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The new 8-mark questions
Until 2016 there was one 8-mark question in the National 5 History exam. 
It was known as the ‘To what extent’ question because the question 
always used the opening: ‘To what extent was/were …’

The usual style used to answer this type of question was to explain why 
the isolated factor in the question did affect the issue in the question 
(e.g. the cause of the revolution, or the improvements in public health). 
However, a fuller response would note that this isolated factor was only 
part of the answer and that there were other reasons leading to the focus 
of the question. A good answer should explain the importance of these 
other factors. A good answer must also be a balanced answer, and one 
that has reached a decision or judgement in terms of the question being 
asked.

Now the style of the 8-mark question has changed, but the method of 
answering it stays much the same.

From 2017, the ‘To what extent’ question will still be used in the exam 
sometimes, but it will not feature every year. Instead, the 8-mark question 
will be asked in one of three ways. These are:
1 ‘How successful ...’ such as ‘How successful was William Wilberforce 

in bringing about an end to the slave trade?’ or ‘How successful were 
old age pensions in reducing the problem of poverty by 1914?’ For this 
sort of question, the exam paper will advise that you must use recalled 
knowledge to present a balanced assessment (judgement or decision) 
of the influence of different factors and come to a reasoned conclusion.

2 ‘How important …’ such as ‘How important was the creation of the 
National Health Service in tackling poverty between 1945 and 1951?’

  As above, you are given advice about using your own knowledge, the 
need for balance and a reasoned conclusion.

3 The ‘To what extent …’ style of question will still be used, rotating with 
the other two types, so in a three-year period it is reasonable to expect 
that all three styles of question opening will have been used. Note, 
however, that the sequence will vary so it will not be easy to predict 
the exact style of question you are likely to face.

From Section 3: European and World, Part E: Red Flag. Lenin and the 
Russian Revolution, 1894–1921:
‘To what extent was defeat in the Russo–Japanese War the main 
cause of the 1905 Revolution?’
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From Section 2: British, Part D: Changing Britain, 1760–1914:
‘To what extent were improvements in public health by 1900 
brought about by improved medical knowledge?’
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Answering the new questions
You should prepare to answer all three types of 8-mark question because 
they could all be used in the same exam paper. For example, in the 
Changing Britain, 1760–1914 section, an 8-mark question could ask ‘How 
successful were new laws in making coal mining safer in the 19th century?’ 
Meanwhile an 8-mark question in the same exam paper from the Making 
of Modern Britain, 1880–1951 section could ask ‘How important were 
the reports of Booth and Rowntree in causing the Liberal Government to 
pass a series of social reforms between 1906 and 1914?’

How should these types of questions be answered?

The ‘How successful’ question
The ‘How successful’ question will always provide an isolated factor, which 
means the question will contain one reason why something might have 
been successful. It is up to you to decide how much this factor explains 
the success and to suggest other factors which might also explain this 
success.

Your answer must therefore do certain things:
1 First of all, decide how successful the particular factor mentioned in 

the question was in explaining why something happened.
2 Next include at least five pieces of relevant information. You must 

provide information to show the success of the factor mentioned in 
the question but you must also provide information that shows the 
success of other factors.

3 You must show that you have thought about the isolated factor 
contained in the question and also other reasons for success so that 
you can write a balanced answer.

4 Use your own judgement to give a short conclusion which explains 
what you think were the most important factors in leading to success. 
You must also give a reason to support your decision.

Question
How successful was William Wilberforce in bringing about an 
end to the slave trade? (8 marks)
The exam paper will advise that you must use recalled knowledge 
to present a balanced assessment (judgement or decision) of the 
influence of different factors and come to a reasoned conclusion.
You could start your answer by writing that William Wilberforce was 
partly successful in bringing about an end to the slave trade but there 
were other factors to think about before reaching a final decision.
You could then provide reasons in support of the idea that William 
Wilberforce was successful by mentioning:
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● Wilberforce succeeded in putting pressure on influential people, 
such as the prime minister, to end the slave trade.

● He kept on making the case for abolition of the slave trade in 
parliament.

You should then balance your answer with other factors which led to 
the end of the slave trade, such as:
● Other abolitionists such as Thomas Clarkson toured the country 

and succeeded in convincing people of the evils of the slave trade.
● Religious opponents of the trade such as the Quakers succeeded in 

persuading people that the slave trade was morally wrong.
● The growth of new industries in Britain provided a safer investment 

than the slave trade, which brought success in ending the slave 
trade.

You should finish with a conclusion that sums up your argument as to 
the effectiveness of Wilberforce’s parliamentary campaign, supported 
by a reason for the judgement you have made. For example: Overall, 
Wilberforce was partly successful in bringing an end to the slave trade, 
but there were other factors involved. The growth of industry meant that 
British businessmen simply stopped investing in the slave trade because 
they now had less risky ways of making profits.

