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Introduction to the Cambridge IGCSE History (0470) Ecosystem

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

secondary education frameworks for historical inquiry. Designed by Cambridge Assessment International

Education (CAIE), it provides a sophisticated pathway for learners to examine the transformative events of the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The primary objective is not merely the rote memorization of dates but the

development of advanced analytical skills, including the evaluation of historical significance, causation, and the

interpretation of complex source material.

For educators and students navigating this curriculum, understanding the technical structure of the assessment is 

paramount. The syllabus is architected around a dual-focus approach: Core Content and Depth Studies. This 

technical analysis explores the mechanical requirements of the examination, the nuances of mark schemes, and 

the strategic utilization of historical resources such as those found on the GCE Guide and PapaCambridge

platforms.

Thematic Architecture: Syllabus Content and Structure

The IGCSE History 0470 syllabus is divided into distinct options that schools select based on pedagogical goals.

The technical division typically falls into two options for Core Content:

Option A: The Nineteenth Century (1815–1914)

This path focuses on the birth of modern nations and the shifting balance of power in Europe. Key technical focus

areas include:

•  The 1848 Revolutions: Analyzing why they broke out and their subsequent failure.

•  Unification of Italy and Germany: Examining the roles of Cavour, Garibaldi, and Bismarck through a lens of 

political realism (Realpolitik).

•  The American Civil War: Investigating the causes and the technical shifts in warfare and political consolidation.

•  Imperialism: Assessing the motivations for European expansion into Africa and Asia.

Option B: The Twentieth Century (1919–1991)

Most international centers opt for Option B, which examines the contemporary international order. The technical

core includes:

•  The Treaty of Versailles: A critical analysis of the peace settlement and its unintended consequences.

•  The League of Nations: Evaluation of international diplomacy and collective security mechanisms.

•  The Collapse of Peace (1939): Analyzing the specific steps toward World War II, including the policy of 

Appeasement.

•  The Cold War: Investigating the containment policy, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the Vietnam War.



Syllabus Component Technical Focus Assessment Objective (AO) 
Primary Target

Core Content Broad overview of international 
relations.

AO1 (Knowledge) and AO2 (Analysis)

Depth Study Intensive examination of a single 
country or era.

AO1 and AO2

Source Paper (Paper 2) Evaluation of primary and secondary 
evidence.

AO3 (Source Analysis)

Assessment Objectives (AO): The Technical Framework of Evaluation

To succeed in the IGCSE History 0470 examination, candidates must satisfy three distinct Assessment Objectives.

These serve as the technical rubric against which all responses are measured.

AO1: Knowledge and Understanding

This objective requires the recall of specific factual information. It is not enough to mention "the war"; a candidate 

must specify dates, names (e.g., The Saar 1935), and specific clauses of treaties. Technical accuracy in AO1 forms

the foundation for all higher-level analysis.

AO2: Analysis of Cause, Consequence, and Change

This objective moves beyond "what happened" to "why it happened" and "how it changed things." It requires the 

candidate to demonstrate an understanding of historical concepts such as Continuity, Change, Causation, and 

Significance. High-scoring responses often use a multi-causal approach, distinguishing between immediate

triggers and long-term structural causes.

AO3: Evaluation and Interpretation of Sources

Primarily assessed in Paper 2, AO3 requires students to treat sources as evidence rather than facts. This involves 

analyzing the Provenance (origin, purpose, and context) of a source. Technical terms such as reliability, utility, bias

, and cross-referencing are essential tools in this domain.

Procedural Breakdown of Examination Papers

The IGCSE History 0470 qualification is typically comprised of three components. Understanding the technical

requirements of each is vital for effective time management and score optimization.

Paper 1: Structured Questions

Paper 1 is a 2-hour examination that accounts for 40% of the total grade. Candidates must answer two questions

from the Core Content and one from a Depth Study. Each question is subdivided into three parts:

•  Part (a) [4 marks]: Requires a concise description of a specific event or situation. No analysis is required, only 

4 distinct factual points.

•  Part (b) [6 marks]: Requires an explanation of "why" something happened. Candidates must provide at least 

two explained reasons to reach the top level of the mark scheme.

•  Part (c) [10 marks]: Requires a balanced argument. Candidates must evaluate two sides of a historical debate 

(e.g., "How successful was the League of Nations in the 1920s?") and provide a supported judgment.



Paper 2: The Document Question (Source Paper)

This 2-hour paper (33% of total grade) focuses on a prescribed topic that changes annually. Candidates are 

presented with a series of sources (cartoons, speeches, letters) and must answer 5-6 questions. The technical 

challenge here is synthesis—the ability to use multiple sources to construct a coherent historical argument.

Paper 4: Alternative to Coursework (Depth Study)

Paper 4 is a 1-hour examination (27% of total grade) consisting of one depth study question. Unlike Paper 1, this

paper requires a much higher level of detail and a more sophisticated argumentative structure. It is essentially an

extended essay that tests the depth of a candidate's knowledge in a specialized area, such as Germany (1918–

1945) or the USA (1919–1941).

Technical Analysis of Marking Principles

As noted in the Cambridge IGCSE History 0470/12 Mark Scheme, examiners follow strict Generic Marking 

Principles. One of the most important is Principle 4, which dictates that rules must be applied consistently. This

means that if a candidate fails to follow specific instructions but provides historically valid information, the examiner

must still apply the levels of response consistently across all candidates.

