesising criterion, attention should be 
given to 

­ ensuring combinations of information are used to support a historical argument and justify 
decisions when considering the upper and mid performance levels 

­ determining that the approach taken to prove a hypothesis reflects intellectual complexity or 
covers the core points associated with the unseen question when considering whether a 
historical argument should be characterised as sophisticated or basic, respectively  

• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Evaluating criterion, attention should be given 
to 

­ distinguishing judgments from statements, with the judgments focused on forming an 
opinion (e.g. how and/or why an opinion was reached) and statements focused on 
expressing an opinion only (e.g. ‘The evidence from the source is reliable.’) 

­ ensuring judgments and statements being made are concerned with the usefulness and/or 
the reliability of evidence from the sources supplied  

­ determining if judgments about usefulness and/or reliability are 

 applying evidence from a range of sources and/or referring to different perspectives 
when considering the upper performance level (see glossary definition for perspectives 
and the discussion about perspectives in the IA2 section of this report) 

 clearly showing how and/or why evidence is useful and/or reliable. 
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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-driven key inquiry question, 3–5 sub-questions, a rationale, a source analysis of  
4–6 sources (both primary and secondary) and a critical summary of evidence (Syllabus 
section 4.16.2).  

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 49 
Authentication 2 
Authenticity 12 
Item construction 17 
Scope and scale 2 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• authentication strategies that reflected QCAA guidelines for assuring student authorship 

• checkpoints that were suitable for the task and aligned with the authentication strategies, 
e.g. the checkpoints required students to submit a single draft that included a rationale, source 
analysis, critical summary of evidence and a reference list. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• address all assessment specifications, e.g. the task 

­ requires students to investigate an area of the past that aligns with the timeframe/s and any 
other features referred to in the topic and the aspect of the topic 

­ refers to a recognised system of referencing and a reference list 

• allow for unique student responses, e.g.  

­  the task directs students to choose their own 



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

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
February 2021 

Page 15 of 32 
 

 investigation linked to the topic and aspect of the topic 

 key inquiry question 

 sub-questions 

 specific pieces of evidence from sources for a source analysis 

­ scaffolding, if any, focuses briefly on the processes or presentation of the student 
response, rather than providing very specific, systematised, prescriptive and/or exhaustive 
details about what to investigate and how to write a response (see also Section 8.2.3 of the 
QCE and QCIA policy and procedures handbook). 

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 9 
Language 6 
Layout 0 
Bias avoidance 0 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• appropriate language and avoided unnecessary jargon, specialist language and/or colloquial 
language 

• an absence of errors and modelled accurate spelling, grammar, punctuation and other textual 
features.  

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• provide clear instructions using cues that align to the specifications, objectives and ISMG, 
e.g. make sure the instrument clearly indicates the topic and aspect of the topic within which 
the student conducts their own investigation 

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

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. 
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Agreement trends between provisional and final results 

Criterion 
number 

Criterion name Percentage 
agreement with 
provisional 

Percentage less 
than provisional 

Percentage 
greater than 
provisional 

2 Devising and conducting 98.72 0.51 0.77 
3 Analysing 96.67 1.97 1.36 
5 Evaluating 97.23 1.81 0.96 
6 Creating and communicating 98.77 0.21 1.01 

Effective practices 

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

• for the Devising and conducting criterion, responses were considered in terms of 

­ the type of key inquiry question provided, e.g. a nuanced key inquiry question at the upper 
performance level 

­ what the historical research was applied to in the response, e.g. key inquiry question at the 
upper and mid performance levels 

­ the quality of the historical research evident in the response, e.g. detailed, adequate or 
rudimentary at the upper, mid or lower performance levels, respectively 

­ the type of sources used as the basis for historical research. At the upper performance 
level, the historical research was based on evidence from primary and secondary sources. 
However, there is no particular balance of primary or secondary sources required 

­ whether a perspective, perspectives or different perspectives were conveyed, e.g. 

 at the lower performance level, the existence of a single perspective was evident in 
responses that reflected the point of view of one group, person or institution only 

 at the mid performance level, the existence of perspectives was evident in responses 
that reflected similar points of view being shared by two or more separate groups, 
people or institutions 

 at the upper performance level, different perspectives were evident in responses when 
the points of view of two or more separate groups, people or institutions were clearly 
shown to be dissimilar   

• for the Creating and communicating criterion, responses were considered in terms of the 
extent to which the following were evident 

­ features of an independent source investigation (see Syllabus section 4.16.2) 

­ ethical scholarship, i.e. using a recognised referencing system to acknowledge sources, 
(including a reference list) (see Syllabus section 4.16.2 and glossary definitions for ethical 
scholarship, reference list and recognised referencing system). 