The ‘How important’ question
This type of question is very similar in style to the ‘How successful’ 
question. Once again the question will contain an isolated factor and you 
are asked to judge how important it was when compared to the 
importance of other factors which also influenced something to happen. 
It is up to you to decide how important the single factor in the question 
was.

Your answer must therefore do certain things:
1 First of all, decide how important the particular factor mentioned in 

the question was in causing something to happen.
2 Next include at least five pieces of relevant information. You must 

provide information to show the importance of the factor mentioned 
in the question but you must also provide information that shows the 
importance of other factors.

3 You must show that you have thought about the isolated factor 
contained in the question and also other important factors so that 
you can write a balanced answer.

4 Use your own judgement to give a short conclusion which explains 
what you think about the importance of the isolated factor in the 
question. You must also give a reason to support your decision.
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Question
How important was the creation of the National Health Service 
in tackling poverty between 1945 and 1951? (8 marks)
The exam paper will advise that you must use recalled knowledge 
to present a balanced assessment (judgement or decision) of the 
influence of different factors and come to a reasoned conclusion.
You could start your answer by writing that the National Health 
Service was very important in tackling poverty between 1945 and 1951 
but there were other factors to think about before reaching a final 
decision.
You could then provide reasons in support of the idea that the NHS 
was important in tackling poverty between 1945 and 1951.
In this question you need to show your knowledge of the effect that 
the creation of the National Health Service had in dealing with the 
issue of poverty in the post-war years. You could mention:
● Free medical, dental and optical treatment for every citizen was very 

important in dealing with one of the Five Giants: sickness.
● Free prescriptions were very important to those in poverty.
You should then balance your answer by giving other factors that 
contributed to, or hindered, progress in this area, such as:
● The problem of want was tackled by the introduction of the 

National Insurance Act, which was important in preventing poverty 
due to sickness, unemployment and old age.

● The National Assistance Act was important because it provided 
benefits to those who were not covered by National Insurance.

● The Town and Country Planning Act was important because it gave 
local authorities powers to provide affordable council houses for 
rent.

You should finish with a conclusion that gives an overall answer to 
the question and support it with a reason for the judgement you have 
made. For example: Overall, the introduction of the NHS was important 
in tackling the problems of poverty because it made it less likely that 
sickness would tip people into poverty. However, National Insurance 
was more important in making sure all families had a decent standard 
of living.
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The ‘To what extent’ question
This type of question, once again, will contain an isolated factor and you 
are asked to judge the extent to which the isolated factor caused 
something to happen. Yes, it is quite like the ‘How important’ question.

The secret for success is to say that the isolated factor did help cause 
something to happen but there were other factors involved.
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Just as in the other two types of 8-mark question, your answer must 
therefore do certain things:
1 First of all decide the extent to which you think the factor mentioned 

in the question caused something to happen.
2 Next include at least five pieces of relevant information. You must 

provide information that not only supports the factor mentioned in 
the question but also provides some detail on the other factors and 
shows the extent to which what happened was due to these other 
factors.

3 You must show that you have thought about the isolated factor 
contained in the question and also other important factors so that 
you can write a balanced answer.

4 Use your own judgement to give a short conclusion which shows the 
extent to which you think the isolated factor caused something to 
happen when weighed against other factors from your own recall. You 
must also give a reason to support your decision.

Question
To what extent were the activities of the Ku Klux Klan the main 
problem facing black Americans in the 1920s and 1930s? 
(8 marks)
The exam paper will advise that you must use recalled knowledge 
to present a balanced assessment (judgement or decision) of the 
influence of different factors and come to a reasoned conclusion.
In this question you need to show that you understand in what ways 
the Ku Klux Klan created problems for black Americans in the 1920s 
and 1930s. You could mention:
● how the KKK used terror and fear to control the black American 

population.
● how the KKK infiltrated powerful agencies such as the police, 

judiciary and politics.
You should then balance your answer by giving other problems facing 
black Americans in the 1920s and 1930s, such as:
● Jim Crow laws 
● The sharecropping system
● Lack of political voice
● Inadequate education.
You should finish with a conclusion that gives an overall answer to 
the question and support it with a reason for the judgement you 
have made. For example: Overall, the KKK was a serious problem facing 
black Americans in the 1920s and 1930s, but the Klan was only one of 
many problems which all had their roots in continuing prejudice and 
discrimination. The problems caused by the Klan did not affect all black 
Americans all of the time but the Jim Crow laws were always there to 
make life unequal and more difficult for black Americans.
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