The Level of Response (LoR) Framework

Cambridge uses a Level of Response marking system. Instead of awarding points for every individual fact,

examiners determine which 'level' an essay fits into based on its quality of explanation and analysis.



Level Descriptor Characteristics

Level 4/5 Complex Explanation Multiple reasons explained in depth, 
with a clear link to the question and a 
balanced perspective.

Level 3 Simple Explanation One or two reasons explained, but 
lacking the breadth of higher levels.

Level 2 Identification/Description Listing facts without explaining how or 
why they relate to the prompt.

Level 1 General Assertion Vague statements with little or no 
specific historical evidence.

Technical Case Study: The Saar Plebiscite 1935

To illustrate the application of historical analysis, we can examine The Saar 1935, a frequent topic in Paper 1 and

Depth Study Germany. This event serves as a technical benchmark for Hitler’s early foreign policy successes.

Historical Context

Under the Treaty of Versailles, the Saarland (a coal-rich region) was placed under League of Nations commission

for 15 years. In 1935, a plebiscite (vote) was held to determine its future: return to Germany, join France, or remain

under the League.

Technical Analysis of the Outcome

•  The Result: Over 90% voted to return to Germany.

•  The Significance: This was a massive propaganda victory for Hitler. It validated his claim that German-

speaking peoples desired reunification and proved that he could dismantle the Treaty of Versailles through 

seemingly democratic means.

•  League of Nations Perspective: While the League successfully conducted the vote, the outcome signaled a 

shift in the balance of power toward Nazi Germany.

In an exam context, a student would need to explain how the Saar Plebiscite acted as a catalyst for the subsequent 

remilitarization of the Rhineland (1936), demonstrating an understanding of historical Causality.

Resource Integration: GCE Guide and PapaCambridge

The technical preparation for 0470 History requires access to a deep repository of past papers and mark schemes. 

Platforms such as GCE Guide (accessible via gceguide.cc) and PapaCambridgeprovide essential datasets for

longitudinal study.

Methodology for Using Past Papers

1.  Syllabus Mapping: Cross-reference past paper questions with the current syllabus to identify recurring 

themes.

2.  Specimen Mark Scheme Analysis: Study the 0470 Specimen Mark Schemes to understand the difference 

between a Level 3 and a Level 4 response.

3.  Time-Trialing: Practice Paper 1 under strict 2-hour conditions to master the pacing required for three multi-

part questions.

4.  Generic Marking Principle Application: Use mark schemes to self-assess, focusing on whether an 



explanation is "identified" (Level 2) or "developed" (Level 3/4).

Strategic Troubleshooting: Common Candidate Pitfalls

Even highly knowledgeable students often encounter technical hurdles that prevent them from achieving an A*

grade. Identifying these early is crucial for high-performance outcomes.

1. Narrative vs. Analytical Writing

The most common error is telling a story (narrative) rather than answering the question (analytical). If a question

asks "Why did the League of Nations fail in the 1930s?", providing a chronological history of the League is a

narrative approach. An analytical approach focuses on specific factors: the absence of the USA, the impact of the

Great Depression, and the aggression of Italy and Japan.

2. Lack of Precision (The "AO1 Gap")

Vague references to "the government" or "the people" often result in lower marks. Technical precision requires 

naming specific entities, such as the Freikorps in Weimar Germany or the NKVDin Stalinist Russia. Precision in

terminology demonstrates mastery of the subject matter.

3. Misinterpretation of Command Words

The technical instruction in the question—the command word—determines the required response structure:

•  Describe: Provide factual characteristics (Low-level AO1).

•  Explain: Give reasons and show how they lead to the outcome (High-level AO2).

•  To what extent: Provide a balanced argument with a concluding judgment (Highest-level AO2).

Practical Field Guide for Exam Success

To maximize efficiency during the revision phase, students should adopt a structured approach to each syllabus

component. The following matrix provides a technical checklist for the weeks leading up to the examination.



Week Focus Area Actionable Task

Week 1-2 Core Content Mastery Create mind maps for the 7 Key 
Questions of Option B.

Week 3-4 Depth Study Specialization Draft three 10-mark essays for the 
chosen Depth Study (e.g., Germany).

Week 5-6 Source Evaluation (Paper 2) Practice 5 sets of source questions, 
focusing on the "How far do these 
sources agree?" type.

Week 7 Mark Scheme Calibration Review mark schemes from 
2020-2024 to identify the "threshold" 
for Level 4 marks.

The intellectual journey through the Cambridge IGCSE History 0470 syllabus is one of the most rewarding 

academic endeavors at the secondary level. By mastering the technical requirements of the assessment objectives, 

understanding the procedural nuances of the examination papers, and utilizing high-quality resources like the GCE 

Guide, candidates can move beyond simple historical knowledge into the realm of sophisticated historical analysis.

This rigorous preparation not only ensures exam success but also equips learners with the critical thinking and

evaluative skills necessary for advanced studies in history, international relations, and law. The ability to synthesize

complex data, evaluate conflicting evidence, and construct a persuasive argument remains a cornerstone of

academic excellence in the 21st century.
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