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The Cambridge IGCSE History (0470) syllabus represents one of the most rigorous and globally recognized 

frameworks for secondary historical education. Designed to foster a lifelong interest in the past, the curriculum 

transcends simple rote memorization, moving instead toward a sophisticated understanding of cause and 

consequence, continuity and change, and the critical evaluation of historical evidence. For students and educators 

navigating the 0470 and 0977 (9-1) variants, mastering the technical nuances of the exam papers—specifically the 

source-heavy Paper 2—is the differentiator between a standard pass and an A* grade.

1. Theoretical Framework and Assessment Objectives (AOs)

The IGCSE History curriculum is built upon a tripartite structure of assessment objectives. These AOs serve as the

pedagogical foundation for every question found in past papers and specimen mark schemes. Understanding these

is essential for aligning student responses with examiner expectations.

•  AO1: Recall, Selection, and Organization: This objective tests the candidate's ability to deploy factual 

knowledge with precision. It is not merely about knowing dates but about organizing that knowledge to support a 

coherent historical argument.

•  AO2: Analysis and Interpretation: This involves explaining the significance of events, the relationship between 

different causes, and the reasons for historical outcomes within a complex 19th or 20th-century context.

•  AO3: Evaluation of Evidence: Specifically targeted in Paper 2, this AO requires candidates to assess the 

utility, reliability, and purpose of primary and secondary sources, identifying bias and interpreting visual and textual 

data.

Metric Weighting by Assessment Objective



Assessment 
Objective

Paper 1 (Core) Paper 2 (Sources) Paper 4/Coursework Overall Weighting

AO1 (Knowledge) 30% - 10% 30%

AO2 (Analysis) 45% - 30% 43%

AO3 (Evidence) - 100% - 27%

2. Core Content Analysis: 19th vs. 20th Century Options

The 0470 syllabus is divided into two primary tracks: Option A (The Nineteenth Century) and Option B (The 

Twentieth Century). While schools typically select one track for the Core Content, the skills required remain 

consistent. Option B is statistically more popular, focusing on the International Relations since 1919, which

includes the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations, the Origins of the Cold War, and the subsequent proxy

conflicts.

The Mechanics of Option B: International Relations

The 20th-century core covers the failure of the post-WWI peace settlement and the systemic collapse of collective

security. Key mechanical concepts include:

•  The Diktat Logic: Analyzing the Treaty of Versailles not just as a document, but as a catalyst for German 

revanchism.

•  The Structural Weakness of the League: Identifying the absence of the USA and the lack of a standing army 

as fatal flaws in the Covenant.

•  Ideological Bipolarity: Understanding the fundamental friction between Liberal Capitalism and Marxism-

Leninism as the engine of the Cold War.

3. Technical Breakdown of Paper 2: The Source Paper

The 0470/02 Paper 2is often considered the most challenging component. It requires the analysis of a "Source

Set" focused on a specific prescribed topic that changes annually. Candidates must answer six questions based on

approximately 7-10 sources, including cartoons, letters, official memos, and retrospective accounts.

Step-by-Step Source Evaluation Workflow

To achieve high marks in Paper 2, students should apply a structured analytical workflow for every source

encountered:

1.  Identification of Provenance: Who wrote it? When? Where? This provides the "Contextual Knowledge" 

necessary to spot potential bias.

2.  Deconstruction of Message: What is the explicit point being made? For cartoons, what do the symbols 

represent?

3.  Inference of Purpose: Why was this source created? Was it to persuade, to justify, to record, or to deceive?

4.  Cross-Referencing: Does Source A support or contradict Source B? This is a frequent 10-mark question 

requirement.

5.  Evaluation of Reliability: Is the author in a position to know the truth? Do they have a motive to lie?

Source Analysis Comparison Matrix



Source Type Primary Value Common Limitation Analytical Focus

Political Cartoon Reveals public/editorial 
sentiment and 
contemporary attitudes.

Uses satire and 
exaggeration; often lacks 
nuance.

Symbolism, caricature, and 
intended message.

Private Letter High honesty; reveals 
private intentions of key 
actors.

Subjective; restricted to 
one individual's perspective.

Tone, intimacy, and non-
public motivations.

Official Government Memo Reliable for understanding 
policy decisions and 
logistical data.

Often formalistic; may omit 
internal dissent or failure.

Factual accuracy and 
decision-making timelines.

Retrospective Memoir Provides hindsight and 
long-term reflection.

Highly prone to "hindsight 
bias" and self-justification.

Justification of past actions 
and factual gaps.