Samples of effective practices 

The following are excerpts from responses that illustrate the characteristics for 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 occurred throughout 
the responses. 
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Devising and 
conducting  
(5–6 marks) 
This excerpt 
demonstrates detailed 
use of historical 
research by using 
evidence from primary 
and secondary sources 
that demonstrates 
application of the key 
inquiry question. 

 

Creating and 
communicating 
(3 marks) 
This excerpt 
demonstrates features 
of an independent 
source investigation 
(rationale). 
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Creating and 
communicating 
(3 marks) 
This excerpt 
demonstrates features 
of an independent 
source investigation 
(excerpt from the source 
analysis section)  

 

Practices to strengthen 

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

• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Analysing criterion, attention should be given to 

­ distinguishing features of evidence from a feature of evidence (see glossary definition for 
features of evidence) 

­ determining if the features of evidence come from primary and secondary sources or 
sources in the stimulus provided when considering the upper or mid performance levels, 
respectively 

­ ensuring explanations regarding the evidence from sources contribute to the development 
of the key inquiry question 

  

Excerpt from a letter  
written by Leonid Brezhnev 
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• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Evaluating criterion, attention should be given 
to 

­ distinguishing judgments from statements, with judgments clearly forming an opinion (e.g. 
how and/or why an opinion was reached), and statements only expressing an opinion (e.g. 
‘The evidence from this source is reliable.’) 

­ ensuring the judgments being made are concerned with the usefulness and the reliability of 
evidence from the sources supplied at the upper performance level (see glossary 
definitions for usefulness and reliability) 

­ determining that judgments about usefulness and reliability are 

 based on evidence from primary and secondary sources and refer to different 
perspectives when considering the upper performance level, but are based on evidence 
from primary and secondary sources and/or refer to perspectives when considering the 
mid performance level (5–6 marks)  

 referring to different perspectives, e.g. the judgments include a discussion that clearly 
shows how or why the perspectives reflected in the evidence from sources can be 
distinguished. 
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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 5.16.1).  

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 61 
Authentication 3 
Authenticity 18 
Item construction 4 
Scope and scale 11 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Validity priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured: 

• task instructions aligned with the specifications in the syllabus, e.g. the task required 
students to 

­ select an area of the past to investigate within the topic and aspect of the topic  

­ create their own key inquiry question. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments:  

• give students the opportunity to demonstrate their understanding of the subject matter for the 
unit and topic, e.g. check if task instructions require students to investigate an area of the past 
that aligns with the 

­ focus of the assigned topic, including the timeframe/s associated with the topic  

­ aspect of the topic (see glossary definition for aspect of the topic) 

• address all assessment specifications, e.g. check if task instructions require students to 
practise ethical scholarship by using a recognised referencing system to acknowledge 
sources, including a reference list. 
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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 7 
Layout 0 
Bias avoidance 0 

*Total number of submissions: 306. Each priority might contain up to four assessment practices. 

Effective practices 

Accessibility priorities were effectively demonstrated in assessment instruments that featured:

• appropriate language and avoided unnecessary jargon, specialist language and colloquial 
language 

• bold, italics and other formatting features only where relevant, e.g. bold and/or italics were 
applied to the word ‘and’ in order to emphasise that ethical scholarship consists of using a 
recognised referencing system and a reference list. 

Practices to strengthen 

It is recommended that assessment instruments: 

• provide clear instructions using cues aligned to the specifications, objectives and ISMG, 
e.g. check if there is a clear and close alignment between descriptions of the topic and the 
aspect of the topic in the context and other sections of the task. 