4. Case Study Analysis: The Korean War and Proxy Conflicts

Reflecting on the JSON data provided, a frequent focus of Paper 2 or Paper 1 Depth Studies is the Cold War. A

critical technical study within this is the Korean War (1950-1953). As noted in specialized historical texts, the

assistance provided by the Soviet Union and China was instrumental in frustrating UN/US plans for a unified,

democratic Korea.

Technical Variables in the Korean Conflict:

•  The Geopolitical Pivot: North Korea’s invasion was not merely a local civil war but a litmus test for the Truman 

Doctrine and Containment.

•  The Role of the USSR: Providing the T-34 tanks and Yak fighters that gave the KPA (Korean People's Army) 

its initial advantage.

•  Chinese Intervention (October 1950): The technical impact of the People's Volunteer Army (PVA) shifted the 

war from a rapid UN victory to a grueling stalemate at the 38th Parallel.

5. The Mark Scheme Logic: Navigating Level-Based Marking

Cambridge examiners utilize a Level-Based Mark Scheme (LBM). Unlike simple point-scoring, LBM rewards the

quality of the response based on descriptive descriptors. A typical 10-mark question might be broken down as

follows:

•  Level 1 (1-2 marks): Identifying information from sources or simple paraphrasing.

•  Level 2 (3-5 marks): Interpreting the message of the source or identifying agreement/disagreement between 

sources.

•  Level 3 (6-8 marks): Evaluating the sources based on their provenance and contextual knowledge (the "Why" 

behind the source).

•  Level 4 (9-10 marks): Reaching a sustained judgment that integrates source evidence with broad historical 

context and nuanced evaluation of reliability.

6. Procedural Guide for Paper 1 (Structured Questions)

Paper 1 requires a different technical approach than Paper 2. It consists of three-part questions (a, b, and c).

Effective execution requires a disciplined time-management strategy and specific paragraph structures.



The (a, b, c) Formula:

1.  Question (a) - 4 Marks: Direct factual recall. Students should aim for 4 distinct points. No explanation is 

required. Spend no more than 5 minutes.

2.  Question (b) - 6 Marks: Explanation of causes. Use the "PEEL" method (Point, Evidence, Explanation, Link). 

You must provide at least two fully explained reasons.

3.  Question (c) - 10 Marks: Analytical essay. This requires a balanced argument (for and against) a given 

statement, concluding with a justified judgment.

7. Common Operational Challenges and Solutions

Many candidates struggle with the transition from descriptive writing to analytical writing. Below are common failure

modes identified in examiner reports and their respective solutions.



Common Error Technical Cause Solution / Correction

Narrative Dump Focusing on "what happened" rather 
than "why it matters."

Force every paragraph to start with an 
analytical point, not a date.

Stock Evaluation Claiming a source is biased simply 
because it is a cartoon or a speech.

Link the bias to a specific motive 
relevant to the historical context.

Time Mismanagement Spending too long on the 4-mark 
question in Paper 1.

Adhere to the "Mark-to-Minute" ratio 
(approx. 1.2 minutes per mark).

Source Isolation Analyzing sources one by one in the 
final Paper 2 question.

Group sources by theme (e.g., 
"Sources A, C, and D all support the 
view that...").

8. Advanced Revision Strategies using Past Papers

The use of IGCSE History 0470 Past Papersis the most effective way to prepare. However, the method of usage

is critical. Passive reading of papers is insufficient; active technical engagement is required.

Active Revision Workflows:

•  Mark Scheme Reverse Engineering: Take a specimen mark scheme and write a response that perfectly 

matches the Level 4 descriptors. This helps internalize the examiner's logic.

•  Source Mining: Take a collection of sources from a past Paper 2 and practice writing "Inference Cards"—

stating what can be inferred, what cannot, and why the provenance matters.

•  Thematic Mapping: Create a flowchart of the Cold War where each node is a "Turning Point." For each point, 

identify a primary source type that would likely represent that event.

9. Synthesis: The Broader Implications of IGCSE History Mastery

The study of 0470 History is ultimately an exercise in sophisticated data processing. By analyzing the international

issues of the 19th and 20th centuries, candidates develop the ability to navigate conflicting narratives—a skill that is

increasingly vital in the modern information economy. Whether evaluating the failures of the League of Nations or

the complexities of Soviet assistance in North Korea, the technical requirement remains the same: the rigorous

application of logic to evidence.

Success in this syllabus does not come from memorizing a textbook. It comes from mastering the mechanics of the

exam: understanding the weighting of Assessment Objectives, applying the OPVL (Origin, Purpose, Value,

Limitation) framework to sources, and structuring Paper 1 responses with balanced analytical rigor. For the

dedicated student, the IGCSE History 0470 qualification is not just a grade, but a foundational certification in critical

thinking and evidence-based argumentation.
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