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 98.54 1.22 0.24 
2 Devising and conducting 97.45 1.94 0.61 
3 Analysing 97.69 2.07 0.24 
4 Synthesising 96.96 2.19 0.85 
5 Evaluating 94.29 4.13 1.58 
6 Creating and communicating 97.33 2.43 0.24 
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Effective practices 

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

• for the Comprehending criterion, responses were considered based on 

­ the use of terms in their historical context 

­ the explanation of issues related to the key inquiry question  

­ showing an understanding of the relationship between concepts and ideas developed in 
response to the key inquiry question 

• for the Devising and conducting criterion, responses were considered in terms of 

­ the type of key inquiry question provided, e.g. a nuanced key inquiry question at the upper 
performance level 

­ the quality of the historical research evident in the response, e.g. detailed, adequate or 
rudimentary at the upper, mid or lower performance levels, respectively 

­ the type of sources used as the basis for historical research, e.g. at the upper performance 
level, the historical research was based on evidence from primary and secondary sources  

­ whether a perspective, perspectives or different perspectives were evident 

• for the Analysing criterion, consideration was given to whether responses used features of 
evidence from primary and secondary sources (upper performance level) or sources (mid 
performance level) (see glossary definition for primary and secondary sources) 

• for the Creating and communicating criterion, responses were considered in terms of  

­ how the features of a historical essay based on research and ethical scholarship were 
applied, e.g. consistently at the upper performance level 

­ the frequency and effect of errors in spelling, grammar and punctuation, e.g. these errors 
were frequent and impeded the communication of ideas at the lower performance level. 

Samples of effective practices 

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. 
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Analysing (3–4 marks) 
This excerpt 
demonstrates: 
• discerning use of 

features of evidence 
from primary and 
secondary sources 

• detailed examination 
of the features of 
evidence from 
sources. 

 

 

Practices to strengthen 

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

• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Synthesising criterion, attention should be 
given to 

­ ensuring combinations of information are used to support a historical argument and justify 
decisions when considering the upper and mid performance levels 

­ determining if the approach taken to prove a hypothesis reflects intellectual complexity or 
covers the core points associated with the key inquiry question when considering whether a 
historical argument should be characterised as sophisticated or basic, respectively (see 
glossary definitions for sophisticated, complex, basic and fundamental) 

• when matching evidence to descriptors for the Evaluating criterion, attention should be given 
to 

­ distinguishing judgments from statements, with the judgments focused on forming an 
opinion (e.g. how and/or why an opinion was reached) ensuring the judgments being made 
are concerned with the usefulness and the reliability of evidence from the sources supplied 
at the upper performance level (see glossary definitions for usefulness and reliability) 

­ determining that judgments about usefulness and reliability are based on evidence from 
primary and secondary sources and/or refer to different perspectives at the upper 
performance level. At the mid performance level, judgments are based on evidence from 
sources and/or refer to perspectives.  
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External assessment 

Summative external assessment (EA): 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 external assessment focused on Topic 1: Australian engagement with Asia since 1945 (World 
War II in the Pacific ends). The aspect of the topic was Australia and the Vietnam War. 

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 international 
experiences in the Modern World 

3. analyse evidence from historical sources to show understanding that is linked to a topic 
focused on international experiences in the Modern World 

4. synthesise evidence from historical sources to form a historical argument that is linked to a 
topic focused on international experiences in the Modern World 

5. evaluate evidence from historical sources to make judgments linked to a topic focused on 
international experiences in the Modern World 

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

The stimulus book provided excerpts from nine historical sources that represented different 
perspectives on the topic and aspect of the topic. The stimulus included excerpts from primary 
and secondary sources that were presented in writing and/or visually. The varied authors of these 
sources included Australian diplomats, politicians, Vietnam War veterans and political cartoonists. 
Each source was linked to a specific question and the stimulus was designed to elicit use of 
evidence from historical sources to respond to questions assessing: Comprehending, Analysing, 
Synthesising, Evaluating, and Creating and communicating. 

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

• Comprehension, particularly in relation to the use of terms placed into historical context 
(Questions 1–4) 

• Analysis, particularly in relation to explaining 

­ two implicit messages about the Labor Party’s views on the nature of the Vietnam War 
(Question 1 Part 1b) 

­ comparing perspectives on Vietnamese losses during the Battle of Long Tan (Question 2 
Part 2a) 

• Creating and communicating, particularly in relation to the organisation of paragraph/s and 
acknowledgment of sources (Questions 3 and 4). 

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

Short response 

Criterion: Analysing 

Item: Question 2 Part 2a 

Question 2 Part 2a assessed Analysing and Comprehending by requiring students to use 
evidence from Sources 2 and 3 in the stimulus book to compare perspectives on Vietnamese 
losses during the Battle of Long Tan.  

Effective student responses:  

• identified a valid similarity regarding perspectives on Vietnamese losses during the Battle of 
Long Tan 

• provided a plausible explanation using evidence from Sources 2 and 3 

• identified a valid difference regarding perspectives on Vietnamese losses during the Battle of 
Long Tan 

• provided a plausible explanation using evidence from Sources 2 and 3 

• demonstrated accurate use of relevant terms placed in historical context. 
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Student sample of effective responses 

This excerpt has been included to: 

• indicate that a response required a 

­ comparison, i.e. a similarity and difference  

­ comparison related to Vietnamese losses, rather than Australian losses, during the Battle of 
Long Tan 

­ a similarity related to the evidence from Sources 2 and 3 

­ a difference related to the evidence from Sources 2 and 3 

• illustrate how direct quotes and/or paraphrasing have been applied to effectively to 
demonstrate the use of evidence from Sources 2 and 3. 

 

Analysing (4 marks) 
This excerpt: 
• identifies a valid 

similarity regarding 
perspectives on 
Vietnamese losses 
during the Battle of 
Long Tan 

• provides a plausible 
explanation using 
evidence from 
Sources 2 and 3. 

 
Analysing (4 marks) 
This excerpt: 
• identifies a valid 

difference regarding 
perspectives on 
Vietnamese losses 
during the Battle of 
Long Tan 

• provides a plausible 
explanation using 
evidence from 
Sources 2 and 3 
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Criterion: Evaluating 

Item: Question 3  

Question 3 assessed Evaluating, Comprehending, and Creating and communicating by requiring 
students to evaluate the usefulness and reliability of evidence from Sources 4 and 5 in the 
stimulus book for an investigation about the Battle of Long Tan as an Australian military success. 
For each evaluation made, the use of two considerations was required. 

Effective student responses included: 

• a plausible judgment about the extent to which evidence from Source 4 was useful, citing two 
considerations  

• a plausible judgment about the extent to which evidence from Source 4 was reliable, citing two 
considerations 

• a plausible judgment about the extent to which evidence from Source 5 was useful, citing two 
considerations 

• a plausible judgment about the extent to which evidence from Source 5 was reliable, citing two 
considerations 

• a plausible judgment about the extent to which the evidence from Sources 4 and 5 corroborate 
each other 

• the accurate use of relevant terms placed in historical context 

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

Student sample of effective responses 

This excerpt has been included to: 

• illustrate how evaluating the usefulness and reliability of evidence from Source 4 required 
students to 

­ make judgments rather than statements 

­ make plausible judgments  

­ apply these plausible judgments to an investigation about the Battle of Long Tan as an 
Australian military success 

­ develop each plausible judgment with two considerations 

• indicate that considerations  

- are based on information drawn from sources and may include the: title, excerpt, reference 
details, context statement and/or footnotes 

- help to develop plausible judgments when they are used to discuss clearly and specifically 
how and/or why judgments were reached 

• illustrate how direct quotes and/or paraphrasing have been applied to effectively to 
demonstrate the use of evidence from Source 4. 
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Evaluating (3 marks) 
This excerpt: 
• makes a plausible 

judgment about the 
extent to which 
evidence from 
Source 4 is useful, 
citing two 
considerations. 

  
Evaluating (3 marks) 
This excerpt: 
• makes a plausible 

judgment about the 
extent to which 
evidence from 
Source 4 is reliable, 
citing two 
considerations. 

 

Criterion: Synthesising  

Item: Question 4 

Question 4 assessed Synthesising, Comprehending, and Creating and communicating. To do 
this, students were required to synthesise evidence from Sources 6, 7, 8 and 9 to form a historical 
argument in response to the following question: To what extent did public opinion contribute to 
the decision made by the Australian Government during the early 1970s to withdraw from the 
Vietnam War? 

Effective student responses included: 

• the development of a sophisticated historical argument that responded directly and fully to the 
question 

• combined relevant evidence from Sources 6, 7, 8 and 9 to develop the argument 

• demonstrated accurate use of relevant terms placed in historical context 

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

This excerpt has been included to: 

• illustrate how a sophisticated historical argument can be demonstrated by, e.g. 

­ applying across the response a historical argument consisting of intellectual complexity 

­ addressing problematic evidence 

• illustrate how direct quotes and/or paraphrasing have been applied to effectively demonstrate 
the use of evidence from Sources 8 and 9 for Question 4. 

Synthesising 
(11 marks) 
The response: 
• develops a 

sophisticated 
historical argument 
that responds directly 
and fully to the 
question  

• combines relevant 
evidence from 
Sources 6, 7, 8 and 9 
to develop the 
argument (section of 
the response with 
evidence from 
Sources 6 and 7 not 
shown in this excerpt) 

 
Note: This excerpt 
includes two 
paragraphs: one from 
the start of the response 
and another paragraph 
near the end of the 
response. 
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Practices to strengthen 

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

• unpacking questions with students, taking particular note of 

- how each question directs students to respond to very specific points, e.g. the 2020 
external assessment questions focused on 

 views expressed by representatives of the Australian Government (Question 1 Part 1a) 

 the Battle of Long Tan as an Australian military success (Question 3) 

 the role played by public opinion and Australia’s decision to withdraw from the Vietnam 
War that arose during the early 1970s (Question 4) 
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- any additional question-specific instructions associated with answering a question, e.g. the 
2020 external assessment questions required 

 two examples (Question 2 Part 2b) 

 two considerations when developing each evaluation (Question 3) 

 evidence from certain sources for creating a response (Questions 1–4)  

- how a question associated with Synthesising requires students to develop a historical 
argument rather than a general summary of what the evidence from sources convey 

• unpacking sources with students, taking particular note of how 

- the sources provided consist of a variety of features, such as: title, excerpt from a source, 
ellipses, words in square brackets that clarify meaning or indicate an error in the original 
text (e.g. [sic]), footnotes, reference details (which sometimes include the word circa rather 
than a specific year of publication), and context statements 

- depending on the question, one or more of these features can help students to develop a 
response, e.g. students might use a source’s reference details and/or context statement 
when developing a judgment about the reliability of evidence for a particular source 

• teaching and learning activities addressing the synthesise objective that give attention to 

­ making sure it is clear to a reader why and/or how specific evidence from a source helps 
students to develop a historical argument 

­ addressing problematic evidence from sources, e.g. evidence from sources that challenge, 
contradict or is difficult to reconcile with the evidence from other sources. 
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Senior External Examination  
The following information relates to the Modern 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 features of evidence, particularly in relation to short responses that were assessed 
in SEE 1, Section 1 

• Devising historical questions and conducting research, particularly in relation to combination 
responses for SEE 2, Paper 1 

• Synthesising evidence from historical sources to form a historical argument, particularly in 
relation to SEE 1, Section 2 and SEE 2, Paper 1. 

Practices to strengthen 

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

• ensuring candidates apply a time-management strategy for developing responses, especially 
in preparation for SEE 1, Sections 1 and 2 

• preparing for Section 1 of the SEE 1 by conducting activities focused on, e.g. 
­ creating a nuanced key inquiry question (see glossary definition for nuanced) 
­ making judgments about the usefulness of evidence from sources, particularly discussions 

about the extent to which evidence from sources contribute to the development of a key 
inquiry question and/or sub-questions 

­ distinguishing between using evidence from sources and making judgments about the 
usefulness of evidence from sources 

­ using information included in various parts of the source (e.g. title, excerpt, reference 
details, context statement and/or footnotes) when making judgments about the reliability of 
evidence from sources 

• preparing for Section 2 of the SEE 1 by conducting activities focused on, e.g. 

­ deconstructing an unseen question  
­ using planning time to begin unpacking the sources included in the stimulus book, including 

the context statements 
­ including judgments about the usefulness and/or reliability of the evidence from sources 

• preparing for Paper 1 of the SEE 2 by conducting activities focused on, e.g. 
­ forming a nuanced key inquiry question based on evidence from the sources provided 
­ synthesising evidence to form a historical argument 
­ locating implicit messages in visual sources, e.g. political cartoons, propaganda posters 

and photos 
• preparing for Paper 2 of the SEE 2 by conducting activities based on the advice included in 

the external assessment section of this report. 
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